
		
			
				
					[image: 9781426895364.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Carina_final.jpg]

				Valor of the Healer
By Angela Highland

				The Rook

				An assassin hired by vengeful elven rebels to kill the calculating Duke of Shalridan, Julian walks into a trap and barely escapes with his life. Healed by a beautiful captive in the dungeons, he’s enthralled and vows to free her from the duke’s clutches.

				The Hawk

				A Knight of the Hawk duty-bound to cleanse elven magic from Adalonia, Kestar has a secret—and heretical—ability to sense the use of magic from afar. He knows something suspicious is happening in the duke’s keep, but he has no idea how deep the conspiracy goes.

				The Dove

				A half-elven healer with no control over her magic, Faanshi is the goddess’s to command. She’s always been a pawn of the powerful, but after healing two mysterious and very different men, she faces a choice that may decide the fate of the whole kingdom…

				Book one in the Rebels of Adalonia

				113,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				April is when the romance conference season really starts to get busy for me. Every spring, I attend the RT Book Reviews convention, a gathering of about 500 authors, readers and publishing professionals who come together to celebrate their love of both romance and genre fiction Each year, I come away from that conference, and the many others I attend that are focused on the love of books (like the Lori Foster Reader Get Together in Ohio), with a renewed enthusiasm for diving back into my to-be-read pile. As well as a long list of authors and books to add to that to-be-read pile! But because it’s a busy travel time of year for me, that also means more time on the plane and in airports for reading.

				Maybe you’re like me—traveling to conferences and in need of some plane reading. Or maybe you just need one more book to add to your to-be-read pile. Possibly you’ve got a newborn baby who keeps you up at night and gets you up early in the morning, and you need something you can read on the ereader in one hand while the baby is in the other. Or perhaps you’re just in search of a good book. You’re in luck; our April books can fill all those needs!

				The first book in our newest genre addition, New Adult, releases this month. If you love contemporary romance, sports romance, a (mostly) Jewish, spunky heroine and a hero who will make your heart melt, you’ll want to read Rush Me by debut author Allison Parr.

				This month, I’m pleased to introduce the first book in a six-book series written by four authors. Ginny Glass, Christina Thacher, Emily Cale and Maggie Wells kick off a series of contemporary romance short story collections with Love Letters Volume 1: Obeying Desire. Each volume will center around a different seriously sexy theme. I’ll bet you can’t guess what the theme of the first volume is, with a title like Obeying Desire! Look for the second volume, Love Letters Volume 2: Duty to Please, releasing in May 2013.

				Fans of contemporary romance will enjoy Saved by the Bride, the first book in a new trilogy by RITA® Award-winning author Fiona Lowe. Who knew that being a klutz and combining it with a distrust of wedding bouquets could lead to a black eye?

				Joining Fiona and Allison in the contemporary romance category is Kate Davies, with Cutest Couple, book two in Kate’s high-school reunion trilogy, Girls Most Likely to… Look for the conclusion of the trilogy, Life of the Party, in May 2013.

				Co-authors Anna Leigh Keaton and Madison Layle deliver another scorching Puma Nights story with Falke’s Renegade, while Jodie Griffin joins them in heating up your ereader with her third erotic BDSM Bondage & Breakfast book, Forbidden Fires.

				On the paranormal and science fiction front, we have a number of titles for fans. Veteran author Kate Pearce begins a new series with Soul Sucker, in which Moonlighting meets The X-Files in San Francisco Bay and two worlds collide. Kat Cantrell, winner of Harlequin’s 2011 So You Think You Can Write contest, joins Carina Press with her first science fiction romance, Mindlink, while returning author Eleri Stone gives us another jaguar shifter in Lost City Shifters: Rebellion, book three in this compelling series.

				Clockwork Mafia by Seleste deLaney brings us back to the Western steampunk world of Badlands. Inventor Henrietta Mason is retiring from airships and adventuring to return home to Philadelphia. Determined to erase all trails leading to her late father’s duplicity, she dismantles his lab and removes all records of the Badlands gold. And last but certainly not least in the paranormal category, Night of the Dark Horse by Janni Nell continues the adventures of Allegra Fairweather, paranormal investigator.

				This month, Bronwyn Stuart follows up her fantastic debut historical romance, Scandal’s Mistress, with her unique regency romance, Behind the Courtesan, featuring—you guessed it—a courtesan heroine.

				On the non-romance side, Jean Harrington brings us the third Murders by Design cozy mystery installment, Killer Kitchens.

				And joining Carina Press with an epic fantasy trilogy, Angela Highland tells the story of a half-elven healer with no control over her magic. Faanshi has always been a pawn of the powerful, but after healing two mysterious and very different men, she faces a choice that may decide the fate of a whole kingdom. If you love fantasy, pick up Valor of the Healer, book one in the Rebels of Adalonia trilogy.

				As you can see, April is full of books to distract you wherever you are, whatever you’re supposed to be doing, and even if you have a baby in your arms. I hope you enjoy these titles as much as we’ve enjoyed working on them.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				For Lyre, Mehul and Salmalin, who loved Faanshi first
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				Chapter One

				Kilmerry, AC 1876

				No moon crossed the sky that night, nor did any starlight pierce the clouds to dilute the darkness. A rain-heavy breeze rattled the windowpanes of Lomhannor Hall and breached its walls in a hundred different places, filling its chambers and corridors with drafts. Those within huddled in their beds with warming pans and down comforters, lulled into oblivion by the weather’s assault. No one was awake to catch a stealthy tread on the Hall’s back stairways, the ones where only the slaves and servants walked.

				There’d been challenges to getting in, of course, though a wagonload of cobblestones and a laborer’s garb had gotten Julian past the gates. Bundled up in his coat against the wind and rain, the groundskeeper had been far more interested in his warm hearth than in explaining to an oaf of a stonemason why His Grace the Duke of Shalridan owed him three ducats for the delivery, not six. The argument gained him leave to argue his case to the seneschal, and no one challenged him once he was inside the Hall. A servant’s walk and a wheedling tone of voice told those he passed that he had an accepted place in the daily order of life.

				And the map of the great house from the footman he’d bribed told him where to hide until darkness fell.

				Sequestered in that empty cellar, he shifted from his disguise to his working attire. It took time—he had but one hand with which to change his appearance, one eye with which to see what he was doing. But with systematic care, laborer’s clothing yielded to formfitting black, the gray wig to his true hair. Cotton wadding removed from his cheeks altered the structure of his face, and soot from the hearth closest to his hiding place darkened it, turning him from head to foot into a walking shadow. A black patch, pulled into place, hid his false left eye, and a leather glove swathed the false hand on his right wrist. All throughout he checked and rechecked his weapons, making sure they occupied the places his left hand could reach.

				In the night’s smallest hours the Rook emerged to take the servants’ stairs to the third floor, listening for any sound that might be out of place, and keeping a wall to his blind side at all times. With the patience of a snake slithering past a drowsing lion’s paws, he investigated every corner, doorway and alcove, never moving till each one proved safe. He would reach his goal—but only if the lion did not wake.

				Behind his mask of soot, Julian’s mouth curled in a tight smile. Lomhannor meant heart of the lion. But the place’s venerable history and the structure that evoked its name, hinting at the shape of a massive crouching cat, interested him far less than its wealth. On any other night, any of the prizes a thief could spirit out of the place would have tempted him. Tonight, however, he sought a different prize. Tonight he sought a life.

				As he stole through the passageways, Julian reviewed his mental map of the Hall. The footman’s parchment erred in the sizes of certain rooms and the number of doorways in certain corridors, but it led him nonetheless to the southeastern wing, where the duke and his family resided. Their wing of the house faced east for the best views of the town in the valley below, and south in honor of the Duchess Khamsin’s distant homeland. In the vital details of that wing—which doors would be locked, which rooms uninhabited—the parchment was accurate enough. So far.

				Julian’s pulse quickened in anticipation. No one roused at his passing, and no guardsmen leaped out to intercept him. His way to the door of the duke’s suite lay clear. Everything he’d done so far—getting on to the grounds, slipping into the Hall itself, every second he’d spent on preparation while in hiding—it was all prelude. Now it was time for the symphony.

				No bar or lock held the door against him, the first disquieting note in the aria building in his blood. A hallmark of a nobleman who believed himself inviolate within his own walls, this unlocked door? Or the warning sign of a trap? Either was plausible. He frowned. As he slipped into the suite, through sitting room and study and at last into the bedchamber, he scrutinized every last shadow. Night turned the heavy mahogany furniture into indistinct hulking shapes and drained away the colors of walls, ceilings and the arching canopy above the bed. One curtain hung open, admitting just enough light that Julian could make out the shape beneath the sheets and blankets.

				His target. Temptingly close, but he couldn’t advance too quickly, not even now. Too many potential hiding places for attackers surrounded him, and chief among those was the shape to his left that could only be a wardrobe, large enough to hide a man within. Julian didn’t bother to test its doors. Instead, he snatched a chair to his right, hefting it up with his one hand so that it wouldn’t scrape upon the floor, and set it down before the wardrobe.

				Then at last he approached his quarry.

				He bristled with daggers, two on his boots and more up and down his frame, everywhere his left hand could swiftly reach. But those were utilitarian weapons pared down to the essentials of hilt and pommel and blade, and they were for combat. This night’s work required a subtler tool. With one sidewise, slicing motion of his right arm, he released the delicate spike of glass and steel embedded in his false hand. For attack or defense, it was no match for his knives. But for the administering of poison, it had no equal.

				On soundless feet he reached the bed, and there he found that the last vital nugget of intelligence from the footman held true. The Duke of Shalridan had a fierce snuff habit, one he was known to indulge upon waking in the morning. As promised, a snuffbox waited on the nightstand in easy reach. Julian flicked the box open and, holding his false hand steady, gave three taps to the first of two small buttons beneath its glove. For each tap, a drop of concoction of his own design slid down through the extended needle and into the snuffbox’s contents.

				With the first part of his plan accomplished, he turned to the bed itself to carry out the second. Only a few drops more would be needed—in his target’s ear, or better yet, straight into the open mouth if the man happened to snore. He wasted no motion as he snared the outermost blanket, false hand at the ready. As with his weapons, so too with him: he was pared down to focused, fatal grace, the Rook about to strike.

				But as he peeled back the blanket, the woman in the bed rolled over. Her teeth flashed white in her dusky face, distinguishable from the shadows only by that trace of reflected light. “My husband,” she hissed, “will have your eye for looking upon me without my veil!”

				Then she screamed, bizarrely grinning, as if it somehow gave her joy. She lunged at him, one hand flying out from beneath the pillows to reveal a blade of her own. In the same instant, from beneath the bed, another hand seized his left ankle and pulled him down hard.

				Trap! Julian had no time for thought beyond that, not with threats above and below. One quick jab to the second button on his false hand retracted the poisoned needle even before he hit the floor, and only then could he deal with the figure under the bed. With his right foot he triggered the catch on the blade strapped to his left boot, releasing it so that he could stab forward—and the crunch of bone and a strangled howl told him he’d found his mark. With his right arm he caught the charging duchess against her stomach and flung her on, forward over his head.

				That gave him only seconds to surge to his feet, pull the leather-hilted dagger from the sheath at the small of his back, and pivot to seize the woman. She came at him again with her knife, but neither her speed nor her training matched his. With ease, he dodged the slash she aimed at his face and whipped his right arm around her, his own blade into position at her neck.

				“I’d advise you to drop it, my lady,” Julian crooned into her ear, breathing in the scent of cinnamon and oranges from the black braided rope of her hair.

				“The women of Clan Sarazen disarm for no one,” she snarled. “I’ll take your eye myself, and give it to my lord. He comes now, accursed snake! Eshallavan, my husband! I’m here!”

				Running footsteps and the rasp of swords unsheathed heralded an imminent response to the scream, and as the Rook hauled his captive toward the windows, three guardsmen burst into the room. While each wore the duke’s livery of red and gold, only two had the pale complexions of Adalon men. The third was as dusky of skin as Her Grace, though only his eyes showed above the red korfi scarf wound round his face, and his blade curved in wicked contrast to the straight swords in his companions’ hands. Yet all three of them skidded to disconcerted halts as they beheld their duchess at knifepoint.

				On their heels strode a fourth man with a pistol in his right hand and a candle held high in his left. Around this man the guards fanned out, two of them flanking him, and the third moved between his lord and their prey. Julian flashed a look from face to face, cursing the candle that played havoc with his depth perception as it forced him to adjust to the flickering light now falling across the room. He couldn’t ignore the guards, not when he was so outnumbered, but all depended upon what Holvirr Kilmerredes would do with the gun he brandished—whether he would risk harming his wife by shooting at such close range, or simply order his men to charge.

				With tawny eyes, a loose mane of golden hair, and a powerful frame, the duke looked an apt master for a Hall named for a lion’s heart. Moreover, he looked a man who held absolute control over the situation at hand. He studied the dagger pressed against the duchess’s throat, and then Julian himself. “You can’t imagine that threatening my lady wife will get you anything but an extremely painful death?”

				“I’ve been told overweening ambition is one of my primary faults,” Julian drawled. His only ambition at that instant was reaching the window behind him before someone shot or stabbed him, but the man he’d been sent to Lomhannor to kill didn’t need to know that. Inch by inch, never easing his grip on the writhing duchess, he edged backward. “I can’t say I’ve observed it, but I’ve never had any pretensions of modesty.”

				The duke sneered, taking aim with his pistol. “Nor, apparently, of honor. I’ve never clapped eyes on you, and yet one of my footmen informs me that you entered my Hall tonight to kill me.” Distaste rumbled through his baritone, and his gaze sparked with ire. “So I’ll assume you’ve been paid. You’ve no exits out of this room, and no options. Release the duchess, surrender the name of your employer, and the Bhandreid may grant you a pardon.”

				Julian had never heard a more bored-sounding invocation of the queen of the realm in his life—but then, it wasn’t as if that ploy would work on him regardless. His smile flashed broad and cold as he pressed his knife into the duchess’s neck, enough to pierce her skin. “With all due respect to Her Imperial Majesty, I’d just as soon expect sheep to spit dragon fire. But I’ll leave you your lady. Your second, I understand? Wouldn’t want to make you hunt for a third.” He shoved Khamsin forward, letting her stumble away from him—and crumple to the floor as the drug that coated his knife took hold.

				It wasn’t as potent as the mixture in the ampoule hidden in his hand. It wouldn’t kill her, and it didn’t need to. Distraction was all he needed now.

				The guards cried out, the dark-skinned one in an unintelligible burst of Tantiu, and the duke started. In those few moments Julian sprang to the window and with his false hand he smacked the latch. With his living one, he thrust the dagger into its sheath and plucked another item from a pocket. Blithely he tossed the raven feather into the room and then threw open the window and hurled himself out into the night.

				“Bloody hells!”

				“Is he mad? It’s three stories down!”

				“Get Her Grace to her chambers, idiots! The cur is mine!”

				It took only seconds for the duke and his men to shake off their surprise, but by the time Kilmerredes lunged halfway out the window, Julian was rappelling down the side of the building toward the ground below.

				A maimed Rook might not be able to climb a wall, he thought in satisfaction, but he can damned well fly down it.

				Two ropes, one for winding about his right forearm and letting out all the way down, the other for gripping as he descended, did the job. A grappling hook secured those ropes to the wall, just far enough below the window of the duke’s quarters that someone reaching out couldn’t find it unless he knew exactly where to look. Julian had, which meant that Rab had done his job. Unlike the footman, but he’d worry about that later. Right then he had to flee.

				Kilmerredes roared an oath. The light of his candle flickered wildly in the still-damp breeze, yet he needed but a moment to aim down with his pistol and fire.

				The shot ricocheted off Julian’s shoulder, and the pain of the bullet’s impact drove all else from his consciousness. In panic he clutched at the rope, but his left shoulder had taken the hit, and agony shot up his arm to loosen his hold. When his body slammed against the house’s granite wall, he dropped like a stone for the last fifteen feet before crashing into a gorse bush.

				High overhead, voices bellowed. Julian barely heard them. Fog whirled through his senses, swallowing everything except the fire in his arm and the wail in the back of his mind. Tykhe, not this one too!

				“Julian!”

				A much closer voice, younger than his. Male. Familiar, though he couldn’t focus enough to see his partner as anything more than a vague form leaning over him in the darkness. Rab’s hands he registered more clearly, the left with the usual complement of five digits, the right missing the ring finger. When they jostled his wounded shoulder he bit back a scream and croaked, “Shot...pistol. Get me out of here, Rab.”

				“Shall I presume that something went awry with the plan?” Even with his voice pitched to a whisper, even as he looped Julian’s right arm over his shoulders and levered him up out of the gorse, Nine-fingered Rab sounded sardonic. For Rab, sarcasm was normal. Particularly as a cover for worry.

				A spot above his left knee shrieked a protest at his body being pulled vertical, and Julian’s vision went red with agony. “Bugger the plan!”

				Rab’s arms tightened around him, keeping him upright. “Where else are you hurt?”

				“L-leg.” Bones shifted in his thigh, almost driving Julian into unconsciousness. “Broken.”

				Rab swore. “You won’t get far on that. Where’d you put the òrennel?”

				The pouch their elven employers had given them didn’t hold much, just a handful of bits of innocuous-seeming bread rolled into compact spheres for easy carrying, easy eating—and easy hiding of the paste of charmed herbs in the center of each one. It bore just enough healing power to grant an injured man stamina and strength to reach a safe haven. Rab had taken one look at the pouch and point-blank ordered Julian to be its bearer, though the Rook was the leader, Rab the follower. Julian had grumbled but acquiesced. He couldn’t deny that he was the more physically vulnerable of the pair of them. Slumping broken and bleeding in his partner’s arms drove that lesson home with unmistakable force.

				“Right side,” he muttered in woozy disgust. “Can’t move my blasted hand to get to it.”

				Rab leaned him against the wall of the Hall and reached into the pouch for two of the òrennel spheres. The Rook clenched his teeth to keep from howling at the movement, but then the younger man’s hand found his mouth despite the dark and fed him the bread.

				Julian chewed, swallowed and almost retched at the earthy, prickly sensation that fell like a landslide through his chest, as though he’d gulped down a fistful of mud and twigs. For an instant he envisioned exactly that, the night blurring into unreality around him, till he saw himself pitching facedown into the dirt of a forest glade and choking as he inhaled—

				“You won’t like the taste, human,” Alarrah’s voice informed him in the swirl of dazed memory. “But humor me and take it. Consider it my contribution to your success—”

				Then watery coolness sluiced across Julian’s awareness, opening an unsteady core of clarity within the fog. The pain retreated to the borders of his thoughts. He half-fancied it circled him, looking for an opportunity to lunge at his throat.

				Focus, man.

				It still required effort, but to his amazement, Julian found that he could. Light-headed, he peered up at Rab. Like his own, Rab’s face was streaked with ash, his telltale fair hair hidden beneath a black woolen cap. Even up close, very little of Nine-fingered Rab could be discerned in the darkness. But at least now the Rook could begin to make him out.

				“Is it working?”

				“A little. I can think. We’ve got to move.”

				“Only if that leg can hold up.”

				“Clean break,” Julian grunted. He’d broken bones before, and while his leg pulsed with undeniable fire, it lacked the exquisite pain of bone piercing outward through flesh. Or so he hoped. The òrennel gave him clarity, but it also distanced him from his battered body, and he didn’t trust his own perceptions. “If I can’t keep up, you keep moving.”

				They’d had this argument before. But this time Rab held back his usual sallies—“I’d abandon you with a ready heart, but you still owe me fifteen quid” or “Leave you in the midst of such a lively engagement? And miss the quadrille?” As his partner hobbled away with him into the night, uneasiness shot through him. Had Rab seen something about his injuries he couldn’t sense himself?

				Best not to think about it. They had horses hidden, ready and waiting for their escape. But to ride them, they had to reach them. Julian narrowed his focus till nothing remained but the need to get to those mounts.

				It wasn’t enough.

				Blood staining his garments from the bullet wound, his damaged leg trembling alarmingly, he collapsed just before they reached the terrace where Lomhannor’s southeastern wing joined its heart. Rab fed him two more of the òrennel spheres, but as Julian swallowed them down he could tell that his second rally wouldn’t be as great as the first. His haven of clarity grew smaller by the instant, fog lapping at its edges, broadening the distance between him and the world. Pain pulled farther away, but so did conscious thought.

				The numbing of his thoughts undid him. Julian never remembered afterward what happened, whether he’d put weight on his left foot or if the broken bones shifted enough to hit a nerve. All he knew was that in one moment he was striving to keep moving—and in the next his leg was convulsing.

				Thundering pain tilted the world on its axis, hurling him, and Rab along with him, down to the earth. Fragile branches of another bush snapped as he fell through it to a wall beyond. There was a hole too, a window perhaps, right at the level of the ground. Blind with agony, he registered the opening only by the absence of stone in that part of the wall, by the musty air that wafted through it, and by the iron bars against which his body collided.

				Somewhere outside the fog Rab breathed a frantic curse, and his hands swept over him, searching for further hurt.

				Then another hand entirely reached through the window and closed upon his wounded shoulder.

				A voice whispered, “I beg your forgiveness, akreshi, but I have no choice.”

				And everything vanished in lightning.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Faanshi had no warning. Fire ignited in her shoulder and leg, throwing her so violently out of the calm of meditation that she fell sideways onto the cellar floor. For a few heartbeats she thought she’d been dreaming, that she’d dozed off kneeling there upon her tattered prayer cushion—but no. Her entire left side was awash in pain and, with a mewling little moan, she saw her power roaring in response. A nimbus of light bathed her hands. Her palms were hot, the skin pulled unbearably taut, as if threatening to split from the pressure of what roiled within them. Through this, there could be no sleeping, only a brief frantic prayer to Djashtet, and panic that drove the air from her lungs.

				Then a body fell across the bars of the cellar window, and she knew that the fire’s source had reached her.

				Blood’s sharp scent punctuated the aches she could sense in that flesh, and inexorable need urged her up to put her hands on that pain and let the fire surge forth to obliterate it. In her terror Faanshi barely marked the second figure beyond the bars, leaning over the fallen one, for the energy flooding her was a merciless lash. It goaded her to her feet and to the empty crate beneath the window. Up onto this she climbed, almost slipping before she found her balance on her perch.

				One of her hands caught the window’s rightmost bar, while the other connected with the black-clad form sprawled on the ground, little higher than her head. Magic rolled through her palm, leaving her scarcely enough strength for an apology before it began to consume the pain and her consciousness with it.

				“I beg your forgiveness, akreshi, but I have no choice,” she gasped out into the night.

				A storm of dizzied thoughts overwhelmed her own.

				They were dead, Rab, you idiot, get out of here, gods, no not his other hand too—new pain in his leg—dear gods, his leg was convulsing—old pain at his wrist why could he feel it his hand was gone—fire blazed in his skull like the poker that had taken his eye—I didn’t do it, Cleon, I swear I didn’t do it, don’t, brother, don’t!

				Golden flame engulfed the form beyond the bars, drowning the convulsions of the shuddering leg, mending the sundered bone. It coursed along the shoulder where a bullet had struck, and there too bone smoothed out as splinters and fragments rejoined the whole. Flesh followed bone, rippling and settling beneath torn cloth, and strength flowed out of her with the fire. Helpless to stop it, Faanshi regained a minute corner of herself only with a second, desperate prayer.

				Almighty Djashtet, forgive me, I can’t keep it in!

				The fire erupted back upon itself in twin bolts of pain. Her left eye seemed to turn to ash within her head, her right hand to disintegrate in a halo of flame. Faanshi heard herself shriek, and her hand jerked back as though true fire raged through the stranger along with the magic. Her legs buckled, slapping her body into the cellar’s wall. Before she could slump to the floor, a hand shot between the bars, seizing her by her rough woolen sari and the choli she wore beneath.

				Her power fluttered. In its wavering light she saw the stranger’s face, pale skin peeking through a coating of dark ash in streaks of sweat. One blue eye stared down at her, thunderstruck. A dull black patch hid the other from her view.

				“What the devil are you, girl?” the stranger whispered.

				“I’m only a slave, akreshi, I didn’t mean to, forgive me!” The craven apology was a reflex, as uncontrolled as her magic—Faanshi was conscious only of blurting out the Tantiu honorific, the one word that usually stood between her and her master’s wrath. She drooped low against the wall, all the retreat she could manage. Her hand still clung to the window bar, but she couldn’t make her fingers move or summon the strength to pull out of his grip.

				His gloved hand pressed upon the back of her head, swift and light. Through the wool that covered her hair, she sensed the leather on the palm, the fingertips left bare. Through her power’s echoes, even that fleeting contact burned. “You don’t need to apologize,” he murmured, and she looked back up in shock. “Not for this.”

				“Damn it, Rook, we’ve got to move,” urged another voice just beyond the bars.

				The hand retreated, and the man she’d healed barked as he scrambled to his feet, “I know, I know. Go!”

				The hurried exchange gave over to scuffling sounds, which in turn became running footsteps that faded into the night. Faanshi heard nothing more before she pitched sideways off the crate and down into oblivion.

				* * *

				“Foolish, headstrong child. What have you done?”

				Tantiu words whispered in reedy tones called Faanshi back to herself. Hands swathed a damp cloth across her face and throat, and she shuddered as the coolness leached away the heat within her flesh. Faanshi took refuge in the ministration, but with that crumb of awareness came others.

				The cellar whose walls bounded her existence took shape in her sight, along with what pitiful furnishings it contained. A short shelf bore what few books were allowed her, all in Adalonic, on the sects of the Church of Four Gods and the known sightings of the Anreulag, their Voice, who carried out their will and hunted users of magic. Beside it, a basket held neatly folded, half-done mending, along with a delicate doily she was painstakingly knitting when time permitted—but no needles, for even the fragile needles she needed for the lacework were forbidden her when she was alone.

				She’d been moved back to her cot, and the cloth against her face meant that her veil had been removed. Only one person in Lomhannor Hall would attend her so, and without surprise, Faanshi opened her eyes to find her great-aunt Ulima beside her, visible in an oil lamp’s wan light.

				“You shouldn’t have moved me, okinya,” Faanshi said. It was a relief to answer in their native tongue. Only to her, in this room, could she speak Tantiu freely. And only in this room could she call the old woman by that word of kinship, rather than the akresha that honor and rank would have demanded beyond the cellar door. “I’m too heavy for you.”

				Wispy black brows almost invisible against cinnamon-hued skin rose. “Age doesn’t excuse one from the exercise of compassion, child.” Dark eyes in a nest of wrinkles searched Faanshi’s face. “The gift the Lady of Time gave you has been used this night, has it not?”

				“I...” Faanshi scowled. She didn’t want to weep, didn’t want to yield to the weakness the magic had left her—weakness was shameful. But her head swam with the one-eyed stranger’s thoughts, and she couldn’t find the words she needed to speak among them.

				“You’d best tell me, Faanshi. There is much afoot this night. The duke is roused, and the Hall with him.” Ulima’s gnarled hands remained gentle with the cloth, but her voice held steel. “Who have you healed?”

				“The akreshi is coming?” Fright swelled through Faanshi, and chagrin followed. She was a slave, casteless by the laws of Tantiulo and Adalonia both, but this meant that she had to work all the harder to uphold Djashtet’s sacred ridahs. Panic, too, was shameful. So Ulima had always taught her. Yet she couldn’t keep it in any more than she’d done the magic.

				For once her kinswoman didn’t chastise her. “Something has stirred the Hall tonight. Guardsmen are in every corridor. The duke bellows orders and the duchess...” Ulima frowned. “She lies ailing in her chambers. The duke may summon you to attend her. If you have no power tonight because you’ve already healed, he’ll want to know why.”

				“There was a man,” Faanshi admitted. “Two, really, but I healed only one. He fell there.” She pointed to the window high on the cellar wall before she grabbed at the blanket Ulima had laid over her. In a choked voice she finished, “His shoulder was hurt, and his leg. I couldn’t keep the magic inside me, okinya. I couldn’t stop it—I felt where his body was broken—I had to touch him. I was going to be sick if I didn’t touch him.” Abashed, she scrubbed her hand across her eyes, trying to eliminate the betraying dampness if she couldn’t halt it.

				Ulima ceased her attentions with the cloth and pressed it into Faanshi’s fingers so that she might dab at her own face. “What else do you remember of this man you healed?”

				Don’t, brother, don’t!

				His voice crying out in terror and pain, though not at her touch. The memory felt old, though it throbbed like a new wound in her mind, tangled up in agony both present and past that even now itched along her palms. But would her okinya want to know these things? How could she begin to voice them?

				Before she could say more, the thud of wood against stone resounded outside the cellar. Faanshi froze. She knew that noise, the door crashing open at the top of the stairs that led to the kitchens. Seconds later came the sound that always followed, the steps of large, booted feet striking the floor. Her mind went blank, but her body acted, all too aware of what had to be done when those noises reached her ears.

				As she scrambled off the cot and kneeled on the floor, Ulima fastened her veil’s silver chain behind her head. “Courage, child,” the old woman whispered, “and Djashtet will bring you deliverance.”

				That assurance was familiar, though Faanshi had yet to believe it. Even before she’d lost what little freedom she’d had on her master’s estate, before her days had become endless cycles of mending and lacework, of meditation and prayer, what deliverance the Lady of Time might have provided seemed as ethereal as dreams. The people of Lomhannor Hall worshipped the Four Gods, and not even Ulima could publicly speak much of Djashtet. Even the Tantiu-born of the estate shared tales of sightings of the Anreulag, and many of the guards, who’d fought in the war between Adalonia and Tantiulo just before Faanshi was born, claimed to have seen the Voice of the Gods with their own eyes. Against such stories, her okinya’s promises had never meant much.

				As the door swung open with a grinding of rusted hinges, they meant even less.

				Faanshi didn’t look—she was forbidden to look upon the duke without his command. But every part of her was aware of his presence. Her skin chilled. Though she pressed them into her lap to keep them still, her hands shook.

				“You look overwrought, my girl,” the duke rumbled. His Adalonic was harsher than Tantiu, lacking its nimble inflections, and Faanshi forced herself to keep from flinching at its sound. He stepped forward, bringing his polished boots into her line of sight. His big hand slipped beneath her veil, caught her chin and tilted it so that she had no choice but to look into his eyes. Pinned by his leonine regard, she didn’t dare to breathe even as his attention slid to Ulima. “Good evening. I trust I do not interrupt?”

				“She was having one of her fits, akreshi.” Tantiu accents flavored Ulima’s words as she switched to the duke’s language. “Triggered by tonight’s disturbance, perhaps. After attending to your honored wife, I came down to ensure none would suffer the additional burden of the girl’s vagaries.”

				Faanshi couldn’t see her okinya’s face, not while the duke held her chin fast, but she saw his. Lamplight flickered across it, pooling in his eyes, transforming them to fire. “I see.” His smile turned disconcertingly gentle, yet she took no comfort from it. It didn’t match the flame in his eyes. “Were you having a fit, Faanshi?”

				Memory flared within her, old and dark and strong.

				Her power’s first awakening, to the frenzied hammering of a stallion’s hooves and an old man’s screams—

				The duke’s hand at her throat, the knife in his other slicing at her ears—

				Fire in his skull—don’t, brother, don’t—

				Her own recollections fractured against those from the stranger’s mind. For a horrified instant Faanshi couldn’t tell which was hers, and the shock of that let her find her voice. “Yes, akreshi,” she whispered. Her ears throbbed through the echoes of the stranger’s pain.

				“I’m so sorry, my dear. You do remember that this is why you must remain locked away?”

				“Yes, akreshi,” Faanshi repeated. The words were more difficult this time, squeezing up through her throat. To lie was a sin. But the duke had lied when he said she was mad, and he’d locked her in the cellar, and he hurt her with his hands or his knife whenever she failed to say what he wished to hear. When she failed to obey him quickly enough, he gave her to Father Enverly for punishments of blood, and more than once he’d threatened to give her to the Anreulag Herself. But worse than any of these was the thought that he might hurt Ulima, and that Faanshi couldn’t bear. So she whispered the lie, sour though it tasted in her mouth. “I must be locked away because I have fits.”

				“Indeed. If you remember that, my girl, perhaps you’ll come back out to work for me in the Hall yet. But we’ll speak of that another time. For now, I need to ask you a question.”

				“I must remind Your Grace,” Ulima said severely, “that Faanshi has barely recovered her wits, and she requires rest. Would not the akreshi’s time be better spent upon investigating what has befallen his Hall tonight?”

				With a rich, low chuckle, the duke said, “Ah, but that’s exactly my purpose.” He leaned in closer to his kneeling slave. “Someone tried to commit a great sin in my Hall tonight. He dared to put hands upon the duchess, and he sought to take my very life.”

				Faanshi’s world tilted, thrown off balance by those casual words. In the grip of surprise so great that it drove all else from her thoughts—even, for an instant, the stranger’s frantic memories—she couldn’t repress a gasp.

				“I was amazed too, I can assure you. But you needn’t be frightened. I shot the blackguard before he did any real damage. With my own eyes I saw him strike the ground.” The duke flicked his fingers toward his face and slapped one hand into the other to punctuate his last few words.

				The girl swallowed at the impact even as realization sliced through her surprise. Her master spoke of guards who tracked the would-be killer to the back of the Hall, of broken bushes and footprints disturbing the ground around and beneath them, where the night’s rain hadn’t reached. For once, though, his voice ceased to matter. Furtive hope made it worth it to ignore him, though she risked a beating—or worse. For a single instant she didn’t care.

				The man she’d healed had tried to kill the duke.

				As though he sensed her wavering attention, he seized her chin once more and tugged her gaze back up, inquiring with an amiability turned keen as a blade, “You’d like to help me bring a would-be murderer to justice, wouldn’t you, Faanshi?”

				“Yes, akreshi,” she murmured, holding back a shudder of revulsion at his touch, as well as the wild wish that the stranger had succeeded in his attack. Or that she could unleash her magic upon her master, make him hurt somehow instead of healing him as she’d been made to do before—

				No. To crave such things was a sin too.

				He smiled in that regretful way he sometimes had, which always made her wonder whether she remembered wrong—whether she really had gone mad four years ago in the stables when the old groom had been trampled by a stallion, whether she’d really killed the man instead of healing him. “I was hoping you’d say that. You’re a good girl deep down, and I know you’ll want to do the right thing. All you must do is tell me whether you’ve seen or heard anything tonight that I can use to catch the scoundrel.”

				She’d seen. Heard. Touched. Healed. A slave’s hard-learned lessons insisted that she speak, while something else within her balked. Those pangs out of the stranger’s head, explosions of sensation and emotion, still reeled through her mind. One true memory stood out, that of his hand on her head, and his voice whispering that she didn’t have to apologize for her power. He’d tried to kill the man she feared above all else. And she didn’t want to betray him.

				Caught between conflicting impulses, Faanshi shivered. She felt each little quake rattling through her down to her very bones, and the hysteria-tinged fury she had to withhold nearly strangled her. “I—”

				Ulima clasped her shoulder, a bulwark against her fright. “Come now, akreshi. Do you wish to drive her into another fit?”

				“I’ll be but a moment longer. If my girl here has had a fit, I mean to know its cause.” The duke’s brows lowered. “Did you see anyone tonight, Faanshi? Don’t make me ask again.”

				That was enough to breach the wall around the girl’s words. “There was a man,” she babbled, shame at her confession sweeping through her. “He had ash on his face. He was hurt, and there was another man with him. I heard them run away into the night.”

				The duke shot to his feet, his gaze whipping to the high window. “Another one,” he breathed. “No wonder the bastard was able to go out the window so swiftly, with a partner ready and waiting.”

				Released from his grip, Faanshi held herself rigid to keep from shaking as Ulima draped her meager blanket about her shoulders. “Will that satisfy His Grace?” her okinya said. Beneath the deference, her words were stern and cold.

				Grinning, the duke turned and patted Faanshi’s head. “Indeed. I daresay she’s earned an hour out tomorrow and a cake from the kitchen. I’ll have a word with the cook. Get her settled. Then come back up and look after my wife.”

				“As my lord commands, so it shall be done.”

				The blanket was a talisman, and Faanshi clung to it as much as she dared while remaining on her knees. The duke bid the old woman a good night—but not her, for she was the slave, undeserving of such niceties. Then he was gone, and only when the cellar door shut behind him did more words tumble out through the cracked wall around her throat. “Don’t tell him. I’ll do anything you bid of me, okinya, but I beg you, don’t tell him what I did.”

				Despite her tattered pride, her voice broke on the last few words. Yet she would not hold them back. It put them both in danger—great merciful Djashtet, they could both be whipped if the duke found them out—but the memory of the stranger was a gleam of defiance in her heart. Moreover, Ulima seemed to understand, and as she helped Faanshi back upon her cot, her whispered reply carried a great weight of resolve.

				“No, my child, I don’t believe I shall.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Kestar Vaarsen, riding into the town of Camden with his patrol partner Celoren, glanced west to the nearby mountains—and instead of the wall of dark clouds that had threatened a thunderstorm for hours, he saw a burst of radiant sunlight.

				The sight transfixed him. But before he could point it out to Celoren, before he could even take a second look, the light vanished. He might have dismissed it as a trick of the eye, save for a nagging sense that something important had just happened. Or soon would.

				Another premonition.

				He’d had them before. Each one that came to him on a patrol led invariably to an incident of magic—and to a mage that he and Celoren, as Knights of the Hawk, would have to apprehend and turn over to the Church. But even as they found an inn they could afford in the town, tended the horses and downed a dinner of pork stew, bread and cheese, nothing more came to him than that fleeting vision of sunlight. Neither his amulet nor Celoren’s, sacred pendants that would flare in the proximity of magic, warned of anything they needed to seek. There was nothing to keep him and Cel from seeking beds they ardently yearned for after hours on the road. For once Celoren didn’t even flirt with the serving girls. And though the innkeeper lit up when he saw his instrument case, Kestar dodged that portly worthy’s invitation to play in his common room that evening.

				For nearly four hundred years, the avowed duty of the Order of the Hawk had been to hunt down elven users of magic and purge them of their gifts. Hawks had ridden on their hunting patrols for as long as the Order had existed—such was the unshakeable truth of their purpose, as immutable as the might of the Four Gods, and as clear as the words of the Anreulag, their Voice. Hawks patrolled in times of peace or war, in all seasons of the year, when mages ran common and free and when they were so rare that Hawks could ride circuits for months on end without uncovering a single one.

				Kestar had learned not long after his anointing that boredom was a hazard every member of his Order had to face, for mages had indeed grown scarce over the past several decades. He and Celoren had found nothing on their past five patrols except an increasing number of Tantiu immigrants in Shalridan, a particularly dismal crop of peaches, and a steady stream of young women (and a few young men as well) eager to take their minds off the long, uneventful hours they spent in their saddles.

				So it had gone on their current ride until they’d reached the town. But even as they collapsed in their room for their night’s sleep, the memory of light stayed with him. He drowsed off, lulled by the beating of the rain outside, only to dream over and over again of the radiance on the mountain. And at last, in the smallest hours of the night, he snapped awake.

				The premonition was back, and it was stronger now. Kestar was certain, without a single cause he could have named on earth or in the heavens, that something vital had just taken place. Something to do with that glimpse of light.

				Their room looked no different than when they’d arrived, save for being darker. Window shutters kept out the cold wind and any noise from the street, and the candle stub on the table by the door was as lifeless as the ashes in the hearth. His saddlebag and soft padded mandolin case were still neatly stacked beneath the chair. There wasn’t much else, just his folded uniform, his sheathed sword propped against the bed, and his amulet on its cord around his neck where it always rested, the silver warmed by his body’s heat.

				Kestar rubbed his thumb over the knotwork pattern stamped on the amulet’s surface. If the blessed silver had tried to tell him anything in his sleep, it was silent now.

				In the opposite bed Celoren sprawled, his rangy frame overflowing the down-filled mattress. One foot dangled off the end, one hand out from under the quilt that only partially covered him. His nightshirt, as rumpled as his bedclothes, gaped open at his chest to reveal his own silver Hawk’s amulet. Where Kestar’s was an intricate knot in the rough shape of a shield, the edges of it following the knot’s pattern and its rounded corners attracting his fingertips whenever he was in thought, the other knight’s pendant was a disk etched with a delicate rendition of a birch tree. Now that disk was dormant, only a faint glimmer against Celoren’s skin.

				Celoren wasn’t going to like this. In truth, neither did he. With a tired sigh Kestar moved to his gear and rummaged into his saddlebag for his flint and tinder. He wasn’t loud, but the noises of his motions roused Celoren nonetheless.

				“What? What time is it?”

				“It’s too dark to read your watch. Let me light the candle.”

				“Damned infernal hour to be awake,” Celoren mumbled in sepulchral tones, several steps deeper than his normal baritone. One hazel eye cracked open, only to close once more at the sudden pinpoint of flame on the candle’s wick.

				Stoically ignoring his own abandoned bed, Kestar pocketed his tinderbox and pulled on his uniform shirt. As he tugged the russet-hued linen into place and tied the black-and-white laces at his throat, he shot Celoren a small rueful grin. “I couldn’t agree with you more.”

				“Then why in blazes are we not sleeping?”

				Kestar’s grin faded as he dressed. This was the part Celoren wouldn’t like. “It happened again, Cel.” Next came the leather doublet that proclaimed him, via the hawk symbol stamped into the left breast, a Knight of the Hawk. Only as he was buckling on his sword belt did he pause, conscious of wisps of dream still tugging at his awareness, the touch of a pure wind, the clarion warmth of sunlight. “It was more intense this time. I won’t get back to sleep, so I’m going out to look for what caused it. You don’t have to come.”

				Celoren groaned, rolling onto his side to glare at him. “You know, it wouldn’t be any great sin if you had these little premonitions of yours during a civilized hour of the day.”

				“I do, not that civilized hours occur for you any time before noon. And you don’t have to come.”

				“If I don’t, my cloud-headed partner will get himself waylaid by gods only know what in the night. And I can’t have that.” Celoren yawned, rubbed his eyes, then hauled himself to his feet to get himself clothed and armed. More soberly he added, “Has your amulet spoken?”

				Kestar frowned at his quiescent amulet, once more rubbing his thumb over it before slipping it beneath his shirt. “Nothing.” He made a frustrated face. “Just like all the previous times.”

				Celoren stepped over, taking him by the shoulders and turning him about. “You’re sure of what you sensed?”

				“No. But so far I’ve never been wrong.”

				“So far,” Celoren agreed. Then, his mouth quirking, he shot his forefinger out to point at Kestar. “But an unholy hour of the night isn’t a proper time to start, so there’d damned well better be something out there that requires Hawks’ eyes. If there isn’t, Holy Father and Mother help me, I’ll get the first priest I can find to excommunicate you so fast your head’ll spin.”

				“There will be.” Kestar fought back a grin. Celoren’s bluster carried no real pique, and in fact had become a kind of ritual between them over the two years they’d ridden together as full-fledged Hawks. Cel would search with him. He merely needed to channel his bemusement into action, and Kestar knew how he felt. The premonitions bemused him too. “I’ve no idea what, but there’ll be something.”

				It took little time to prepare themselves, with church-issue greatcoats over their uniforms, swords at their sides, the candle blown out and left on the table with a note explaining their absence in case they didn’t return by morning. They didn’t bother to lock the door. The innkeeper had sworn he kept a safe establishment, and they had nothing worth stealing except their amulets, weapons and Kestar’s mandolin—and at any rate, no one would be bold enough to steal from Hawks on patrol. Once their eyes readjusted to the darkness, they slipped down to the inn’s back entrance and from there out into the night.

				“Where are we headed?” Celoren said once they reached the inn’s little stable.

				Kestar paused at the stable door, glancing westward. “The mountains,” he murmured. The gloom of night and foul weather hid the jagged peaks of the Garmbinn Range, but he knew they were there. They traversed most of Kilmerry Province from northeast to southwest, and the ride down to Camden through the nearest pass had caused much of his and Celoren’s exhaustion on this leg of the journey. What drew his eyes, though, wasn’t the memory of the day’s travel. Sunlight coming down the mountain. “Due west of here.”

				“The peak right by the town? Are you sure?”

				“As much as I can be.” Kestar thought hard, hoping for any other detail that might clarify their purpose. Nothing came forth. Due west it was, and hopefully whatever power granted him his premonitions—the gods or the Anreulag watching over one of Her Hawks—wouldn’t make him search every ridge and incline for ten miles before showing him what he apparently needed to seek. “Why?”

				“The Duke of Shalridan’s summer home is up there. He owns that entire slope, most of the town we’re standing in and half the bloody province to boot. If you’re sure about this, we’d better have something more substantial than a dream to go on if we’re riding up his mountain in the middle of the night.”

				“If there’s magic being worked up there, our authority takes precedence over any secular ranks, even dukes,” Kestar said, but the words sounded tentative even to him.

				“If being the crucial word.”

				Crucial enough to mean the difference between riding as active Hawks and being drummed out of the Order in disgrace, if they angered a powerful nobleman like Holvirr Kilmerredes by intruding upon his estate without just cause.

				“I’m sure,” Kestar said at last. His certainty was ethereal, likely to fade into mist if he explored it too closely. But it was there. Something within him that he trusted, dreaded and couldn’t name wanted him to go up that mountain. “We’ll ride up only as far as we must, and avoid the duke’s home unless we have no other choice.”

				Slowly Celoren nodded. “All right, but for gods’ sake, Kes, let’s be careful.”

				Celoren appropriated a lantern from its hook by the stable door to light their way. Celoren’s chestnut Pasga took being roused and saddled in genial stride, but Kestar’s blood bay Tenthim was no more pleased than his rider at the prospect of a late-night excursion. It showed in the set of his ears and tail as Kestar coaxed him awake, and only a sugar cube convinced him to accept bit and bridle. He was too well trained to balk more than that, but Kestar wouldn’t have blamed the beast for shying away when he tried to mount, or refusing to be led out of the stall.

				After all, he was being asked to carry his rider to look for something that might be only his imagination. If he’d been Tenthim, he’d have been angry too.

				They rode for the town’s western reaches, the lantern glowing wanly against the night, flickering with the rhythm of Pasga’s trotting and the breeze that skittered down from the nearby slopes. The oddly familiar feel of the rainwashed wind, bracing against Kestar’s cheeks, pulled him a little straighter in the saddle. They were riding in the right direction.

				But to what?

				* * *

				“Halt in the name of Holvirr Kilmerredes, Duke of Shalridan! Halt and state your business!”

				The voice hailed them out of the darkness, accented by the clattering hooves of three approaching horses. As Celoren pulled Pasga back along the sloping mountain road, taking the lantern out of his line of sight, Kestar spotted the leader of the trio of guardsmen. He was a big burly fellow with red hair and beard, clad like his fellows in the livery of Lomhannor Hall, and sitting a horse that stood two hands over Tenthim. Scowling, he hurled a glare like a gauntlet at the Hawks.

				Kestar nudged his stallion forward and lifted his empty hands. “The business of the Church, sir. We are Knights of the Hawk riding in the name of the Blessed Anreulag. We ask your leave to pass.”

				Squinting, the man who’d hailed them gestured toward Kestar’s neck. “Your amulets then, if you would. If you’re who you say, show us.”

				Though he was unaccustomed to being challenged for his rank, Kestar couldn’t deny the request—anyone in the right clothing could claim to be a Hawk, but the amulets would show their power only for true members of the Order. Nodding back at Celoren, he drew his forth. Then he cupped it within his palm, dipped his head and breathed the prayer that was the sign the guardsmen sought.

				“Holy Voice of the Gods, light the way for Thy servants to stoop and strike in Thy name. Ani a bhota Anreulag, arach shae.”

				Celoren murmured the words with him, his baritone blending with Kestar’s tenor into one voice. But the words were incidental, nothing more than a gateway for the energy in the silver. A miniature star of power sprang into life through his fingers, driving the chill from his bones, and the pall of his premonition’s confusion along with it. Reverently he squeezed the silver a little tighter before releasing it to settle, still aglow, against his chest.

				Tenthim shifted, shuffling restively in contrast to Kestar’s own calm. He leaned forward to stroke the stallion’s head, but his eyes remained on the guardsmen’s leader. “Will that suit your purpose, sir?”

				The other horses, as sensitive to the presence of power as Tenthim or Pasga, edged back on the road. As unsettled as their mounts, the guard leader’s companions shot looks at the Hawks and then at each other, and one sketched the four-pointed star sigil of the Church across himself. Their leader, however, was unperturbed.

				“It’ll do, m’lord.” He dipped his head in gruff obeisance as the light from the amulets faded. “Forgive our hesitation, but there’s been an attempt on the life of His Grace the Duke tonight, and the assassins are still at large. My companions and I ride to Camden to alert the watch.”

				Kestar and Celoren exchanged alarmed glances. The comfort of his amulet’s power aside, the thought of his premonition signaling an assassination flooded Kestar with dread. “Is the duke unharmed?” Celoren demanded.

				“By the gods’ mercy and wisdom he was forewarned of the scoundrels’ plans, but they struck a blow against his lady wife.” The guard leader shifted in his saddle and gestured to his compatriots, though deference remained in his voice. “With your leave? Every moment we’re not riding is a moment wasted.”

				Snapping out of his shock, Kestar kneed Tenthim out of the guardsmen’s path. “Ride, yes, please.” He beckoned the trio onward. “Don’t let us keep you.”

				“We’ll ride to Lomhannor and offer our aid to His Grace at once.” Celoren guided Pasga alongside Tenthim. “Gods’ speed to your search!”

				The expressions Celoren won with that pledge weren’t quite smiles—the guardsmen were too haggard for that. But there was thankfulness in their faces as the leader said, “I’m Steffen Athorsen, m’lords. Give my name to the sentries at the gate, and tell them ‘red wolf standing’ for tonight’s password. The Anreulag’s blessings upon you for lending your eyes and swords to our hunt.”

				Once they’d thundered on down the road, leaving the Hawks alone once more, Celoren asked, “I trust you’ve no issue with this plan, Kes?” His brow furrowed, and his eyes brimmed with uncertainty. “Did you know what we’d discover?”

				“No.” The other Hawk’s look discomfited him. Such a stare from strangers was one thing, but another thing entirely from his partner. “I swear it. I just felt this was the right road to take.”

				“Then perhaps the Anreulag Herself guides us tonight.” Celoren didn’t star himself as the guardsman had done, but an uncharacteristic hesitance crept into his voice. “Perhaps She works through you.”

				Kestar’s brain shied from that concept as the horses had shied from their amulets’ light, and he dropped his gaze away. “You’re starting to sound like a priest! Where’s the maiden-charmer who’s been my friend all these years?”

				“Asleep in his bed back in Camden. I’d join him, except I’ve got a cloud-head to keep an eye on, so there’ll be no slumber for the virtuous for at least another few hours. Shall we see what’s befallen the duke?”

				“We shall,” Kestar said, pleased for Cel’s lopsided grin and relieved that he didn’t pursue that troubling explanation for what had sent them out on the hunt. Why would the Blessed Anreulag work Her will through me? I’m a Hawk like any other.

				Except that he wasn’t—he’d learned early on that no other Hawks had premonitions like his, and that was a problem he never wanted to examine too closely. His amulet accepted him, and those of his fellow Hawks never spoke against him, so it had always seemed safest to tell no one but his partner of the insights that sometimes came to him. The Anreulag Herself surely had to know—She saw and heard all. As long as he was able to use his insights in Her name, that was enough for Kestar. And whether through him or not, it seemed that the Voice of the Gods had given him and Celoren a purpose this night.

				“Let’s ride. If there’s anything to be found at Lomhannor Hall, we’ll find it. Or them.”

				* * *

				They found the Duke of Shalridan’s estate in chaos.


OEBPS/images/Carina_final_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/9781426895364_fmt.jpeg





