
  
    [image: Book of Water]
  


  
    
      BOOK OF WATER

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      BRADAMANTE SAGA, BOOK 2

    

    
      
        ROBIN BRANDE

      

    

    
      RYER PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Book of Water

        (Bradamante Saga, Book 2)

        By Robin Brande

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Published by Ryer Publishing

        www.ryerpublishing.com

        Copyright 2019 by Robin Brande

        www.robinbrande.com

        All rights reserved

        Cover art by Konstanttin and Yuryz/Dreamstime

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Monarch Pass

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          
            Chapter 66

          

          
            Chapter 67

          

          
            Chapter 68

          

          
            Chapter 69

          

          
            Chapter 70

          

          
            Chapter 71

          

          
            Chapter 72

          

          
            Chapter 73

          

          
            Chapter 74

          

          
            Chapter 75

          

          
            Chapter 76

          

          
            Chapter 77

          

          
            Chapter 78

          

          
            Chapter 79

          

          
            Chapter 80

          

          
            Chapter 81

          

          
            Chapter 82

          

          
            Chapter 83

          

          
            Chapter 84

          

          
            Chapter 85

          

          
            Chapter 86

          

          
            Chapter 87

          

          
            Chapter 88

          

          
            Chapter 89

          

          
            Chapter 90

          

          
            Chapter 91

          

          
            Chapter 92

          

          
            Chapter 93

          

          
            Chapter 94

          

          
            Chapter 95

          

          
            Chapter 96

          

          
            Chapter 97

          

          
            Chapter 98

          

        

      

      
        
          Abincort

        

        
          
            Chapter 99

          

          
            Chapter 100

          

          
            Chapter 101

          

          
            Chapter 102

          

          
            Chapter 103

          

          
            Chapter 104

          

          
            Chapter 105

          

          
            Chapter 106

          

          
            Chapter 107

          

          
            Chapter 108

          

          
            Chapter 109

          

          
            Chapter 110

          

          
            Chapter 111

          

          
            Chapter 112

          

          
            Chapter 113

          

          
            Chapter 114

          

          
            Chapter 115

          

          
            Chapter 116

          

        

      

      
        
          The White Temple

        

        
          
            Chapter 117

          

          
            Chapter 118

          

          
            Chapter 119

          

          
            Chapter 120

          

          
            Chapter 121

          

          
            Chapter 122

          

          
            Chapter 123

          

          
            Chapter 124

          

          
            Chapter 125

          

          
            Chapter 126

          

          
            Chapter 127

          

          
            Chapter 128

          

          
            Chapter 129

          

          
            Chapter 130

          

          
            Chapter 131

          

          
            Chapter 132

          

          
            Chapter 133

          

          
            Chapter 134

          

          
            Chapter 135

          

          
            Chapter 136

          

          
            Chapter 137

          

          
            Chapter 138

          

          
            Chapter 139

          

          
            Chapter 140

          

          
            Chapter 141

          

          
            Chapter 142

          

          
            Chapter 143

          

          
            Coming Soon

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Robin Brande

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MONARCH PASS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Bradamante dropped to her knees in the white sand, gasping from the sword that had pierced her chest.

      “This isn’t a game,” her teacher said.

      “I know.”

      “He’ll try to kill you.”

      “I know.”

      Bradamante heaved to her feet and swung her sword at Manat. The older woman easily parried it aside.

      “Tighten your mind,” Manat said.

      “I am!”

      Bradamante attacked once more, fierce and precise, but it was as though she had never learned to fight. Manat dodged and blocked, then plunged her own sword through the young woman’s heart.

      Bradamante fell back hard against the white sand beach, her dark eyes staring up at the cloudless blue sky.

      “What am I doing wrong?” she asked in frustration.

      “Dying.” Manat offered her hand. A sympathetic smile creased her weather-worn face. “You’re tired. That’s enough for tonight. Let’s go inside.”

      Bradamante accepted the hand that hoisted her to her feet. She brushed sand from the back of her brown pants and tunic. Manat wore similar clothes in faded black, but there wasn’t a speck of sand on them. Bradamante had never made her fall.

      It had been a terrible training session—one of her worst. Manat was right, she felt exhausted. Not from the physical effort—normally her nighttime visions of training with Manat outside the white wooden cottage on the white beach left Bradamante feeling strong and restored. But tonight too many worries preyed on her mind.

      Still, even a bad night at the white house was better than where she had been spending her nights lately.

      Her body currently slept on the hard ground in a leaky tent in the rain. She only had a short time left before her friend Jara would wake her for her turn on the night’s watch. Bradamante intended to enjoy the warm sun and peaceful surroundings as long as she could.

      She walked in silence beside her teacher, savoring the feel of her bare toes digging into the warm sand. White gulls called to each other as they swooped lazily over the bay to her left. A moist breeze blew in from the water, mingling with the sweat on Bradamante’s face.

      She glanced aside at the older woman. The two had not trained together for some time. Bradamante had spent many nights at the white house alone before finding Manat waiting here for her tonight. Her reappearance lifted Bradamante’s heart.

      Manat always looked the same in the visions: tall and strong, in her mid-forties with short, dark auburn hair and deep-set hazel eyes, a warrior with the intensity and vitality to battle an opponent half her age.

      In real life Bradamante knew her to be decades older. The last time she saw Manat, she looked stooped and white-haired and burdened with recent grief. Bradamante often wondered how her teacher fared now, a year after Samual’s death in the fire that destroyed the White Temple.

      But they never spoke about it here. Manat seemed content to forget, if only during their brief hours together.

      As they neared the white house, Bradamante glanced up the hill behind it. A thin dirt footpath led from the house to a lush grassy meadow and then a dense pine forest beyond.

      Grazing in the meadow was Bradamante’s large gray mare, Egalite, looking as fit and well as ever.

      It was a sight that could still bring tears to Bradamante’s eyes. During the many months when Egalite suffered and recovered from the spear wound to her chest, Bradamante found hope seeing her here, uninjured and strong.

      “Does Egalite have these visions, too?” Bradamante had asked Manat at the time. “Is she really here?”

      “If you and I are,” Manat had answered, “why shouldn’t she be?”

      Bradamante hoped it was true. She could never forget—nor forgive. She still revisited the scene over and over in her mind, sometimes several times a day: Lord Ganelon galloping toward them, his spear held low, Bradamante realizing too late what he meant to do. Egalite screaming, her neck stretched out, legs collapsing beneath her. The horse lying motionless on the muddy field while Lord Ganelon turned his attack to Bradamante, cutting and stabbing her with a brutality unlike anyone else’s in the tournament.

      That Bradamante not only survived, but ultimately defeated the king’s high commander was a testament to Manat’s training. And though Lord Ganelon lied to King Carleman afterward, claiming he merely wanted to test the girl’s skill and courage before allowing her to join the army, Bradamante knew without question that Ganelon had intended to kill her and that she had fought that man for her life.

      She had done her best over the past year to stay as far from Lord Ganelon as she could. Her brother, Rinaldo, used his position as her immediate commander to accept assignments that would keep his unit of warriors in the field.

      Beginning with hunting down their friend Ferrau on the king’s orders. But hunting him slowly, so he could get away.

      Still, no matter how careful she was to stay away from him, Bradamante knew in her heart that one day she would have to face Lord Ganelon again. This time she understood the threat. This time she would be prepared.

      But for now, a more immediate threat weighed upon her mind.

      Bradamante followed Manat into the house. As she crossed the threshold, her training clothes transformed into the long white robe and thick wool socks she always saw herself wearing inside. Her long curly brown hair that had come loose while she fought now lay roped in a thick braid down her back.

      She looked exactly the same as she always did in the white house, ever since she answered Manat’s call when Bradamante was only twelve. Now, seven years later, she was growing ever closer to becoming the young warrior in her early twenties that she saw herself as in the visions.

      That young warrior fought by instinct. She knew how to control her pain. She seemed, at times, to be fearless.

      Right now, Bradamante did not feel fearless. Her recent worries had proven that. And she couldn’t afford a bad night of fighting, not now when she needed her skills to be at their sharpest.

      Manat understood her mind.

      “He’s just a man,” she said, handing Bradamante a mug of steaming clove tea.

      “Is he?”

      “Flesh and blood, like you,” Manat said. She sat cross-legged on a cushion in front of the fire. Bradamante sat in the white rocking chair beside her and stared into the flames.

      Rumors of the enemy commander Rogero had spread throughout the west over the past few months. Only twenty years old, he was the youngest high commander in any of the kingdoms. People said he was a sorcerer. The greatest warrior they had ever seen. He rode a magical horse that could disappear before your eyes. He wielded a magical blade.

      Rogero was ruthless. They said he killed for sport. He slaughtered without mercy. Some even said he could drive his enemies mad and force them to kill themselves or each other.

      He commanded an army of thousands—perhaps tens of thousands, depending on the report—and they could travel at inhuman speeds over impossible terrain and conquer multiple territories in the same day, even hundreds of miles apart.

      Over the course of the past year Rogero’s army had marched steadily from the east over the plains, claiming villages and territories that had been freeheld for decades. And now, if the rumors were true, they were marching toward the vast mountain range that separated the plains from King Carleman’s empire in the west.

      The question was where exactly Rogero would attack next.

      In anticipation, Lord Ganelon had divided the king’s army among a variety of strategic locations: the three major mountain passes; the roads into and out of towns that provided food and supplies to the warriors; and the various towns and lands owned by Lord Ganelon himself. Being high commander had its privileges.

      Bradamante, Rinaldo, and the rest of their unit were currently encamped at Monarch Pass along with a larger division of soldiers led by a more senior commander, Orlando. All together they were a force five hundred warriors strong.

      Not nearly enough, if the rumors were true.

      “Is Rogero really a sorcerer?” Bradamante asked her teacher.

      “Yes. Very skilled.”

      That was far from the answer she wanted. “How can we defeat him?”

      “He’s just a man,” Manat repeated.

      Bradamante bit back her impatience. She knew better than to ask Manat an obvious question. Her teacher could dance this dance for a long time. What she needed was a fresh approach.

      She considered it for a moment while she took another sip of black clove tea. The spice tasted strong, almost like raw garlic mixed with cinnamon and honey. The sharp sweet scent of it burned her nose. It was the same drink Manat had given her that first night when they sat before this same fire. She said it brought clarity to the mind.

      Bradamante tried again.

      “Is he coming to Monarch Pass?” she asked.

      “He is,” Manat confirmed.

      Bradamante’s heart sped. She hadn’t expected such a direct answer. “Soon?”

      “Yes.”

      “When?”

      Manat breathed in the steam from her own mug. “Ask another question.”

      Bradamante suppressed a groan. It’s not always good to know your future, Manat had told her more than once, but Bradamante disagreed. The more information she had, the better she could prepare.

      But it was an argument she knew she would never win. She had tried and repeatedly failed.

      Instead she asked, “How can we defeat him?”

      “By remaining awake to your opportunities,” Manat said. “And that is all for now. Jara is here.”

      Bradamante felt a gentle jiggling of her foot. Immediately the vision dissolved. She left the sunny warmth of the white house to return to the rain and cold of the camp.

      “I’m sorry,” Jara said as she crawled inside the dark tent. “I always hate to wake you.” Her shoulder-length brown hair hung in wet clumps at the sides of her face. The leggings and tunic she had borrowed from Rinaldo were sodden and muddy. She sat on the hard dirt floor of the tent and began pulling off her wet boots.

      Jara was nineteen now, too, a sturdy-looking young woman with a round, pleasant face. Bradamante still marveled at her friend’s appearance. When she first met her five years before, the girl looked skeletal. Jara’s father seemed to take pleasure from starving both Bradamante and his daughter as punishment.

      Now Jara wore oversized men’s clothing in an effort to hide her feminine shape. She kept her hair only slightly longer than the men’s, too. Bradamante knew she hoped to be mistaken for one of them from the distance. She also understood why. Jara had already survived one attack. Dressing like a man was her way of protecting herself until she felt more comfortable in her fighting skills.

      Bradamante sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Of course you should wake me,” she told Jara. “Anything to report?”

      “No. Rinaldo thought he might have seen something, but…” Jara kept her back turned modestly toward Bradamante as she removed her sopping clothes and replaced them with the dry set she kept for sleeping.

      “But what?” Bradamante prompted.

      “It wasn’t anything,” said Jara. “He never saw it again.”

      Perhaps a day ago Bradamante, too, would have dismissed it. But now she reached for her own boots and quickly dressed. Normally on night watch she wore her simple leggings, undershirt, and tunic, but this time she added her leather chest armor as well. She crawled out of the tent and tied it behind her, leaving Jara curled beneath the woolen blankets, already on her way to a deep sleep.

      Bradamante hurried to the makeshift corral where Egalite hunkered in the rain with the other horses. The mare nickered and trotted toward her. Bradamante patted the strong gray neck and led her horse out to the trail. She braced her hands on Egalite’s back and pulled herself up the way Manat had taught her years before. She still preferred to ride her horse bareback whenever she could.

      Then the two threaded their way in darkness up the steep dirt trail to the top of the pass.

      A short distance beneath the ridge Bradamante found Bayard, her brother’s horse. He was a handsome stallion, sleek and powerful, with a dark reddish-brown coat and black mane and tail. He whickered softly as they approached. Bradamante dismounted and gave him a pat. She left Egalite beside him, then hurried on foot the rest of the distance up the hill.

      She found Rinaldo braced against a boulder, peering over the top. He was twenty-four, young compared to some of the other commanders, but he had risen fairly through the ranks. Bradamante had overheard his men often enough to know that they respected her brother. He was a skilled warrior, and he had proven as their commander that he wouldn’t recklessly expose them to risk.

      Bradamante crouched beside him now.

      “You saw something?”

      “I thought so, but…” He shook his head. “I’ve been staring at that same patch of trees down there ever since. I’ve never seen it again.”

      “Manat said Rogero is coming here soon,” Bradamante told him. “She might have meant tonight.”

      Rinaldo knew as well as his sister how real the visions with Manat were. He never doubted them anymore.

      “Your eyes are always better than mine,” he said, pointing down the hill to where a flat expanse of meadow met the dark line of fir and spruce trees.

      Bradamante stared, all of her senses on high alert. The rain had stopped for now, but she could still smell the wet on the rock and dirt around her. She could taste the lingering spice of the clove tea on her tongue. She heard light rockfalls as some of the men further along the ridge dislodged stones as they shifted positions. And she could feel her own heartbeat, quickened now with both dread and excitement as she peered into the darkness for any sign of Rogero.

      But she saw nothing. Just the glistening remainder of the rain on the dark grassy field below.

      And then suddenly there it was: movement.

      Her breath caught. Rinaldo saw it, too. They both watched as a shape emerged from the trees. Then a second shape, then a third.

      “Go tell Orlando,” Rinaldo said. “Wake the others.”

      But Bradamante didn’t move.

      “Brad—”

      “He won’t listen to me,” she said. “You know that. You have to send someone else.”

      Ever since the revelation that the warrior who had defeated Orlando at the king’s tournament was a girl—and that King Carleman had invited her into his army despite it—Orlando had made a practice of refusing to acknowledge Bradamante’s presence. Even when she stood in front of him, speaking directly to him, he looked past her as if she weren’t there. For such a large, powerful warrior as Orlando, the behavior was small and petty, but he persisted nonetheless.

      Would he continue the game if Bradamante brought word that they were under attack? She didn’t want to believe it, but she also didn’t want to test it.

      “I’ll stay,” Bradamante said. “You should go.”

      Rinaldo peered down at the meadow again. It was empty now, but the shapes had been there. Both of them knew it.

      They were about to be attacked.

      Rinaldo pushed away from the rock. “Tell the rest of the watch. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      He hurried down to Bayard while Bradamante set off across the ridgeline to warn the others guarding the pass.

      He’s just a man, she reminded herself as she raced through the dark, her heart beating wildly in her chest. Flesh and blood. Only a man. She had fought men before and won.

      But none of them had been a sorcerer.
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      Rogero sat calmly on the back of his horse. Both were nearly impossible to see in the dense nighttime forest: Rogero with his sun-browned skin, black hair, and black armor; the windhorse Vinderon with his dark red face, reddish-gray body, black mane and tail and legs.

      It had been a long night, but worth it. Rogero had pushed his men through the dark and the rain, up steep hillsides layered with precarious rock, then through woods so thick with undergrowth they spent hours on foot leading the horses instead of riding. The men must be exhausted, but they didn’t know it. Rogero had already convinced them they felt fresh and well-rested, and that the rain was barely a drizzle.

      An hour before he had instructed one of his warriors to leave the shelter of the trees, show himself for a moment, then return where he couldn’t be seen. When nothing came of it, Rogero sent out three more with instructions to linger longer.

      Now Rogero waited. He wanted to see what King Carleman’s men would do.

      There was no sign of them, but he knew that they were there. He had already visited the camp the day before to survey their numbers and assess their strength.

      He could win here, easily.

      He hoped to be proven wrong.

      The initial thrill of being so routinely successful had worn off months ago. Now most of the battles felt like pure butchery. He found he preferred it when the small freeholds and inadequately fortified cities simply surrendered rather than stubbornly send their sons and fathers to their deaths.

      But Rogero understood the allure of war.

      He had been yearning for it as long as he could remember.

      What he hadn’t realized until he was finally given command and set loose to conquer was how few warriors would prove to be as skilled as he was. He waited at the beginning of every battle, watching his soldiers take the field. He waited to find worthy opponents. Those, he would fight. Those, he would kill.

      His men could kill all the rest.

      There. Finally. A few riders coming over the ridge.

      “Here they come, boys. Beautiful night for it. When we’re finished, we’ll have a feast.”

      That brought a rousing cheer before the men mounted their weary horses and charged onto the field.

      Accompanied by a thousand new warriors Rogero created out of the wind.
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      “I’m telling you what I saw!” Rinaldo said. “Bradamante saw it, too.”

      In her dream Jara heard Orlando shout something back, but she couldn’t make out the words. She drifted back to sleep.

      Some time later she heard shouting again. This time she groggily came awake. There were voices outside her tent. Men’s voices. Her body instinctively clenched. She pulled the blanket higher, wanting to bury herself away.

      But then she caught the impulse and forced herself to stop.

      A warrior was not afraid. A warrior listened. A warrior watched. A warrior surveyed the situation, made bold, brave decisions, then acted without hesitation.

      Jara was no warrior. Not yet, anyway.

      She listened harder to the sounds: feet squelching through the mud. Orders relayed. The pounding of hooves in the distance.

      Jara threw off her blanket and shoved her feet into her boots and tumbled out of the tent.

      The rain had tapered off to a drizzle, and the sky was beginning to lighten. Dawn was near the brink. Jara took in what her eyes could tell her.

      All of the activity seemed confined to one side of the camp: Rinaldo’s side. Over in Orlando’s area, very few men seemed to be stirring.

      She called to a soldier she knew hurrying past.

      “Hilyard, what’s happening?”

      “Commander says we’re under attack.”

      “Why isn’t everyone going?”

      Hilyard jerked his head toward Orlando’s side of camp. “That one says he don’t believe it. Sending his own scouts first. Won’t take Commander’s word for nothing.”

      Never a man to waste words, Hilyard spared one more coarse one for what he thought of Orlando. Then he set off again toward the horses.

      Jara hesitated, looking around for direction. She wished Bradamante were here.

      But the decision was hers alone. She crawled back inside her tent, grasped the sword Rinaldo had outfitted her with, and then raced with the others to the corral.

      Her sturdy tan mare with the black mane looked agitated from all the commotion. Jara slipped a rope around Filla’s neck and led her away from the crowd, speaking kindly and softly all the while.

      “Shh, Filla, settle.” She stroked the mare’s damp side and waited for the animal to calm. Then she saddled and bridled her and mounted from a nearby stump.

      She was only halfway up the trail to the pass when she saw Orlando’s two scouts riding their horses hard down the hill, back toward camp. Jara quickly slid from Filla’s saddle and pulled the horse off the trail.

      The men said nothing as they thundered past. They didn’t even seem to notice her. Jara liked it that way.

      She hesitated again, wondering whether she should continue up to the pass. Obviously something serious was going on, or Orlando’s men wouldn’t be in such a hurry to report.

      If their forces were under attack, what could she do? She had been training with Bradamante as much as possible over the past many months, but her skills still felt very primitive. With all of her other duties, Bradamante could usually spare only about an hour each day to teach Jara some new technique with the sword or a knife, or how to fight on horseback, or how to defend herself without any weapons at all.

      Jara had duties, too, washing and mending the men’s clothes. It was the only way Rinaldo could justify bringing her along. But it meant she had precious little time to learn what she wanted to learn. As generous as Bradamante was, teaching her every day, it never felt like enough.

      Jara hungered for so much more. She wanted to be braver, stronger, better. She thought all the time about that night in Gibeah when Bradamante and Manat had killed all those terrible men and saved Jara’s life.

      Could she ever be that fearless? Would she be any use at all to Bradamante or Rinaldo or anyone else when faced with an actual battle?

      Filla tugged at her reins as she lowered her head to graze. The rain had finally stopped, and dawn crept under the clouds.

      I’ll never get better if I keep running. If Jara could help her friends in any way, she would.

      She climbed back onto the saddle and urged Filla up the hill.

      For the rest of the ride Jara rehearsed in her mind how she would slice and cut with her sword. How she would attack, defend, what tactics she would use, how hard she would fight alongside her friends.

      But when at last she stood upon the top of the ridge and gazed down at the carnage below, Jara realized that all of her plans were nothing more than fantasy.

      This was real, and it was bloody and violent, and she could offer absolutely no help at all.
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      The enemy was everywhere.

      Like a swarm, like a wave, warriors on horseback pouring over the field, more of them emerging from the forest every minute it seemed, an endless stream of them, so many that as one fell, another four seemed to take his place.

      Bradamante vanquished the foe before her and quickly scanned the field for her brother. She had last seen him fighting a warrior in gray with a red star on his sleeve.

      Rinaldo still battled the same man. Bradamante watched as the two traded strikes, both of them equally matched, neither able to land the killing blow.

      But then another warrior charged at Bradamante and drew her attention away.

      This one, too, had a red star on his sleeve, although that sleeve was white. Not every warrior had it. Some wore ragged clothes and scarred leather armor, but this warrior’s clothing, like the one fighting Rinaldo, looked clean and new.

      Tighten your mind, Bradamante heard her teacher’s voice scold her. This isn’t a game. Fight!

      But as her blade met her opponent’s, Egalite suddenly reared. Bradamante threw her weight forward, gripping the mane, and nearly lost hold of her sword.

      “Egalite!”

      The mare was in a frenzy. She jolted backward, snorting and stamping, ramming against nearby horses on the choked battlefield. Bradamante fought to stay on her back.

      Finally Egalite kicked out with her back legs and spun to her right and broke free of the melee. Bradamante regained her balance just as the horse took off, racing to the far end of the meadow.

      To where Rinaldo now lay on the ground, the left half of his body pinned beneath the bulk of his fallen horse. Blood spurted from the wound in Bayard’s front leg where an enemy warrior had sliced it nearly through to the bone. That enemy now lay dead nearby.

      “Naldo!” Bradamante vaulted from Egalite’s back and ran to her brother. Rinaldo’s face was sickeningly moist and pale and his eyes were slit with pain.

      Bradamante heaved against Bayard, first with her arms and then bracing with her feet, but the horse was far too heavy to move. And it was clear he couldn’t stand on his own. He thrashed his legs against the grass, groaning in pain. The movement caused Rinaldo to cry out as fresh agony swept over his face.

      Bradamante begged the horse to be still.

      “Help! I need help!” she called, but no one seemed to hear.

      Except an enemy soldier who spied her and grinned as he galloped her way.

      “Egalite!” Bradamante shouted as she stood and picked up her sword. She turned to mount her horse.

      But Egalite surged past her into the enemy’s path and then reared and pawed at the air. Her neigh was so violent and fearsome it could be heard across the field.

      The enemy’s horse halted. No amount of kicking would urge it on. And meanwhile Egalite’s cry had finally brought them aid.

      Hilyard and Rixton and several more of Rinaldo’s men rode to their fallen commander. They turned their backs to him and formed a defensive ring while others rushed to help Bradamante extract her brother from beneath his horse.

      Bradamante ripped strips of her tunic and wrapped them tightly around Bayard’s wound. She braced the horse’s leg while others helped to lift.

      Rinaldo was now oblivious to it all. The pain had finally grown too great and left him unconscious but still alive. Bradamante made sure of it as she anxiously watched the vein throbbing in his neck.

      They strained and heaved as the fighting continued around them. And then suddenly the battle turned. A horn sounded from the forest and cheers erupted on the field.

      The enemy was in retreat. And she soon saw the reason why.

      Orlando had finally arrived. His force poured over the top of the pass. Hilyard spat out a curse. Bradamante agreed. Where had they been all this time?

      Late or not, their arrival finally freed more of Rinaldo’s men to help. Bradamante braced Bayard’s leg once more as the others hoisted the horse to his feet.

      And then Bradamante’s own face went pale. She saw what damage was done.

      Rinaldo’s leg looked twisted and broken in multiple places and his left hip was crushed. Bradamante knew from her lessons with Manat that there was probably bleeding inside Rinaldo, too. All color was gone from his skin. His breathing was shallow. When she pressed her fingers against the side of his throat, the pulse felt erratic.

      Meanwhile Orlando and his men rode across the meadow in victory. The enemy had escaped. There was no one left to fight.

      Fearing an ambush, Orlando sent only his scouts into the woods. They returned unharmed and with the report that there was no trace of Rogero’s army.

      Rogero watched it all.

      He particularly watched the girl.
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      Rinaldo was dying.

      No one said it out loud, but Jara knew. She had attended the dying before while caring for Rinaldo and Bradamante’s mother.

      She knew the pallid cast to the skin. The dark bruising where blood pooled in the belly and limbs. The long silences between breaths, then a sudden gasp as the body remembered it wanted to live.

      One of Orlando’s men had some experience as a healer. Bradamante allowed him to examine her brother, but when the man offered nothing more than a grimace and a shake of his head, Bradamante ordered him to leave. She had received her own training from Manat in how to treat battle wounds, so she did what she could.

      But the damage was so great, her care meant very little. She set fractured bones and added padding around Rinaldo’s leg and disjointed hip, but she had no remedy for the trauma to his internal organs.

      Finally she suspended her efforts. The greatest aid to Rinaldo’s comfort was that he remained unconscious. Bradamante and Jara sat on either side of him in the darkened tent, Jara fussing over him in ways she knew in her heart were useless, while Bradamante held her brother’s hand.

      When Orlando visited as part of his tour of the other injured warriors, Bradamante gazed up at him with such intense hatred, Jara could practically feel the heat of it searing the air.

      She understood. If only Orlando had believed Rinaldo and sent his warriors from the start…

      Orlando said nothing to the two of them, but he did, for the first time in a year, finally meet Bradamante’s eyes. She did not look away. Orlando endured her gaze for a few long moments, then left the tent to continue on his rounds.

      Jara saw a tear roll down Bradamante’s cheek.

      Rinaldo was dying. There was nothing they could do.
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      Astolpho opened his eyes. A faint sheen glistened on his upper lip. He blinked against the lowering afternoon sun and glanced around the campsite for Michaela. She often left him alone. Particularly when she saw him at prayer.

      It had been days since his last vision of Bradamante, so Astolpho was unprepared for what he saw. He didn’t know what had happened to Rinaldo, only that he now lay ashen-faced and still, with his sister and their friend at his side.

      Astolpho studied the despair on Bradamante’s face. He had rarely seen her look so defeated.

      Go to her, said a voice in his head. You can help her.

      Michaela can help her.

      It was a voice he wasn’t certain whether to trust.

      Astolpho was twenty-one now, tall and lean, muscles hardened from his year on horseback. When he left the king’s city of Abincort in search of Michaela, the red-haired young woman he had begun seeing in visions sent by his god, Astolpho didn’t realize he would be away for so long.

      But now he knew it was a gift.

      It had been a year of solitude and isolation. Of loneliness so deep and relentless, Astolpho sometimes wondered if he would ever hear someone speak his name again. A year of surrender: to his god, to the quiet, to the beauty of the mountains, forests, and plains. Nights of gazing up at the starlit heavens and understanding how small he was, how insignificant compared to the majesty of heaven and earth.

      Finally he knew. What he wanted for himself did not matter.

      What mattered was what his god wanted from him.

      Astolpho was no longer a boy searching for his way. Not simply one of the monks of the White Temple, free to spend his life in study and prayer and teaching.

      He was a prophet to the king now. He had a duty to perform, even if he didn’t fully understand it. His god wanted him there for a reason. Astolpho trusted in his god.

      And so he put away other thoughts.

      Of Bradamante.

      Of a life he sometimes imagined they could have together.

      Not that she would ever want that. Not after what he did.

      It had been Astolpho, in his capacity as King Carleman’s advisor and prophet, who convinced the king that Bradamante should fight Lord Ganelon. Even though she was already rightfully the tournament’s victor. Even though she had already defeated every foe for three days straight and was so clearly beyond exhaustion.

      “Let them fight,” Astolpho had whispered, and Bradamante saw him. He would never forget her look of shock and betrayal. Or the angry words they exchanged later that night, after both Bradamante and her horse had nearly lost their lives to Lord Ganelon’s bloodlust and treachery.

      Astolpho had begun his own exile that very night.

      His quest for Michaela provided him with the perfect distraction. It took him months to find her. Then even when he did, he waited and watched for months more, still not certain how to approach her. She was a fierce young woman, straight-backed and proud as she sat astride her horse, ever watchful and wary, even when surrounded by her own men. Those young men guarded her closely and treated her with great reverence.

      Once Astolpho saw what she could do, he understood why.

      When finally the sign came, Astolpho understood what he should do. Still, even knowing that the moment was right, he exercised the kind of caution toward Michaela that he would around a wild animal.

      Even after traveling together for nearly two months, theirs was still a tenuous peace. If Astolpho longed for friendship and conversation, or anything more than sullen acknowledgment of his presence, he wouldn’t find it here.

      And then one day his visions of Bradamante returned. After having had no glimpse of her for nearly a year. Suddenly there she was, muddy, severe, sword in hand as she taught Jara how to fight.

      Then in the days afterward, visions of Bradamante striding across the army encampment. Bradamante eating bread. Mundane moments, nothing anyone else might need to see, but Astolpho sat riveted, grateful for every single glimpse of her that his god was generous enough to send him.

      Astolpho thought he understood why the visions had returned. They served a purpose, allowing him to track the movements of King Carleman’s army so that he and Michaela could follow them at a distance.

      The two of them were currently camped within a day’s journey of Monarch Pass. They had been for some time. Eventually they would return to Abincort on the trail of the army. Only then would Michaela show herself to any outsiders. It was what the two of them had agreed.

      It didn’t mean Astolpho liked it. To be so close to Bradamante now, and yet forced to stay away…

      Perhaps that, too, was a gift from his god.

      Because with the return of his visions came a longing so deep he wondered how he would bear it. The longing to be near her again, to hear her voice, to feel the touch of her warm skin, to speak with her, to listen, even if her words were still filled with rage—whatever she offered, Astolpho knew he would gladly take it.

      It was not the path of his god. And Astolpho wanted the path of his god.

      “I tell you truthfully,” his master Samual had once told him when Astolpho was a young monk, “my god has often led me over roads I would not choose for myself. But I have found my greatest peace in surrendering to his will—in refusing to question why he leads me one way and not another.”

      Was this such a road? Astolpho doubted it could offer him any peace. He thought he had finally driven all desire for Bradamante from his heart. Now he had to admit that he had not.

      But Michaela could help Rinaldo. Wasn’t it right to try? Wouldn’t Astolpho’s god want that from him? Wouldn’t his god allow it?

      Your god always knows your heart, the voice inside him said. You’re a fool to try to lie.

      Astolpho quickly began packing up his camp. He and Michaela carried very little: just a few extra items of clothing, a few blankets, his sword, Michaela’s knife, a meager supply of dried provisions. He tied the bundle to the back of Frontino’s saddle and then followed the path to the river where he was most likely to find Michaela.

      She often sat here at dusk staring at the restless water, thinking thoughts she never shared with him.

      Astolpho prayed as he walked, asking for the words to convince her. He had no assurance that she would come out of hiding now simply because he asked. He had even less reason to believe that she would help a friend of his simply because he asked.

      And even if she did agree to help, there was no guarantee that they would reach Rinaldo in time. Even if they left right now and traveled through the night.

      But he had to try. For Rinaldo.

      Liar, his heart told him. For Bradamante.
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      Rogero’s men supped on wild boar and roasted quail. They drank ale from a barrel none of them remembered carrying.

      Rogero had lost fifteen of his one hundred soldiers. Men he had known well and valued. As far as his other soldiers were concerned, those fallen men still sat among them now, drinking and laughing, reaching for the same foods, but never depleting the amounts. In time Rogero would remove any trace of their memories, but for now he wanted all of them to enjoy each other’s company.

      The men sat at long wooden tables inside a comfortable pavilion. Rain and wind lashed at the canvas walls, but inside they were dry and warm.

      In truth, there was no pavilion. Nor tables, nor benches, nor any of the comforts the men believed they now enjoyed. Instead they sat on logs or on their cloaks spread out over the mud underneath a canopy Rogero had created out of the rain.

      They didn’t eat boar and quail, but turnip mash and stale bread and the other unappetizing provisions Rogero had managed to steal from the enemy that afternoon.

      His own provisions were gone. Lost to a troop of enterprising rodents who had discovered their stores while the men were distracted in battle. Rogero returned to find his sacks of grain and dried meats chewed through to the center and left open to the drenching rain. None of it was salvageable.

      Rogero’s sorcery could create many things, but food had never been among them. Nor could he raise the dead, a limitation that he deeply regretted every time he lost one of his men. And today, so many…

      He had to admit to himself that he had been wrong. Wrong to believe that King Carleman’s army would be as ill-prepared and easily beaten as the foes they had conquered so far.

      Wrong to underestimate the enemy soldiers he had seen lounging and drinking and quarrelling in their encampment the day before. Wrong to assume they would be so overwhelmed by the numbers in his army, both real and imagined, that they would lose heart and surrender like so many already had.

      At least one of the surprises had been pleasant: a woman in King Carleman’s army.

      More than that, a young woman who seemed so familiar, from her stature to her swordsmanship to the grim set of her lips. Rogero felt certain they had met before—but how? When? And why couldn’t he remember?

      He could never willingly forget a face like hers, still beautiful beneath splatters of mud and blood. He couldn’t forget the fluid way she fought, both on horseback and on the ground, nor her strength and skill with a sword. He admired her courage and ferocity as she protected her fellow soldier who lay pinned beneath his horse. With every movement of hers that he had watched, Rogero felt more and more certain that he knew her, and knew her well.

      And yet the harder he tried to remember, the more elusive the memory was. His mind felt clouded and thick, as though he were just waking after a hard blow to the head.

      “You men rest,” he had told his warriors as they set about making camp after the battle. “When I return we’ll have our feast.” The weary men cheered as he mounted Vinderon, then the windhorse sped him over Monarch Pass.

      Once again Rogero stole secretly into the enemy encampment and strode unseen through their midst. He could have slain a dozen men easily before anyone knew he was there, but where was the sport in that?

      Besides, he didn’t want to do anything that might draw attention to himself. Not when he had a more important purpose there than simply finding food for his men.

      There—is that her? He paused and stared at a young woman in the distance who had just emerged from a tent. Her hair was the right color, dark brown, but it was too short to have been in the long braid that he saw. And she seemed stouter than the warrior he had watched. He continued his quiet search.

      He took his time meandering through the enemy’s encampment, always careful not to come close to any of the horses. They always seemed to be able to sense him. He had left Vinderon some distance away for the same reason.

      Finally, as the afternoon lengthened, he reluctantly abandoned his quest. His men deserved the meal that he had promised, and he knew he could come back to the enemy encampment the next day. He would not attack again, not yet. He couldn’t risk any of his men killing the young woman in battle before he had settled this mystery in his mind.

      Until then, he would leave King Carleman’s army waiting anxiously and on edge, wondering when he would strike next. Meanwhile his own men could rest and enjoy eating from their enemy’s provisions.

      There was no question that Rogero and his warriors would win. It was only a matter of when. The young woman added an intriguing element to the entire enterprise, but in the end, Rogero would still have to defeat them all.

      Now, sitting back in his own camp alongside his own men, Rogero held his cup aloft to salute the next in his list of fallen warriors.

      “To our man Tait,” he said, and the rest of the men joined him. They drank to the smiling soldier Rogero had seen cut down in battle by the girl. She was clearly the superior fighter. Tait had been outmatched.

      The illusion of the dead soldier raised his cup with the others and drank to his own continuing health. Rogero looked away. A strange movement had caught his eye.

      He looked across the table to where one of his living soldiers, Stefan, swayed slightly in his seat. The young warrior laughed at some joke, then suddenly grew grave. He pushed back from the table and rushed out of the pavilion. Rogero left an image of himself still drinking, then followed Stefan outside.

      The young man knelt vomiting in the mud.

      “Stefan?”

      Rain obscured the youth’s face as he lifted it to look at his leader.

      In the next moment, Stefan collapsed onto his side, knees curled up, arms clutching at his belly.

      The enemy’s food, Rogero thought instantly. He should have left it. Fed his men on berries and wild greens instead.

      Stefan cried out. He clutched harder at his belly and bellowed with the pain. Then suddenly he began to convulse. Rogero lifted the young man’s head out of the mud and helped him brace against the seizure.

      When it finally passed, Stefan lay senseless and panting. Rogero knew it would be too difficult to move him. Instead he swept his arm in an arc over his head and created another shelter made from the rain. It crested over them like an ocean wave caught in suspension. He grabbed a handful of moonlight to illuminate it, then drew the sides of the shelter together to enclose them in a warm and silent cave.

      Stefan continued panting. He gazed up at Rogero with watery, panicked eyes. The rims of his eyes looked red and seemed to swell even as Rogero watched.

      Stefan’s body convulsed again. His back arched and his mouth opened wide, his tongue straining to get out of the way. But it was swollen, too. And soon all that Rogero could do was hold the young warrior tightly as Stefan stiffened and shook and grasped at what was left of his life.

      Then came the release. Bloody fluids poured from his mouth and from below. Rogero held on as the stench and the liquid pooled around them. He felt the last few spasms before Stefan lost his grip on the world. The soldier lay limp in Rogero’s arms. It had all been a matter of minutes.

      Rogero left Stefan in the mud and quickly strode back to the pavilion.

      Nine of them now, that he could see. The watery eyes, the subtle sway in their seats.

      He didn’t have much time.

      He herded those nine out into the rain and to another shelter he quickly erected. The men were confused, but he couldn’t help that. He could only save the others. He sent healers with red stars on their sleeves to speak soothingly to the men and stay with them while they died.

      Meanwhile Rogero returned to the feast.

      And discovered three more men that he had to lead out into the rain.
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      Bradamante stared at the stars. The rain had finally stopped and now the night was clear. She breathed in a chestful of fresh air and listened to the sounds of camp.

      Her brother was slipping away. She wanted to stay with him, but at the same time she couldn’t watch. Her heart would likely burst.

      For what seemed like the thousandth time, the words streamed through her mind.

      My god… Manat… please save him. Please save him.

      Naldo had always been her protector, from the very moment she was born. Bradamante’s mother didn’t want her. She knew that without being told. She had heard over the years from tenants living on her parents’ estate that five-year-old Rinaldo used to carry his infant sister in a cloth cradle slung across his chest. He wouldn’t let anyone else hold her unless the person proved he or she would do it right.

      Even women with multiple children of their own might not pass Rinaldo’s test if they were too casual or carefree. Taking care of his baby sister was a serious responsibility and Rinaldo was a serious boy.

      As Bradamante grew older, Rinaldo tried to protect her from their mother. Lady Aya could be vicious. On her best days she simply ignored her daughter and deliberately never looked at the child. On her worst, she attacked without warning and left the young girl bruised and bleeding.

      Bradamante could remember all the times when Rinaldo came to her rescue. The boy would shout at their mother, pull her hands away, even pick up his sister and run. And those times when he hadn’t been there and couldn’t help—Bradamante ached to see his despair. She learned to hide her injuries. She learned to hide from their mother. And she waited for the day they could leave.

      Then Manat had come. And Bradamante learned that she could defend herself on her own. But Naldo would always be her protector, and Bradamante loved him fiercely for it.

      She owed it to him to be with him every moment of his last hour.

      But she also owed him something else.

      Rinaldo’s horse, Bayard, had finally stopped his mournful cry. Some of the men had bandaged his leg and confined him to a small enclosure, but Bayard’s terrible whinnying carried across the camp and nearly drove them all to madness.

      Bradamante had the horse moved closer to where he could at least see Rinaldo’s tent. Since then the horse whickered to his master often. Bradamante found the gentle sound even more heartbreaking.

      As she came near him now he hobbled to meet her, then lowered his head and pressed it against her chest. She stroked the sides of his face and leaned her forehead against his. She could feel his warm breath on her hands.

      “Not so good,” she managed to say before the rest of the words choked off. Bayard stepped closer and rested his head on top of her shoulder. Bradamante stood there for a while with her arms around his neck, calmed by his warmth and his weight. “I’ll take care of you,” she whispered, and the horse seemed to sigh.

      Bradamante bent over and ran her hands down his injured leg. She was alarmed to find the bandages wet with fresh blood and to feel the heat and the swelling around the wound. What if it festered? What if it didn’t heal? What if…? Then the horse might follow his master in death.

      Bradamante shook off the thought. Naldo was still alive. Bayard was alive. Where there was life, there was always hope.

      She knew she could do nothing more for Bayard until morning when she could examine his leg in the light. For now, she needed to go back to her brother.

      When she reentered the tent, she saw that Jara had finally succumbed to exhaustion and now slept curled toward Rinaldo, her hands wrapped around his arm.

      Kind Jara. Bradamante knew the young woman had her own memories of time spent with Rinaldo, first in Gibeah and later in Abincort. Rinaldo had been a better brother to Jara than her own brutish little brother, Jacol, could ever be.

      That was Naldo’s way. Friend to the friendless. Unwilling to allow suffering if there was something he could do.

      Was he suffering now? Or was he already someplace else, gently releasing his grip on this world?

      Bradamante settled in beside him and once more took up his hand. She laid her thumb on his wrist, but his pulse was too weak to feel. She pressed her fingers to the side of his throat and found some small proof of life still there. She leaned over and kissed his forehead and took up the words again, like a sword, the only weapons left to her in this fight.

      Manat… my god… please save him. Please save him.
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      Light blasted into the tent. Bradamante and Jara both jolted awake.

      Bradamante shielded her eyes and took in the outline of the man before her. Her eyes quickly adjusted, but she hardly believed what she saw. Beneath the shaggy hair and the thick sandy beard was a face she knew so well.

      “Astolpho?”

      A wild kind of joy erupted in her heart. To know that not only was he alive and safe, but that he had come to her when she needed him most. It seemed impossible, yet here he was.

      She had stopped missing him. Stopped thinking of him. Stopped creating all her imaginary conversations, the rehearsed lines, everything she planned to say to him if she ever saw him again.

      “I trusted you…. How could you?…. I would never betray you like that!” –gave way over time to— “You were a coward for leaving. Did you even miss me? Did you ever think of me?”

      And later still, when half a year had passed with still no word of him, she could feel her heart beginning to soften. “Where are you? Can you see me now? Can you hear me? Astolpho, come back. Are you all right? Come home.”

      She even tried to find him in a vision of her own. She had done it once before, the last time he left her. Two years had gone by then without any communication before Bradamante searched for and found him in Abincort.

      She made the effort again, but this time never found him.

      And finally she let him go.

      It was clear he didn’t want her friendship. He had shown her that in so many ways. Why was she trying to force it? Astolpho had nearly gotten her killed! And he bore as much blame for Egalite’s injury as Lord Ganelon did himself. Bradamante still couldn’t forgive him for that.

      As for anything else—anything beyond friendship—Manat had already given her the answer.

      “Is Astolpho someone I should care about?” Bradamante had been brave enough—or foolish enough—to ask her teacher one day.

      “He is not your destiny,” Manat had answered. “It would be better to forget him.”

      And so Bradamante finally had. The days grew longer in between thoughts of him, until finally she rarely thought of him at all.

      At last she felt at peace.

      But now, seeing him crouched here in the door of the tent, light streaming in behind him, the gentle smile on his face, Bradamante felt such surprise and relief to see him, her heart swelled with it and tears pooled in her eyes. She reached for him, grateful, smiling⁠—

      But then a young woman entered the tent behind him.

      And suddenly all good feeling fled.

      She was exotic looking, perhaps even beautiful, with her long red hair, high round cheeks, and olive skin. She seemed near to Bradamante’s age. She wore what looked like a thin dirty blanket on top with a hole cut in the center for her head. The sides of it came down into tattered-looking sleeves that ended at her elbows. A sash held it in place at the waist, and below that she wore an equally dirty calf-length skirt that might have been made from a second blanket. Her clothes smelled of dust and horse and smoke.

      Bradamante stared at the two of them together for a moment, trying to understand. After all the years of Astolpho pushing her away, telling her no, they could never be more than friends, and perhaps not even that⁠—

      Now he returned with this.

      The young woman frowned at her and Jara. “Both of you. Go.”

      Bradamante would have laughed at the absurdity of the command if the circumstances were not so grave. Instead she glared at the stranger before turning her anger on Astolpho.

      “Who is this?” she demanded. “What are you doing here?”

      “Make them leave,” the redhead insisted as she pushed her way forward to get to Rinaldo.

      “You have to go,” Astolpho said, reaching for Bradamante’s arm. “Trust me. Michaela can help.”

      Bradamante jerked her arm away. “Trust you? Where have you been? Why are you here?” She saw the redhead reach for Rinaldo. “Get away from him!”

      “Astolpho!” Michaela barked. Then she pressed her palms to the side of her head as if the shout had caused her pain.

      Good, Bradamante thought.

      “She can save him,” said Astolpho. “But we have to go now.”

      Jara had heard enough. She hastened out of the tent. Bradamante didn’t move.

      “He’s my brother. If you think I’m going to leave him⁠—”

      Then a hand flew to her throat.

      Bradamante’s eyes widened as she scrabbled at Michaela’s fingers. But the redhead’s hold was strong. She continued to squeeze, glaring at Bradamante, and once again issued the order. “I said go. NOW.”

      She pushed Bradamante away, leaving her choking and gasping for air. Michaela turned back to Rinaldo as Astolpho dragged Bradamante from the tent.

      Once outside Bradamante knelt on all fours in the dirt, coughing to clear her breath. Finally she rose to her feet and stood in front of Astolpho and coldly looked into his eyes.

      “You don’t understand,” he said, “it hurts her⁠—”

      Bradamante struck him hard across the face.
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      Fire poured over Michaela. She willingly stepped into it, wrapped her arms around a pillar of it, took it into her body and let it set her skin and her hair aflame.

      The inferno roared around her. So deafening, she wouldn’t hear someone standing right next to her, shouting into her ear. So blinding, even when she shut her eyes tightly she still saw the dancing yellows and oranges, the black of burning flesh, the bursts of red as the flames found every injury in the dying warrior’s body and burned it into Michaela’s instead.

      She hugged the pillar more tightly now, bracing as the fire seared the breath from her lungs. Her eyes burned and wept. Every nerve felt bare beneath the crackling surface of her skin. She only had to hold on a little while longer. If she stopped now, it would be worse.

      It would be worse afterward, anyway.

      She never cried out. Even when she was younger, she knew to keep the agony inside. It was safer to do it in secret. Safer to remain hidden from the world.

      She had learned that lesson too well.

      Michaela was only nine when the soldiers came. Hundreds of them against only forty unarmed men in her village.

      Forty men, thirty-two women, twenty-eight children.

      All of the adults dead in less than half an hour.

      Some of the children dead, too.

      The rest of them caught trying to escape to their homes or pulled screaming like Michaela from the bodies of their parents lying on the blood-soaked earth.

      Captured. Lifted onto horseback. Stolen away.

      Stolen away from the mother who could heal everyone but herself. From the father who had shouted to his two children, “Run! Hide!” but was killed before he could escape himself.

      All dead: mother, father, brother.

      Before Michaela had any power to save them.

      A shudder ran through her as the flames finally began to subside. They rolled down her back, down her calves to her bare feet, and then doused themselves in the dirt. The air around her felt suddenly cold, and Michaela began to shake. All of her strength was gone. She clung to the pillar for support until finally her legs gave way and she collapsed on the cooling coals.

      She regained consciousness on the floor of the tent. Astolpho had pulled the door flap closed to keep out the light. She was grateful for that. She could still see slivers of it coming through the bottom and some of the seams. But not enough to make her sick.

      She blinked and tried to regain her bearings. She knew where she was. She knew why. Here was the man beside her.

      Rinaldo. That was his name. Not that it mattered.

      Michaela glanced at him for a moment with a kind of vague curiosity. He looked like all the rest of the soldiers, pale skinned, although even in the dim light she could already see a fresh rosy color flooding into his cheeks. His shoulder-length brown hair looked matted from lying in his own sweat for the past few days. Brown stubble grew above his lip and across his jaw. He had less hair and beard than Astolpho, and darker color, but otherwise they weren’t noticeably different.

      He still slept, and that was good. Sometimes they tried to speak to her. It sent shards of pain piercing through her head. Already she could feel the ache building, from the base of her skull on its way to her eyes, and she could do nothing but let it come.

      Why? Why did I agree?

      You know why.

      Michaela stole one of the blankets that covered Rinaldo. He wouldn’t need it much longer. She curled up beneath it and pulled the rough wool high enough to cover her eyes. The blanket smelled of sweat and grime. There was nothing for it. She would pass to oblivion soon enough.

      Michaela closed her eyes and felt the darkness take her.
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      Rinaldo awakened slowly, like a man gently rising to the surface of a lake, his face finding the sunlight. He felt warm. Comfortable. Safe.

      Which was his first indication that something was terribly wrong.

      He knew what he had last seen. What he had felt. He had been racked with agony as Bayard screamed and thrashed, each shift in the horse’s bulk shooting fresh pain through Rinaldo’s leg and side.

      He had tried to extract himself, but it was no use. And still poor Bayard whinnied and moaned. He spoke as calmly as he could to the horse, but then Rinaldo’s own body would spasm in pain, and it was all he could do to breathe.

      Bradamante had come. He remembered that. And then nothing else beyond it.

      Now he gazed around his darkened tent. There was a bundle in the corner, some person, probably his sister trying to get some sleep.

      In the few moments he had already been awake, he knew a truth that he was not yet prepared to explore. But he knew it. And now he finally turned to greet it.

      His leg didn’t hurt him. His hip, which had felt shattered, crushed, no longer gave him any pain at all.

      He gingerly bent his left knee, very slightly, aware of the risk.

      But also knowing already that it was healed.

      He ran his hand down the left side of his belly. No pain. Across to his hip. No pain. He sat up—no pain. Ran his hands down his leg. Separated the fabric of his torn woolen leggings and examined his bare skin. Nothing. No cuts, no bruises, no swelling. Rinaldo felt his breath coming faster.

      “Brad,” he whispered to the mound in the corner. Then louder: “Brad!”

      The form under the blanket stirred, but didn’t wake. Rinaldo was too excited to wait.

      He crawled the short distance—no pain—and gently shook her shoulder.

      Then she turned, still asleep.

      He stared in confusion at the red-haired stranger.
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      “I have to get back to him,” Bradamante said. Her hand still stung—pleasantly so—from the slap she had given Astolpho.

      Her violence toward him surprised her. She never would have imagined herself striking this man she had once believed she loved. She hated to admit why it had come so easily in the moment. She would have to examine that later.

      For now, what mattered was that that young woman was alone with Rinaldo, doing who knew what. Bradamante could still feel the imprint of Michaela’s strong grip on her throat. Astolpho wanted Bradamante to trust her? It would take more than his word.

      He caught her arm and tried to hold her back. He was stronger than she remembered, but not strong enough. She wrenched her arm away, feeling the sting of his fingers on her skin.

      “Give her time—” Astolpho started to say, but then they both heard Rinaldo’s voice calling to his sister.

      Bradamante’s eyes met Astolpho’s for a moment. Then she turned and barged into the tent.

      She found Rinaldo kneeling next to Michaela, holding her limp hand in his.

      Bradamante had no care or concern for the girl. She stared with elation at her brother.

      “Naldo!” She embraced him with such force she nearly knocked him over. Then the tears came and she was laughing, joyful and amazed. She drew back and looked at him, at his face, at him kneeling without any hint of injury.

      Astolpho was here
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