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GWEN EXTENDED HER HAND, palm up. “I have something similar embedded in my hand, and it won’t come out. Since it cut me, I can’t access my memories of healing. I’m lucky to remember parts of the One Oak’s history.”

The Ava Fall stilled. “You were cursed by a shard too? Where did it happen?”

“On my family’s estate, northwest of here, near Lake Verdan.”

“That’s a long way away to find another piece of pottery just like the one we found here. It can’t be a coincidence.”

“Where could they have come from?” Gwen asked. "And who would target Avatars?”

“I have no idea. But if the shards are as old as they look, they could be from someone’s pottery collection, like the one in the Winter Wing.”

Gwen raised her eyebrows. “Pottery? Who collected that? I don’t think anyone did. None of the Wins seemed interested in that sort of thing.”

The Ava Fall smiled wanly. “No, no one is. It was a test. Ugh.” She rubbed her forehead. “Are you sure you can’t heal? Margaret would have flushed this wine’s effects from me in a heartbeat.”

Gwen raised her injured hand. “Maybe after I figure out how to treat myself first. I was hoping the Ava Spring could help me. But now what do I do?”

The Ava Fall reached for a sandwich and devoured half of it before replying, “Without Margaret, our Season is done. We can’t link and send our magic out to protect Challen, and you can’t link with us. You have to find the rest of your quartet and take over.”
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THIS BOOK INTRODUCES my “Fem Four,” so it seems fitting to dedicate this one to the Fab Four themselves. Twenty years ago, I became a fan of the Beatles after watching the Anthology on TV. Thanks to John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr for their four-fold synergy that inspired me to create the Season Avatars. The four of you have made more love and light in this world than you could ever take.
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LADY GWENDOLYN LO HAVIL fixed a smile in place as her head throbbed. She wished she could blame it on her future mother-in-law, or at least her pink-and-green striped wallpaper and clashing drapes. Gwen hadn’t felt this much physical pain since she was twelve springs old and her healing magic had blossomed. What could be causing this? The stress of the wedding planning, or something related to her Avatar magic?

“Gwendolyn, dear? Are you paying attention?” The false sweetness in Lady Shellinda’s tone wouldn’t have flavored her weak tea. “I was asking if you and William wanted my second-best plates for the wedding luncheon.”

If she meant the ones imported from Fip, with the country’s war eagle in the center of every dish, then no. Gwen could never forgive Fip for the war that had brought Challen into its empire. It had taken place several hundred years ago, but she still remembered that life, and all the injured people she’d treated, more clearly than she liked. 

Gwen drained the last of her hot chocolate, wishing the cup wasn’t so dainty, and rose. “I think I need some fresh air, Lady Shellinda.” William’s mother complained flowers made her sneeze. Gwen had postponed trying to heal her affliction and was now secretly glad she’d done so. Maybe she could steal a few moments to be alone, cure her headache, and figure out what had caused it.

“Well, if you insist. But I wouldn’t advise staying out there too long. There’s still much to be done before the wedding next moon.”

And if I don’t hurry back, she’ll choose something horrid for the lunch menu.

Gwen lifted her skirt hem off the floor as she left the parlor and slipped into the garden. Bright sunshine made her squint and her head pound even harder. Row after row of tulips marched in front of her like a squadron showing her the path she was meant to travel. Her late mother had established a maze in their garden and changed the path through it every year. Gwen wished she was there now, someplace where she could hide instead of being exposed to watchers from the house. She forced herself to glide casually through the flowers. Although she took deep breaths, they didn’t calm her. Something stirred at the edge of her magical senses. Something that didn’t belong in Challen.

What is it? Is it close by, or do the reigning Season Avatars feel it too?

Gwen might be a Season Avatar for the Goddess of Spring, First of the Four Gods and Goddesses of Challen, but by herself, her magic was limited to healing. Linking with the other three Avatars—one each for the God of Summer, Goddess of Fall, and God of Winter—would allow her to share thoughts with the other Avatars, pool their magic, and spread it throughout the country. Although only one quartet of Avatars served at a time, Gwen and the other Avatars of her birth year would replace the current Avatars soon. 

I wish that would happen before this marriage, as unlikely as that is. As her father and aunt were fond of pointing out, she was eighteen, old enough to be married and start a family. They didn’t understand she felt more ready to be an Avatar than a wife. She remembered magic from her previous lives as an Avatar. She also retained some personal memories, such as being married to the Summer Avatar more often than not. William was a sometimes childhood friend, sometimes childhood tormentor, but he hadn’t been born on a solstice or equinox, so he wasn’t an Avatar. Plus he wanted her to start having children, and she wasn’t ready for childbirth, not after the way her mother died.

Gwen rubbed her head. This wasn’t the time to be fretting over the wedding or children she hadn’t conceived. She had to learn what was giving her a magical headache. Was it a Chaos Season, when all of the seasons appeared at once and the Avatars had to return everything to normal? It had never given her a headache before. The flowers around her were still untouched, but the air felt cooler, bringing up goose bumps on her arms. 

Gwen rubbed her skin to warm up as she surveyed the garden. A brown form lying in the path several yards away caught her eye. As she approached it, it resolved into a human figure. One of the gardeners, judging by his clothes and the trowel by his side. He wasn’t moving, and the flowers around him were brown and wilted in the middle of a snow patch. 

A mini Chaos Season. Maybe this is why my head hurts. What happened to the gardener? 

She stripped off her gloves, then knelt by the prone man. He was still breathing, but a gash on his forehead streamed blood into the soil. Perhaps he’d been hit by a hailstone. If so, it must have already melted. She pressed her hand against the cut, sealing it. Once that was done, she focused her magic inward, checking for more serious damage. The injury didn’t seem serious compared to others she’d healed during her several lifetimes as Spring Avatar, but she would still recommend to the butler—Lady Shellinda would consider herself too far above her servant to be concerned about him—that the gardener be given a day or two to rest. Since this was a head injury, someone should watch him for any unusual symptoms so she could heal him again if necessary.

Not that it would be necessary, with all of her experience from previous lives.

Gwen used a withered leaf to wipe some of the blood off of her hands before she stained her silk gown. As she stared at the soil, she noticed a pottery shard next to one of the frostbitten tulips. She pressed her lips together when she noticed a rust-colored edge on the shard. Maybe it had assaulted the gardener. It was lighter in color than the dirt, and it had marks on it that she had never seen before. Where had it come from?

She picked up the shard to look at it more closely. The air was still, eerily still. She was careful not to touch the edges, but it turned in her hand as if it was alive. She let it go, but it clung to her. 

By All Four... “Get away from me!” She shook her hand, but the shard bit into her palm. Gwen reached for it, then thought better of touching it with her bare skin. She covered her free hand with part of her skirt, then tried wrenching the shard free. The gardener stirred beside her, and Gwen wondered if she would need him to help her pull the piece of pottery away. Then it snapped. Her palm burned for a moment before her magic made the pain disappear. 

She stared at the shard. A corner was missing—a corner shaped like the bulge in her skin. She’d healed so quickly there was no scar to show where she’d been wounded. The piece of shard didn’t hurt, but By The Four, it didn’t belong there.

Gwen drew a line over the bump, willing her skin to split. But for once, her healing magic refused to obey her. Pressure built in her head. If she wasn’t already squatting, she might have fallen over. Was the pottery shard poisoned? She hadn’t detected anything unusual when she’d healed the gardener. Still, something was interfering with her magic.

Have I ever come across anything like this before? Gwen searched her memories from previous lives. No, nothing had ever gotten stuck under her skin—or anyone else’s—and refused to come out. However, the farther back she went, the more familiar the pottery shard seemed. She’d always considered her oldest memories the least trustworthy and least complete, so even this information didn’t help her.

Goddess of Spring, what do I do now?

A trail of cold reached past her wrist and up her arm.

“Freeze it!” Never had swearing felt more appropriate. Gwen grasped her affected arm with her other hand and pressed down, trying to block the cold. For a moment, it seemed to work, but then the cold shot past her elbow, then to her shoulder.

“What happened?” Finally, the gardener opened his eyes. “My flowers! My precious tulips!” He blinked as he gaped at her. “Lady lo Havil? What are you doing out here?”

Cold squeezed her throat closed. She gestured toward the house, even though no one there would be able to help her either.

Then the cold numbed her head, halting her pain—and everything else.

* * *
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GWENDOLYN LO HAVIL, you’re needed at the One Oak, a woman’s voice told her. The voice seemed to come from far away, and it sounded familiar. Gwen knew it wasn’t her mother’s voice, but perhaps it was someone else she loved. They figured out a way around Our protective barrier. Winter was faster than the Time Twosome, but they will pay for what they have done to My daughters. It’s your season now, so you must take care of them. The voice became even fainter, a whisper of a whisper. Memory...time...hidden...Kron....

“Gwendolyn!” Her father’s voice drowned out the woman’s words. “Wake up, child. You’re never ill, and you’re not the fainting sort.” He sounded annoyed, as if she’d done it to inconvenience him.

She opened her eyes and immediately recognized Lady Shellinda’s parlor. Someone had placed her on a loveseat, and a maid waited nearby with smelling salts, several cloths, and a cup of tea. A hot drink sounded wonderful after the cold, but she forced herself to remain prone for a few more heartbeats before sitting up and accepting the tea. Moving slowly after an injury seemed wise, but she couldn’t say why.

“What happened?” her father asked. He paced back and forth, leaving footprints on the thick rug. 

What exactly had happened out there? Gwen carefully made a fist. Pain brought back her memories of the incident. “There was a man...hurt...I had to help him.”

Her father sighed. “Yes, one of the gardeners found you. He remembered getting hit in the head with something, but he doesn’t know what happened between that and when he woke up.” His voice became stern. “I certainly hope there wasn’t anything ... improper about the situation.”

“By the Four!” Lady Shellinda fanned herself. “And with only a moon before the wedding, too.”

“What?” The tea spilled onto Gwen’s skirt. “All I wanted to do was help him! That’s my duty as a Spring Avatar!”

Lady Shellinda and her father exchanged worried glances. By the Four, why couldn’t they be more accepting of her role as Avatar? Yes, she wouldn’t be able to inherit her father’s estate when he returned to the God of Winter, but William would manage it for her children. That was the main reason for this marriage. Gwen’s father worried the Fip monarch would distrust the lo Havil house for having produced an Avatar. That implied ties closer to the native Challen gods than to the Fip God of War. But the king knew how important the Season Avatars were to Challen. Without them, Challen would be subject to countless Chaos Seasons, each of them capable of killing or hurting people or damaging property. Why couldn’t her family be proud of her instead of wishing she was like everyone else of their class?

“Chaos Season,” Gwen said, suddenly remembering. “There was a Chaos Season. I’m afraid your garden was affected, Lady Shellinda. Did it go outside the garden? Was anyone hurt?”

“Another Chaos Season? That’s the third time this moon! Why can’t the Season Avatars manage their magic properly so we don’t have to suffer through this?” She strode to the window. “I hope it doesn’t take them long to undo the damage. The gazebo is the perfect spot for the ceremony.”

Gwen repressed a sigh. The Season Avatars had to take care of any injured people first, then crops and animals, before they could get around to flower gardens.

“Speaking of the ceremony,” Gwen’s father said, “where is the groom?”

“He went hunting in the woods early this morning. He was supposed to join us for lunch.” Lady Shellinda frowned. “Did Chaos Season extend into the woods?”

Gwen could only shrug. She hadn’t gone that far, and she couldn’t sense the extent of Chaos Season on her own.

“Maybe we should search for him,” Gwen’s father said. “With your permission, Lady Shellinda, I’ll round up some of your stablehands and look for William.”

Lady Shellinda crossed to the window. “Thank you, Lord Gerad, but that won’t be necessary. I see the riders now. There’s William’s favorite mare....” She put her hands to her mouth. “But one of his friends is leading her. William’s tied to the saddle.”

Gwen passed her tea cup to the maid and raced out of the room before anyone could stop her. Dizziness made her first few steps wobbly, but it passed quickly. She made her way to the entrance closest to the stable. The butler had anticipated her by summoning two manservants to assist the hunting party when they entered the house.

William’s companions helped him stagger inside. He was covered in a blanket, and from what Gwen could see of his clothing, it looked askew. William’s valet would have never let him leave the house looking like that. His boots left water behind with each step. His lips were blue, and he looked around the room as if he’d never seen it before.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Chaos Season, what else?” one of William’s cousins replied. “We spotted a stag with antlers as long as you are. I suppose that should have tipped us off that Chaos was active, but we were too excited by the idea of bagging that trophy. We all took off after him, and he led us a merry chase—”

“The long way around, no doubt,” Gwen said. “What happened to William? Something with winter?”

“Aye. Snow came down so thick I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. We were separated. I and the others retreated, but William got caught in the heart of it. By the time we realized he was missing, we had to dig him out of a snowdrift with our bare hands. Of course, once we found him, all the snow melted away.”

“My poor child!” Lady Shellinda drifted into the room, arms open wide. She stopped well away from her dripping son. “What is it, Gwendolyn? Snow sickness? Can you heal him?”

Gwen opened her mouth to assure her future mother-in-law that yes, of course she could do this. She’d done it more times than she could remember. But when she searched for her memories of healing, she couldn’t find them.

CHAPTER TWO
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Leaving
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GWEN’S HAND THROBBED as she stared at her betrothed. She knew she ought to be able to heal him, despite having helped someone else a short while ago. Her healing magic was still coiled inside of her, waiting for her to guide it. But her knowledge had been blocked.

“Goddess of Spring, aid me.” The prayer wasn’t just to buy her time with her human audience, but a genuine appeal. “Help me heal William.”

No direct response from the Goddess. The Four seldom intervened directly these days, even for the Avatars who were charged to carry out Their will. What should Gwen do? Should she go ahead and try to heal William, even if she couldn’t remember how? She stared at his too-pale face and found her answer. She had to do something. If she couldn’t pass by a servant without helping him, how could she turn away from the man she would marry?

I hope I don’t make a mistake. I’d never forgive myself if I end up hurting him. She took a deep breath. “I’d like everyone to leave the room while I work, please.” She couldn’t afford the distraction.

Lady Shellinda let out a gasp. “How improper!”

“Unacceptable,” Gwen’s father said. “Not until the wedding.”

“By All Four, does he look like he can compromise my virtue?” Gwen shook her head. “Or do you think the Goddess of Fall wouldn’t protect me if I called upon Her?”

No one knew how accurate pictures of the Four were, but the Goddess of Fall was shown as a young girl on the verge of womanhood. Her Avatars were always female as well, and no matter what season a woman was born into, she could pray to Fall if she felt threatened by a man. Invariably, the Goddess would send some sort of animal to attack the man if necessary. That said, Gwen knew of no such attacks within her current lifetime. Fall’s reputation was so well known even foreigners like the Fips were very polite to the women of Challen. Any protests by the older generation were purely ceremonial, something Gwen didn’t need to worry about when she had a patient.

“But what will people say if they find out?”

“Would you rather the groom be too ill for the wedding, Lady Shellinda?”

Lady Shellinda glared at Gwen, but she pressed her mouth into a firm line and marched out of the room.

Gwen’s father waited for the servants to leave too, then lowered his voice. “I don’t think Lady Shellinda appreciates the idea of a strong-willed daughter-in-law, Gwen, even if your healing duties will keep you away from the estate most of the time.”

Gwen shrugged. “She always knew I’m meant to be the next Spring Avatar. Did she think the Goddess would give that task to someone weak? I have to lead three other Avatars every time Chaos Season strikes somewhere in Challen.” But can I do that if I don’t remember how to heal? What if I can’t remember how to link with the others?

“Even so, be careful.” He pressed his hand briefly on her shoulder. “Go and heal William, then.”

He left the room, but his footsteps halted quickly. Gwen suspected he lingered nearby to chaperone. Annoying, but not as big of a problem as her blocked memory. She hesitated for a moment, then advanced toward William. She knew she needed to touch him, so she took his hand in hers. It was cold and stiff, almost like a corpse’s. It unnerved her to think soon he would caress her with this hand. She poured heat into his skin, then realized her mistake. Too much warmth would cause as much damage as too little, and she’d overdone it. Spots of blood bloomed under his skin. She released him and blinked hard, holding in her frustration. Freeze it, why didn’t she remember how to restore someone with snowsickness? She had hundreds of years of experience in her head—if only she could recall them.

Is there any way I could cure myself? Gwen could ease her own aches and pains, but she’d never tried to self-heal anything more serious. She’d never had to. But she closed her eyes, placed both hands on her forehead, and pushed.

Dots of lights danced in her vision, but nothing else.

Gwen massaged her temples, trying to coax her memories back. For a heartbeat, she could feel the answer, as if it wanted to come to her. Then, it slipped away.

With a sigh, she returned her attention to William. Even without her help, he’d regained some warmth and color. Only his hand looked discolored from her touch. Some Spring Avatar she was.

She took her hand in his again. “I’m sorry I can’t do more for you, William,” she whispered. “Be well. Be well.” Could she restore him by will alone?

His eyes opened slowly, and he peered around the room before fixing his gaze on her. “Gwen? Gwenny? Can I kiss you yet?”

He must be feeling better if that was his first concern. Or was this part of his snowsickness? She wasn’t sure. “Not yet, William. The wedding is next moon.” She put on a smile for him. “How do you feel?”

He leered at her. “You could make me feel much better.”

I’m trying, I’m trying. And I hope you don’t act like this when you’re feeling better. “You should rest.” She debated with herself if she should try further healing but decided against it. She couldn’t do anything else for him until she had her memories again.

There was only one other person in Challen who could help her: Margaret gran Granell, the current Spring Avatar. Gwen had to get to the One Oak as quickly as she could. Maybe that was what the voice she had heard was trying to tell her. The Four knew she didn’t understand the rest of it.

“I’ll have them bring in hot chocolate and soup for you,” she said. “You keep resting.”

“But...but you’re an Ava Spring. I thought you could heal someone with a touch.”

Guilt stabbed her. “I’ll heal you as soon as I can.”

“What do you mean?”

She hurried out of the parlor without replying.

Father had insisted she take the carriage over to William’s estate to make it a formal visit. Now she wished she had her mare with her so she could ride straight to the One Oak. The only problem would be explaining to her father and her future mother-in-law why she was leaving before the wedding, especially without telling them about her difficulty with her healing magic. If word spread an Avatar had lost her magic, people would worry, maybe even lose faith in the Four. But Gwen would face that season when it arrived and not a heartbeat sooner.

She ordered the driver to take her home. Once she was on her way, she alternated between rubbing her forehead and looking out the window for further signs of Chaos Season. Thankfully, this one seemed to be limited in reach. The fields on the lo Havil estate were full of workers removing stones and spreading manure. Other workers repaired barns, fences, or other buildings. A pity the Four don’t have an Avatar who could repair buildings the way we can heal people, plants, and animals. That would make dealing with Chaos Season so much easier.

Once the coach halted in front of the family house, Gwen jumped out without assistance from the driver and said, “Bruce, please have my mare saddled and brought out for me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Lady lo Havil, if there’s somewhere you need to go, you could have me take you there.”

For a moment, she was tempted to take him up on his offer. It would be a more comfortable and more appropriate way to travel. However, her father would notice the coach’s absence sooner than he would her own. “No, thank you. That will be all.”

She strode into the house as fast as her skirts would allow. Father would definitely wonder where she was when she failed to appear for supper. Perhaps she ought to leave him a note to explain her departure so he wouldn’t worry. It was her duty to go to the One Oak as soon as she could, and he ought to understand that. Whether or not he could make Lady Shellinda see reason was another story.

When Gwen entered her suite, her maid, Daisy, was already laying out a new gown for dinner. Gwen waved it away. “I won’t be needing that one, Daisy. Please give me my riding outfit. And...” She peered into her wardrobe. She ought to bring something suitable for meeting the other Season Avatars, but her formal outfits wouldn’t travel well stuffed into a satchel. Yellow was the Goddess of Spring’s color, so she had to wear it. The only problem was selecting a dress she could don without help from a maid. “I’ll take the blue-and-gold dress, along with anything else I might need overnight.”

“Overnight?” Daisy didn’t move. “Begging your ladyship’s pardon, but your father didn’t say anything about a trip any farther than to your intended’s.”

“It’s an emergency.”

“Is it your Aunt Gabri?”

Gwen was very tempted to say it was, just to get Daisy moving, but she knew Father wouldn’t tolerate such dishonesty. She sighed. “It’s Avatar business, Daisy. Please hurry, or I won’t reach Lake Verdan before dark.” Even if her healing magic was working properly, it wouldn’t help her find food or shelter by the roadside, the way a Summer’s or Fall’s magic could.

“Lady lo Havil, it’s already too late for you to reach Lake Verdan today. Can’t you wait until tomorrow to travel?”

She shook her head. “I must go where Spring bids me, and She told me I’m needed at the One Oak.”

“One of the Four spoke to you?”

“In my head.” She rubbed her hand. She could still feel part of the shard in there, moving around. If that had really been the Goddess of Spring’s voice she’d heard, then something was very wrong. Gwen resolved to ride for as long as her mare could manage at night. The full moon would help, and the road to Lake Verdan wouldn’t be hard to follow.

While Daisy packed, Gwen searched her reticules for stray chals. Funny how she had so many clothes and jewels but little spending money. If she felt more confident about her healing ability, she could barter her talent for food and shelter along the way. But if her magic was working properly, she wouldn’t need to make this trip. Perhaps Lucy, the cook, would be willing to give her some food for the road. Avatars always needed to eat to fuel their magic. 

“One moment, Daisy.” Before the maid could close her satchel, Gwen slipped in her sketchbook and some colored pencils. Perhaps drawing would help her remember something.

Daisy clenched her hands in front of her waist. “What should I say to your father when he asks about you?”

“I’ll be home as soon as I can.” Hopefully William would recover by then, or at least not get worse. Once she recovered her healing abilities, everything would be fine.

Gwen slipped down the back stairs for the servants, causing a housemaid to shriek in alarm as she passed. It was the fastest way to the kitchen, though, and she was less likely to run into her father this way.

At dinnertime, the kitchen was a flurry of activity, with Lucy single-handedly directing how the main course—game birds—should be laid out as she prepared a sauce. The cook smiled at Gwen. “Can’t wait for dinner, dear? I have bread or apples for you.”

“I’ll need much more than that, Lucy. I won’t be able to stay for dinner.” Gwen sniffed the air regretfully. The smell of meat and an apple tart made her stomach rumble.

“By All Four, what do you mean?”

Maybe a half-truth would be easier for everyone. Gwen reached for a piece of bread. “William was caught in a Chaos Season and has snowsickness. I need to go to the One Oak before I can help him.”

Lucy released her spoon. “You do? You’ve always managed splendidly on your own.”

The bread in Gwen’s mouth made it difficult to speak. “Not this time,” she said once she managed to choke it down. “I need food for the journey.” 

“But why leave now? It’s late.”

She looked Lucy in the eye. “Because Spring told me to.”

“Well, I never heard the Goddess before, but I’m not an Avatar. I’m a Fall child anyway.” Lucy wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “Let’s see what I can give you, dear.” The cook sampled, stirred, and directed serving maids as she crossed the kitchen to the pantry. Gwen devoured two more pieces of bread before Lucy returned with a bulging sack. “I wish the Four wouldn’t ask this of you, but I’m sure Bruce will take good care of you. Should I pack a sack for him?”

“No need. I’m riding.”

Lucy gasped. “Lady Gwendolyn!”

Gwen dashed out before Lucy could chastise her further. She stopped only to grab her warm, waterproof cloak and change into riding boots before heading out to the stables. No sign of her mare—or Bruce. Maybe he’d gone straight back to William’s estate to pick up her father. She wasn’t sure if her father had ridden over there or not. 

She peeked into the stable and found a stableboy feeding the horses. “Please saddle Violet right away.”

He looked puzzled, but he said, “Yes, my Lady,” and fetched the mare. At least someone around here listened to her without question.

As he led Violet out, the mare widened her nostrils, sniffing the air. Gwen wondered if another Chaos Season was about to happen. A Winter Avatar would have a better sense of that. She would just have to hope she could find shelter for both herself and her horse if Chaos Season struck.

The stableboy glanced at the sun sinking behind the trees. “Will you be all right, my Lady?”

“As long as I stick to the road.” 

After mounting, Gwen walked her mare down the long drive leading to the main road. She would have liked to go faster, but it wasn’t safe in the dim light. When she reached the stone wall marking the edge of the lo Havil estate, she stared at it for a long minute before leaving it behind. 

CHAPTER THREE
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ALTHOUGH THE MOON WAS close to full, it didn’t provide as much light as Gwen would have liked. Violet, aptly named for being shy, veered away from every shadow. Gwen soothed her with running explanations of what they were seeing. For once, she wished she was a Fall Avatar and had a magic link with animals. This journey would have been much easier if she was. At least the Fip usurpers kept the road in good condition, so Violet would be less likely to stumble. Still, Gwen kept a close eye on the road and guided Violet away from anything that might damage her hooves.

The air chilled rapidly after the sun went down. Gwen halted to adjust the cinch and eat an apple, giving one to her mare too. Then back to the steady pace, watching the fields give way to forest. Occasionally the road split off to lead to a hamlet of field workers’ houses. Some of them were abandoned, their inhabitants gone off to seek their fortune in the capital city of Wistica, or ever farther abroad. Gwen was glad William’s family didn’t live along this road. Their servants—or her father—might be about, and the thought of having to explain to them why she hadn’t finished healing her fiancé made her stomach feel like she’d eaten rocks for dinner.

A pair of yellow eyes gleamed at her from the bushes beside the road. Violet snorted and backed up, fighting for her head. “Easy, girl.” Gwen pressed her legs against the mare’s sides. The animal appeared too small to be a wolf, but Violet must have smelled something she didn’t like.

“You don’t want to run, Violet.” Gwen patted the mare’s neck. “You’ll get us both hurt if you do—”

A twig snapped. Violet turned her head as if she meant to bolt back to the stable. Gwen struggled to prevent her from doing so. Then an owl hooted. Violet jumped to the right and smashed Gwen’s leg into a tree.

“Freeze it!” Gwen’s yell made Violet flatten her ears. “Sorry, girl, but this is the worst time for you to be playing tricks like this.” Gwen’s leg ached, an unfamiliar and unwelcome sensation. Normally she could heal herself in heartbeats, but she couldn’t risk using her magic when she wasn’t sure how to use it. For now, she had to calm Violet before the mare injured herself too. The last thing Gwen wanted to do right now was walk to the One Oak.

It took a lot of sweet-talking, pats on the neck, and another apple from Gwen’s supper before she could persuade Violet to move forward again. By then, her ankle had swollen so much she wouldn’t be able to take her boot off. All the more reason to keep going for as long as possible.

Gwen crouched low over Violet to keep warm. They pressed on for another hour or so. Finally the strip of forest thinned out, and the buildings of Lake Verdan appeared in the distance. The town wasn’t as big as Midpoint, only a line of buildings on each side of the road. It would be a long time before the Selathens brought their steam-driven locomotives here. As long as Gwen could find supper and a bed at the inn, she would be content. Neither she nor Violet were in much condition to go farther. 

As Gwen relaxed, she glanced back. A light glowed on the road behind her. Someone else was traveling tonight, and she’d bet her magic it was her father or someone from her father, sent to fetch her. She bit her lip, then urged Violet into a trot. It would be harder to drag her back home if she already had sanctuary in the inn. The innkeeper might not be willing to stand up to her father, but there would be witnesses. Witnesses to hear her confess she could no longer heal. Her mood sank even lower.

A creaking sign with the words “The Four’s Rest” was the distinguishing feature of the inn. Ivy twisted over the stone walls, and the steps leading to the front door were worn. Gwen rode past them to the stable and woke the snoozing stable boy. He rubbed his eyes at seeing her. “Lady...why, it’s Lady lo Havil! What are you doing here this time of night?”

“Hoping you’ll assist me with getting down.”

Gwen grimaced as she put weight on her injured leg. By the Four, her magic had better return soon. “Check Violet carefully,” she told the stable boy. “I want to make sure she’s fit for travel in the morning.”

She tried not to limp as she entered the inn. Inside, the dark woodwork was scratched. Two long tables with benches filled the common room. Candles dripped wax spots on the tables. A serving woman handed mugs of ale and lamb stew to several tradesmen clustered by the fireplace. It was the kind of scene that would have appalled Lady Shellinda for being common. Gwen was too hungry to care.

Everyone turned to stare at her as she made her way to the fireplace. “Stew, please,” she said as she sat at an empty table. “And a room for the night.” She fingered the reticule hidden under her cloak. “Can you send the bill to the lo Havil estate?”

Footsteps sounded behind her. “That won’t be necessary.” Her father’s voice.

Gwen turned to face him. Weariness showed in his eyes and slumped posture, but as soon as he saw her, he straightened, and the expression in his eyes grew hard.

“Gwendolyn lo Havil, thank the Four I found you. What were you thinking, running off like that? William’s still not well!”

“I know, Father.” She took a deep breath, bracing herself as she was forced to confess her failure in public. “But I need help from the One Oak to heal him.”

The room fell silent, as if even the fire wanted to listen to her.

“You need help dealing with snowsickness?” He raised his eyebrows. “Didn’t you heal one of the coachmen of that over the winter?”

“Yes, but—”

“Lady Shellinda is furious at you for leaving her son in anything less than excellent health. She wanted to break the engagement on the spot. I told her there must be a good reason why you left so suddenly. But I can’t think of a single reason why you would ride a skittish horse by yourself at night without doing more than telling a couple of servants you had to leave.”

Gwen drew her cloak around her. Sitting close to the fire made her realize how chilly she’d been on her ride. “Father, we need to discuss this someplace private.”

Fatigue settled over his features again. Father beckoned Gwen down the dark hallway and into a nook filled with cloaks. The smell of wet wool made her wonder if another Chaos Season had occurred here. 

Father picked a spot away from the cloaks and leaned against the wall. “All right, Gwendolyn, tell me why you didn’t heal William. That’s not like you, any more than this mad nighttime dash.”

She described almost everything that had happened since she found the shard. The only things she omitted were William’s improper behavior and the fact that the shard was still buried in her palm. By the time she was done, her leg ached so much she had to fight to keep tears from her eyes.

“And you think the Goddess of Spring told you to go to the One Oak?” Her father asked when she was finished. 

Gwen nodded.

“But you...didn’t see Her? You only heard Her in your thoughts? Maybe it wasn’t real.”

“She is real! She gifted me with magic lifetimes ago!”

Her father looked away. Most people didn’t remember their previous lives. Only the Season Avatars did, so they could retain everything they’d learned about their magic and Challen.

“It would be better for the estate if you get married before you become a Season Avatar,” he said. “William can run the estate while you’re defending us from Chaos Season. Besides, once you’re married, you won’t need a chaperone. It wouldn’t surprise me if Lady Shellinda thinks you ran away to meet a lover.”

“Father!” Gwen straightened, putting weight on both legs before she remembered her injury. Pain made her gasp.

“Gwen? What’s wrong?”

“Violet crushed my leg against a tree on the way over here.”

“Why didn’t you heal it? You always do.”

“By All Four, didn’t you understand a word I said? I don’t remember how to heal! Only the current Ava Spring can help me.”

“I...I didn’t believe it. Here, let me help you to the common room.” He came to her and supported her on her weak side. “Well, we’ll have to spend the night here, then. I hope the rooms are adequate.”

Gwen’s father didn’t say anything to her as they returned to the public area. He ordered enough stew, bread, and cheese to sate even her appetite. The innkeeper had no wine, but the rough ale helped dull the leg pain to a bearable ache.

“Get some rest now,” Father said after they made their way upstairs. The room was as small as her closet, but the straw mattress looked appealing in her fatigue. “We’ll figure out what to do in the morning.”

One thing was certain, Gwen realized as she struggled with her boots. She wouldn’t be riding in the morning.

* * *
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“GWENDOLYN, I STILL wish you’d told me what happened before setting off on your own,” her father said over thin oatmeal the next morning. “And I don’t know how we’re going to appease Lady Shellinda and William.” The lines around his eyes grew deeper as he spoke. “But even I can tell you’ve lost your magic. Avatar business comes first, especially when the Goddess is involved.” He stirred some dried fruit into the oatmeal. “So you can go to the One Oak, as long as you return for the wedding once your magic is working properly.”

“Thank you, Father.” Gwen composed herself to look suitably grateful. If he’d forbidden her to go, she’d have snuck off as soon as the servants were distracted. This was better. “The only thing is, it may be a few days before I can ride.”

“It’s still not suitable for you to travel alone. You should have someone accompany you.”

“Who? Daisy?”

“She should stay at home to help prepare for the wedding. I was thinking Aunt Gabri.”

“Aunt Gabri?” Gwen tried to hide her dismay. “She hates travel! She barely even leaves her house!” Was that why he’d suggested her, to force Gwen to return home? 

“I know, but she’s the closest female relative you have, and she has no obligations, like me with the estate. We can drive over to her house as soon as we’re done eating.”

Thank the Four Aunt Gabri’s house wasn’t too far out of the way to Midpoint.
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