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Prologue

 

 

In a blackened and broken tower deep in D’Haran woods, the world’s most powerful sorceress lies in bed beneath a sweaty and offensively vain mortal man. She smiles benignly as he curses and grunts and spends his dormant seed inside her. He looks ready to crow, self–satisfied and transported by his own performance. She, on the other hand, seems bored.

“Is this really such a pointless exercise?” Darken Rahl asks.

Nicci blinks as if her attention was elsewhere. “No, my Lord; dry copulation without climax is the perfect sendoff for my suicide mission.”

Affronted, he slaps her mouth and still she smiles. Nicci is brutally honest because it is her only freedom, and these petty punishments are worth seeing the spoiled brat shock in his eyes. She would prefer boiling him in the bath like a chicken, but the damned Sovereign Cuff on her ankle smothers her Han, leaving only a fragment active and enslaved to Rahl’s will. Very soon, that will change.

“Dear Nicci, why so negative?” he complains. “It’s an easy arrangement: I stage a major distraction, you execute a minor theft. Your permissions are quite specific, meaning simple stealth and a little magic should guarantee success. Cheer up.”

“The odds are against me. If I am caught, I will be killed by Richard. If I fail and escape, I will be killed by you. Even if I succeed, I will be killed by one of you – eventually,” Nicci reasons. “My time is short. If you wish to cheer me, then make me come.”

Bemused, Rahl casts a quick glance toward his nethers, still soft and recovering. Nicci shakes her head and smiles again.

“Use your tongue,” she suggests. “It’s indefatigable, judging by your endless monologues.”

His cold blue eyes turn fiery at the insult and he clearly wants to hit her again, but she appears placid and indifferent. Rahl really needs to wipe that look off her face, so he kisses her mouth and treks southward, folds her legs back and monologues to the very limit of his ability.

Still, Nicci remains unfazed. It’s not that Darken Rahl is a bad lover – far from it, in fact. Nicci simply can’t be bothered with politesse anymore. After half a year of dreaming and plotting, she lit on a gambit that captured his imagination, and this idea has returned her a little power. She holds Rahl’s ambition hostage and knows it; tonight, she is merely testing their realigned dynamic.

It also helps that she intends to kill him very soon, in a most horrific and poetically just way. She plans only two initial casualties: a single Palace guard and that back–shooting Mord’Sith bitch will die quickly, when Nicci steals the necessary spells and takes a hostage. Everyone else must wait their turn to meet the Keeper.

Once her Han is free, they won’t be kept waiting for long. Her plan is so tantalizingly close to fruition that every time she looks at Darken Rahl, she sees him burned skinless, mouth gaping in a scream until he literally explodes. And so Nicci watches him tonight, lapping and subservient like the ungifted dog he is, and she smiles.

* * * * *


In the People’s Palace conference hall, three people scribble and read and fuss over paperwork as twilight darkens tall windows. Servants discreetly light a dozen more lanterns, fill water jugs, replace drying inkwells, and vanish. Work for these three scribblers will likely continue through the night in preparation for tomorrow’s reception, welcoming officials and dignitaries from all across the territories to a week–long diplomatic summit.

Not one of them looks forward to this gathering. At least one of the three will gladly skip it, given a valid excuse.

Lord Richard Rahl sits at one end of the ornate mahogany table, giving final review to a farmland sharing agreement between two unfriendly cities. Successful mediation would mean food and profitable trade for thousands, but Richard’s frustration over the entrenched, unreasonable demands from one side is such that he wonders if D’Hara would even miss them.

“Can we do without Echannel?” he asks while stretching his back and yawning. “They take too much in dry goods and meat, and then never deliver anything of solid value in barter.”

Cara, commander of the D’Haran military, and the Lord Rahl’s personal Mord’Sith guard and friend, bites her tongue to hold back a tart reply. Her post at the table center is marked by neat piles of lists. She likes lists, and since her generals like their jobs, they have learned how to keep close track of resources and disbursements.

To her left is a used quill stained with indigo ink; to her right, a capped golden inkwell with a clean quill, and two journey books. Cara impatiently taps her gloved fingers against the naked pages of one volume. She expects two messages tonight and both are tardy.

At the far end of the long table sits Richard’s lovely and patient wife, Kahlan, the Mother Confessor who governs the Midlands. Her brow is creased from frowning hours spent reviewing and editing similar treaties and agreements. She glances at Cara and notes her sullen frustration, then gifts Richard with a tired smile.

“I’m unfamiliar with Echannel,” she admits. “What do they trade?”

Richard pauses awkwardly with his mouth hanging open. Cara looks up from a quartermaster inventory and provides a blunt answer: “Diseased whores.”

“Cara!” Richard cries, wincing toward his bride as if those words would scorch her tender ears.

“What? Everyone knows they’re the chief coastal exporter of low–quality sex workers.”

“I didn’t know,” says Kahlan, shrugging a little.

“You wouldn’t know,” Cara confirms. “Beautiful women never pay for sex.”

Punchy from endless review of Midland tariff laws, Kahlan yawns and hides a smile behind her hand. “I must be tired, because that almost sounded flattering.”

Cara snickers, and it almost turns into a yawn. All this paperwork is torturous, but she’ll be damned if these two will outlast her. “You must be very, very tired if you’re fishing for compliments from me.”

“Please. I would never poach from private waters,” Kahlan quips, nodding toward the journey books. The Mord’Sith glares, which only makes the Confessor lean forward – chin on palm – and engage further. “Tell me, how did you learn the relative quality of Echannel’s unhygienic specialty?”

Cara slumps and casually riffles her golden hair. “Not by first–hand experience, if that’s what you want to know,” she says. “As I mentioned, beautiful women needn’t spend a farthing for pleasure.”

Kahlan puckers her mouth, sourly amused by Cara’s robustly healthy ego. “So how, then?”

“Soldiers gossip like old women,” Cara answers. “It’s common knowledge that troops return from that garrison pissing arrowheads, with their cocks blistered like cauliflower.”

With a loud snort and a bright blush, Kahlan covers her mouth and folds double laughing.

“Cara! That’s enough!” Richard yelps, looking even more like a scandalized schoolmaster.

“I’m only speaking the truth.” Cara points an accusing finger at Kahlan. “Besides, her majesty over there started it.”

The Mother Confessor, still shaking and jolly red, raises a hand to take responsibility. “I should have known better. Spirits, why did I even ask?”

“When you are bored of late, you amuse yourself by trying to unsettle me,” Cara blandly reasons. “But you’ll need a different topic. We can talk about sex all night – I won’t turn pink and duck my head.”

“I concede,” Kahlan says, sitting up straight and wiping away tears of laughter. “So, when is Dahlia due back?”

“Three days,” Cara says, and nothing more.

Since ending her curious business arrangement with the bedeviled Baron Alphonse Danton, Dahlia is free to pursue entrepreneurial efforts abroad. She has been on the road for almost two weeks, hawking her own stringed instrument teaching system in nearby towns. The simplified method relies on finger placement charts rather than written music and theory, and it’s selling rather well. Dahlia reports earning excellent money, though her absence is driving Cara to distraction.

Kahlan smiles to herself. “She’ll be home before you know it. Maybe then we’ll finally be allowed to talk with the woman.”

“You’ve spoken,” Cara glumly protests.

“Shouted greetings as you’re whisking her out the door do not count as conversation,” Richard rebuts. “If she’s going to be around for a while, we’d like to know her better.”

“Or know her at all,” Kahlan adds.

Cara opens her mouth, but she cannot muster a proper defense. She’s kept Dahlia to herself for three months and does feel some guilt over her behavior, but there is such decadent luxury in having sole title to something wondrous. After so many years of communal everything, a season of private bliss does not seem too much to ask.

And yet, a complex fear lurks behind that simple truth: should she draw Dahlia fully into her world, Cara knows disaster will surely follow. She cannot shake this dread, cannot explain to her friends how it feels like an unpaid debt, an IOU in the Keeper’s clawed fist. She wonders if all reformed blackguards try to conceal any happiness rather than risk it being torn away as deferred justice.

Gregarious Dahlia, who hugs dirty children on the street and flirts with toothless old men in taverns, has indulged Cara’s reticence to socialize as a couple – perhaps for too long. Habits ingrained are harder to break, and a hermitage romance can become a prison if lovers never venture outside. Maybe if she starts with something very, very small…

Cara takes a breath and almost whines before speaking. “Dahlia wishes to know you, as well,” she admits. “I suppose we could arrange something. A meal, maybe. Once she’s home.”

“Which is when, again? Three days?” Kahlan asks, suddenly sounding very chipper.

She suspects the Confessor is already plotting some candlelit double–date dinner, and it’s a measure of how much Cara misses Dahlia that the thought of such an evening doesn’t make her skin crawl.

Richard taps a quill on the inkwell rim and clears his throat. “No word on that other matter?”

Cara meets his eyes and shakes her head. Her second journey book also remains blank. “The scouts work in full dark. They’ll report soon.”

As she speaks, a tiny circle with a tall stem appears on the journey book page beneath her hand – a half–note symbol in the top left corner which indicates a message from a singer, not a soldier.

Her smile is automatic, a muscular reflex. Tap her knee and Cara will kick; likewise, word from Dahlia makes her lips twitch into funny, disobedient curves. Her amused companions take note and return to their drudgery, granting her the quasi–privacy of the ignored.

Cara removes a glove and dips a quill in the golden inkwell, generously coating the feather tip with her blood. There is no need to be conservative, even with such precious ink. Half of a pair, this enchanted inkwell was gifted by a certain matchmaking wizard, and Dahlia has its mate. Once filled with the blood of two lovers, the gilt wells do not run dry so long as both hearts beat.

Although Zedd, too, advocates for a more public relationship, the wizard keenly intuits Cara’s fear of loss and usually supplies his friend with more support than pressure. When he presented the inkwells just before Dahlia set out on her trip, Cara thanked him and gripped the old man’s arm hard enough to bruise.

In the top right corner, she replies to Dahlia’s hollow half–note with a solid whole note. The distance between them shrinks to nothing as words steal across the page.

Good news: 50 more units sold in Hargrove Mill! Will you still want me when I’m wildly rich?

At first, her eyes simply caress the words, enjoying the efficient beauty of Dahlia’s penmanship. Cara wants to reply – I will not. Therefore, you should come home immediately. – but sarcasm does not translate well in short messages.

–– Certainly. Just don’t change. The rich are often bizarre.

…says the Mord’Sith. ? I miss you, Cara. This bed feels too empty, and there’s a chill rising from the river .

–– Where are you staying? Is it safe?

Safe as anywhere. A councilman’s family invited me (and my retinue of faithful guards) to stay overnight. We’re atop the water, in the old mill house.

Cara smiles, gladdened that Dahlia has seemingly forgiven her for sending three armed men to ride along on this “simple little business trip.” She swiftly changes the subject, lest the complaints of overkill and paranoia resume.

–– I’m mastering the Quatrain for the reception. Steps are difficult, but I will succeed.

Naturally, for you are unstoppable. Yet the Ansara is a difficult dance to learn from naught; I wish I were there to partner you. How are your toes?

This prompts a rueful sigh. Cara has been practicing with Zedd, who tramples her feet as a matter of course.

–– Flattening by degrees. I greatly doubt Richard will test our bond by forcing me to dance with some grubby official tomorrow night. I do this only to humor you.

Consider me humored, brave diplomat. Promise to dance with me when I get home?

That’s an easy promise to make. Cara closes her eyes and imagines holding Dahlia in the empty Palace ballroom. The singer hums the ancient Ansaran melody, and her voice vines around Cara’s heart like honeysuckle. She can almost feel their bodies roll apart and return, crushing tighter with each sequence as the Quatrain circles curl and merge.

She dreams for a few seconds too long, and looks down to find a series of pointy–looking question marks on the page. Her belated answer reaches across the leagues like a careful caress.

–– I am dancing with you now. Tonight, and always.

After several moments pass, Cara sees her own name appear three times in a line. Each word kisses the next with a plump ‘X’. Heat surges across her cheeks. She touches one rusty cross with a bare fingertip and brushes it against her mouth; the hint of thirteen day old blood from her quill tastes lively and fresh. Best to end this now, she realizes, before her thoughts slip the leash and run wild.

–– Rest now. Dream of better climes to warm your sleep.

I wish it was that simple. My dreams may touch beaches, deserts, summer fields… I’m only warm sleeping in your arms.

Cara reads the words twice over and immediately wants to ride through the night to Hargrove Mill, to fold herself around Dahlia in that cold borrowed bed and take her until sunrise… but she can’t go. Thoughts of obligations and duties rush in, and the romantic impulse drifts apart like a windswept cloud. She stares at the page until a half–note caps the last line, indicating Dahlia has signed off for the night.

She twirls her quill and thinks to write more – perhaps only three words more – for Dahlia to find later, but Cara slowly veers away from the neatened sentiment. Upon consideration, the words always seem puny, inadequate to convey her level of commitment.

Dahlia never complains of her silence, and does not use the words casually herself to suggest some inequity of devotion; she would rather give love than speak it, and Cara is the same. She ponders the incalculable luck of being loved just as she is, by someone who understands the value of action and steadfast desire, and Cara feels a deep sense of gratitude.

The corner of her eye itches; she swipes her gloved thumb over the lid and it comes away wet. Cara hardly has time to feel foolish before her attention jumps to the second journey book: dire words form, and her scouts report that trouble is afoot.

“Richard,” she says, firmly enough to grab his attention. “They’re gathering.”

He drops his quill, levels a bright stare. “Where? And how many?”

“Greyfall,” she says, and her voice cracks slightly. She takes a steadying breath. “Intercepted messages say that twenty armed men will ride for Eringaard at first light.”

His face quickly sheds all signs of mature exhaustion, and Richard Rahl looks like the Seeker again, like a naïve boy setting out on a valiant mission. Cara is strangely happy to see him like this.

Kahlan, conversely, appears resigned to worry. “You’re going.”

“I don’t have a choice,” says Richard, although that isn’t strictly true. He rushes to her and kisses her hair, whispers private words into her ear.

Kahlan takes his face between her palms, kisses him goodbye properly, and watches him run from the room like a freed colt. She sniffles a little and turns serious blue eyes toward Cara. “He says he must go, then assures me this is nothing serious. How can both things be true?”

Cara can’t even remember the last time she felt like lying to Kahlan. She answers with speed and candor. “These men are among Darken Rahl’s hard loyalists, and they plan to assassinate you and Richard at the reception tomorrow night,” she recounts. “They may be dangerous professionals or deluded imbeciles – at this point, I cannot say. I do know that Richard will never trust your safety to others.”

Kahlan’s shoulders tremble as she appears to fight back tears. Cara approaches and kneels by her chair. “And you know that I will spend my last breath protecting him,” she whispers.

“I do… but guard your own safety,” she says, squeezing Cara’s hand and glancing toward her golden inkwell. “I expect you both back here by tomorrow night, intact and clean, if possible.”

Cara gives a weak smile. They stand together and she cannot help staring at Kahlan’s growing belly, evidence that two fated lovers had been unable to wait until their wedding night. A Rahl child will come this fall, a daughter born of the Mother Confessor and the Seeker of Truth.

A tiny ache flares inside Cara’s chest at the thought of this innocent babe and all the joy it may bring, and all the heartache and suffering such a child will surely endure. She will need a citadel full of protectors just to survive her own heritage.

“I’ll bring him back,” Cara promises. “The little one will know you both, for many years.”

“And you,” adds Kahlan. “And maybe Dahlia?”

Cara rolls her eyes and lurches for the door. “Pregnancy has made you a busybody.”

“My friend, you really have no idea,” Kahlan mutters. She unearths a journey book from beneath a stack of tariff agreements, cheats a dip of blood from that endless golden inkwell, and draws an intricate symbol atop one blank page. Soon, a half–note appears alongside, and a secret correspondence resumes.

* * * * *


Cara stands near the dewy bank of the Lleyton River and thoroughly ignores the water. For her, in this moment, there simply is no river. Concealed behind a stout oak she looks steadily east, up slate cliffs toward the dawn–lit silhouette of Greyfall, a former Mord’Sith temple which now houses an ignoble nest of rats.

These ambitious rodents are unaware that their mission of murder was sniffed out weeks earlier. Cara has waited patiently for them to pick a rally point and mass up so that she might boil all the vermin in one pot.

The barest shuffling of leaves underfoot alerts her to Richard’s presence. He huddles close, peering over her shoulder. Cara withdraws fully behind the tree and whispers an update. “Scouts still number them at twenty, mostly regular infantry with a few civilians.”

Richard tries to squelch his eager grin. “Are the corpsmen in place?” he asks, while stroking the leathered handle of the Sword of Truth like the weapon is a beast he’s trying to gentle down.

Cara nods. Her handpicked thirteen–man Dragon Corps squad waits invisible on the temple grounds, and a dozen second tier troops are fanning around the perimeter to capture any runners. They should win the day handily, but she cannot help worrying for Richard.

“Your presence here is strategically unwise,” she announces. ““You have a child on the way, Seeker, and half an empire to manage. Not to mention a powerful wife who will crush both of us if you suffer a hangnail.”

“The manicure was Kahlan’s idea,” Richard grumbles, checking his cuticles and overtly ignoring her salient points. “Sometimes I miss the road. I never once thought about my fingernails when we were traveling.”

Cara didn’t expect him to turn around and ride home, but she had to make one last appeal to his good judgment before letting it go. “A little grooming is good for a man,” she opines, while the last of her backline infantry squad creep into position near the courtyard boundaries. “You do smell different these days.”

He chuckles and shakes his head. “Thanks.”

“I said different, not better,” Cara reminds him. “Any more of that pretty cologne and we’d have to approach the tower through a headwind.”

Richard surreptitiously sniffs himself and makes a grumpy face. Cara nods, confirming that he does indeed smell like a prowling catamite. “A little grooming,” she reiterates.

With all their men in place, she flashes a signal to a lookout perched near the cliff edge and he cracks one sharply whistled note. Buried Dragon Corps raiders rise from the ground all around the main tower, shedding their cover of stones and soil like resurrected Banelings. These silent dusty shadows breach the tower at multiple weak points plotted by their Mord’Sith commander, who served two tumultuous years in that bleak institution of learning and knows every crevice which might permit a roach into Greyfall.

“No! They’re going in too soon!” Richard hotly whispers. He squints for a single confused moment, and then shoots a suspicious look at Cara. “You told them to advance without me?”

“Of course I told them to advance without you,” Cara replies, as if this is the dumbest question she’s ever heard. “Don’t hold your breath waiting for an apology.”

Richard grits out a frustrated smile, acknowledging that no one has that much breath. “Cara, those who remain loyal to my brother must see that I can still fight my own battles – and win. They are less likely to attack if they respect me,” he says. “Now let’s go!”

He claps her on the back and sprints for the cliff path, voicing prayers that the fray will last long enough for him to join in. Cara frowns and lopes after him, sure–footed and quick upon the loose rocks.

All the while, her eyes avoid the water. This is no time to send her thoughts downstream.

* * * * *


They race into the temple side by side and splash through a blood pool deep enough to cover their boot soles. In the front hall, a near score of D’Haran traitors are already gutted and spilling across the stone floor; some groan for help, others beg for a merciful death as their pain lingers on.

They will be granted neither favor by Cara. Richard seems equally unmoved by their pleas, as his eyes fix hard on a round of dead men wearing his armor and colors.

In the room center, six Dragon Corpsmen lay in a wide circle, as if they surrounded one foe and fell to the devil’s blade. These men were all gravely wounded and then cleanly decapitated. The single stroke through muscle and bone betrays the presence of at least one very skilled killer – a killer who knows the Breath of Life is quite useless to the beheaded.

Cara lifts a brow and tilts her head. “Their numbers were confirmed. We misjudged their abilities.”

“I should’ve been here,” Richard snarls, gripping his sword. A faint glow shimmers at the blade’s center, light born of his anger.

A few other corpsmen lie partly hidden amid the traitors, though the status and whereabouts of their heads is unknown. Richard gestures toward the visible boots and greaves of his soldiers. “If you can revive them, do it and then join me,” he orders.

Leaving Cara no time to argue, Richard bolts down the central staircase, chasing the sounds of battle into Greyfall’s sublevels. Cara holsters one agiel and swiftly checks four bodies. While they have retained their heads, their throats are slashed wide and their veins are dry and flat. She cannot help them.

By her count, eighteen of twenty D’Harans fell here, along with ten of her thirteen highly trained fighters… and Richard is running headlong toward their killer. Cara follows his path toward the lowest level of Greyfall, a stifling, slate–tiled bathing chamber which now holds the hot beating heart of the melee.

Along the western wall furthest from the bathing pool, two headless corpsmen and one slashed D’Haran gush life onto the floor. Mere feet away, Richard and the lone remaining Dragon have cornered a cyclone – a stocky and shirtless murder machine twirling two slender swords with the skill of an artist.

Shoeless and bald, he wears only torn and rusty trousers and appears no more fit than the average farmer. A plain and wide iron band guards his throat from collarbone to chin. His dark eyes move independently, like some goggling lizard tracking two separate targets with equal perception.

In Richard’s hands, the Sword of Truth glows brightly now, and the sight makes Cara’s agiels burn like coals in her fists. She is smiling, in her element, and racing downstairs to help separate man from soul, even while she senses that something is very wrong. Cara has a foggy familiarity with the assailant’s hypermobility, his acute spatial awareness, and that iron collar around his neck, but she can’t stop and think long enough to put it all together.

The fighter has Richard fully engaged with a right hand blade while the corpsman struggles to keep pace with his equally dexterous left. Sparks peel off and die fast in the steaming air. Among these three men, blows are dealt and parried in smeared motion, and steel on steel rings out fast as a military tattoo.

The Dragon ducks under a headsman’s swing; the slim blade clips his helmet and sends it flying. Cara then recognizes the young man as one of her best – a black–haired firebrand called Caleb – and knows a flash of pride at his survival.

Yards away and closing, Cara spies the faded broad scar which vertically bisects the swordsman’s bare torso, neck, and face. On seeing this scar, all mystery dies – she knows what killed those soldiers upstairs, and knows this thing will kill Richard if she doesn’t act quickly. Cara leaps from the staircase and dives into a headlong slide across the damp, rugged floor, grinding to a supine halt with her upper body between Caleb’s feet.

With one hand, she slams both agiels against the enemy swordsman’s groin, and he roars in fury. With her free hand, Cara focuses her subverting energy to pull and twist the centerline magic powering this frenzied fighter’s body, but the energy is buried deep and dodges her grasp like squirming snakes.

Besieged and pressured on three fronts – one of them supernatural – the scarred man breaks off battling Caleb and arcs one blade toward Cara’s arms. Richard swiftly parries the blow away, and the deflected sword tip slices through Cara’s gloved palm. Blood mist sprays her eyes and she does not waver.

In his one freed beat, the Dragon Corpsman rips his sword across the beast’s belly, raking open a gaping wound. In the next beat, the swordsman jabs his left blade straight through Caleb’s undefended chest, piercing his heart in one stroke.

The young man’s trained body resists death, fights and denies it for as long as possible. Caleb wobbles for a few moments and clutches at the slim blade buried in his chest, trapping it to buy Cara precious time. He looks at the swordsman’s belly and grunts angrily – the wound is not even bleeding. Discouraged and spent, Caleb slides off the sword and falls away.

These costly open seconds allow the Mord’Sith to tear at the enchantments stitching this unreal swordsman together. When his midline scar glows like a fresh burn and his left arm dips and trembles, Cara pivots onto her feet. She blocks one weak sword hack and drives both agiels against his heart, instantly frying it inside his chest.

He bellows wildly as his port side goes lax and dies; that rolling eye spins white, and the left hand blade clatters to the floor. Sympathetic tremors sweep through his right side, and that winged starboard sword finally slows against Richard’s blade.

Cara lunges for the man’s live arm, smashing his weapon low with two batons and opening a clean route for Richard to take his throat. In a flash of red, the irresistible Sword of Truth swings free, slicing through iron collar and neck like a thick–rind melon. His second thin blade, freshly stained red, clangs to the floor, followed by the bastard’s hideous head.

Cara spins away from the standing corpse, and Richard kicks the body down among the dead. He takes a few deep breaths and turns to Cara with a dumbfounded expression.

“Guess the scouts couldn’t have warned us about… whatever that is,” he says, pointing at the swordsman’s severed head. The right eye is still turning, tracking Richard’s every move.

Cara takes one long step and punts the head away into a corner. Her left hand drips red. She keeps one arm tucked tight against her ribs to stanch blood flow from a second wound, received while smothering the swordsman’s dying stroke.

“It’s a Cobbled Man – a composite created when two dead warriors of timeless skill are welded together with dark magic,” she says. “The elder sisters told us stories about them, but it was said they all died fighting for Kenton Rahl. Either this one survived, hidden away somewhere – ”

“Or my brother has gained access to dark magic,” Richard finishes, and neither he nor Cara looks happy about this prospect.

She kneels beside the last Dragon’s body and summons strength, giving him the Breath. Caleb rouses back to life in a flurry of fists and feet, but calms when he looks up into Cara’s steady eyes.

“General?” he says, seeking direction.

“Caleb. You fought well,” she says, with a hinted smile. Cara raps a fist against the split armor over his mended heart. “Summon the perimeter guard and secure the tower. Burden the traitors’ horses with our dead.”

He nods and rolls onto his knees, crawling until he encounters one of the Cobbled Man’s fallen swords. Caleb turns to Cara with a clear question on his face. She holds up a finger, signaling permission to take one fine, slender blade as a souvenir of his first death. He bows to his Lord and exits the chamber with his back straight and head high.

“If this creature was powered by very old magic – Rahl magic – what’s the source?” Richard wonders.

Cara thinks for a moment, ponders and dismisses secret possibilities that Richard would not know to consider, and settles on the most likely option. “Nicci took your Han. If she couldn’t create a Cobbled Man, she could probably locate –”

“Nicci is dead,” Richard snaps, bristling at the mention of her name.

“I only put an arrow through her neck,” Cara reminds him. “We both know such a death can prove impermanent.”

Richard doesn’t respond. He’s gone to thoughts of death and failure, of the forced betrayal and violence Nicci wrought in her last misadventure. The woman was unstable, and when her own magic combined with Han she obtained from Richard, her terrible power subverted Confession, made Mord’Sith butcher each other, and pushed Kahlan to murder her true love. It’s hard for Cara to believe a single arrow could lay the bitch down forever.

“Maybe this creature was mere happenstance, an isolated incident,” Cara says, trying to jar Richard from his brooding.

He snorts and shakes his head, unable to embrace this sunny interpretation. This is usually the reaction she gets for attempts at positivity, which is why she rarely bothers. Cara shrugs and turns away.

She lifts a dagger from a fallen soldier and slices off her ruined glove. One agiel is gripped tight, screaming and smoking as her palm wound closes. Like dousing wrought metal in a smith’s water bucket, she bears the hurt away deep inside and quenches the pain in cool thoughts. She breathes in slowly and her nose wrinkles; no amount of inner strength can sweeten the smell of burnt flesh.

“You’re really hurt,” Richard belatedly notices, wincing at the long gash across her torso.

“As are you.” Cara steps closer and taps the dagger against Richard’s bleeding thigh, arm, and shoulder. “And there’s a split low on the back of your vest. Take it off, let me see.”

“I think I’m okay,” Richard says, though he’s still so keyed–up and tense that Cara doesn’t believe him. He’ll feel it soon enough. Meanwhile, she needs to take care of herself.

Blood has soaked her suit; she slices the ties along the right side of her leathers and peels them open. Even the visible cut terminus is deeper than she thought, and sealing it will hurt like a son of a bitch. This new wound, combined with the aggregate of mended tears and splits from a year’s travel and combat, has effectively trashed her suit. No point in mourning the loss, since even durable Mord’Sith garb wasn’t meant to last forever.

Cara hurriedly cuts more ties, sheds every stitch, and stands naked and gory before her flummoxed Lord Rahl. Richard’s eyes yank toward the ceiling. “What – what are you doing?”

“Exploiting available resources,” she says. “Without this bath, Greyfall is a glorified storage closet. The enchanted mineral waters interact with the agiels for faster healing.” She lays her weapons at the pool edge and steps off, splashing in up to her chest. “You should try it.”

He swallows, looks around the room populated with dead men (and one cobbled together head with a roving eye – but that’s facing the wall), and starts to waver. “Yeah, but… we don’t really have time?”

“It’s a long ride home,” says Cara, splashing and scrubbing blood off her face. “The Palace will soon fill with very important people longing to bask in your regal presence. Do you really want to show up filthy, bleeding, and smelling like a kept boy?”

Richard sighs, conceding the point. “Kahlan would kill me.”

“Unlikely,” Cara sniffs. “At worst, she would chastise you and refuse intimacy.”

“Then I’d kill myself,” he says, grinning and quickly shedding his clothes. Richard finally feels that back wound, for he grimaces and grunts while removing his vest and shirt. Once naked, he shyly covers his groin and jumps into the pool, making a crazily obnoxious amount of noise.

It’s an effective tactic. If Cara had any lingering designs on her Lord Rahl’s lean young body, the sight of him cupping his balls and plunging clumsily into Greyfall’s sacred bathing pool would have iced her libido into deepest winter. She feels only a clean, fraternal affection for the man, and it’s very freeing.

“This is neat,” Richard says, pointing out the overflow drain and feeder spouts which keep the water cycling clean. “And necessary, I guess, for a communal bath.”

“Indeed. If the baths aren’t clean, the Mord’Sith aren’t happy. And when the Mord’Sith aren’t happy…”

“It’s a pretty typical day?” Richard guesses, and ducks under the water as Cara whacks a splash his way. While he’s under, her frown inverts to a tiny smile.

As Richard surfaces, Cara reaches for her agiels and gives him a look of warning. She submerges both weapons and a wave of noxious magic tickles through the pool. When the sensation – a cross of oil–burn and wicked nausea – hits him, Richard’s eyes widen, but he gestures for her to proceed.

Cara grits her teeth and looks down. Blood plumes from her torso, floating red clouds through the water. She traces the agiel points slowly across her split skin, grafting it back together with far less anguish than such a wound merits.

When it is finished, she lays the agiels aside and clings to the side of the pool, breathing shallow and willing away a need to vomit. Richard’s hand lights on her back, a spot of warm comfort amid the pain. He doesn’t speak until Cara steadies and lifts her head.

“I’m a little out of practice enduring the agiels, and Kahlan told me once how much the mending hurts,” he says. “So… don’t tell her if I get sick. That’s an order.”

Her mouth flattens and she can’t help rolling her eyes. With no warning, Cara lances one agiel underwater and lays it against his deep thigh wound. Richard gasps and clenches his jaw, trapping agonized rumbles in his throat. The nicks on his arm and shoulder are not so deep and mend more easily. The savage slash across his lower back is another matter.

“Saved the best for last, eh?” Richard’s voice sounds like he’s eaten sand.

“Sorry,” Cara says shortly. “Turn around and lean over. I’ll be quick.”

“Always the romantic,” he jests, right before the teasing gives way to screaming. The agiel digs into his nerves and uproots a raw and honest cry of hurt, which echoes off stone walls, up stairs, and into the ears of every loyal soldier in the temple.

When the wound is closed and Richard shakes himself quiet, Cara leans close and whispers in his ear: “Just so you know – Kahlan didn’t scream.”

Richard only lays his cheek against the tiles and loudly moans profanities.

At this opportune moment, a fast gang of six soldiers arrives in the bathing chamber with their blades up and ready. Instead of an enemy warrior threatening the Lord Rahl’s life, they find him naked and bent over the edge of a pool, with his trusted and equally nude Mord’Sith second raising an agiel from the water near his backside.

The soldiers look away with such speed that some of them sprain neck muscles. Then come the apologies, the pleas for mercy, and the awkward retreat upstairs.

“This isn’t what it looks like!” Richard calls out.

Cara scrubs up a bit and exits the bath, laughing silently. Richard keeps trying to tell her this isn’t funny, but she knows better. By the time dinner is served at the Palace tonight, the new Lord Rahl’s sexual peccadilloes will be quite a hot topic.

“Kahlan won’t believe it,” she tells him. “That’s all that matters.”

He shuts his eyes and hides underwater. Cara looks around for something to wear and imagines Dahlia merrily lecturing her about the convenience of robes and dressing gowns. She slips on Richard’s discarded leather vest, which covers her to mid–thigh, and sets off to procure clean clothing. A shouted order to Caleb secures military garments for Richard, but his smug Mord’Sith dominatrix has more specific needs.






 

Part 2


 

 

Greyfall is coarse and unlovely, the kind of functional utilitarian stronghold Darken Rahl favored over the ornate monuments to glory and power erected by Panis Rahl. Cara doesn’t really believe that architectural taste entered into these decisions; despite being sovereign of D’Hara with access to untold fortunes, Darken Rahl was quite the skinflint when it came to his Mord’Sith.

Unadorned stone curves through every hallway, floor to ceiling, and there are too few windows. Rarely is there enough light to read properly or darn torn leathers. The baths are almost too small for bathing (let alone fighting), the dungeon too vast and difficult to clean, and hot winds often sweep across fertilized farm fields and roar up the bluff like a dragon’s shitty breath.

Though its proximity to the People’s Palace made Greyfall seem like a plum assignment, Cara had despised serving from this barren tower, where every rickety beam and joist seemed nailed in place by no more than blind devotionals and arbitrary lessons.

Ghosts roam these halls and drift like fog over the waters below. Though these memories come from a most difficult and confusing time in her life, Cara is unafraid. She doesn’t live here anymore, and her time away has imbued her with enough strength to confront the revenants rather than simply deny their existence. Let them come; they will find her unblinking and ready.

In the second floor hallway, she drags her fingertips along the rough block wall and feels every catch on her skin. She knows how a bit more pressure can rip scratches into flesh. Weak daylight washes down from above, but Cara remembers this passage more darkly, from a moonless summer hour some seven years ago.

On that evening, following a rebel skirmish which temporarily took the lives of several Mord’Sith, Cara received a secret charge: she was to teach an elder sister a brutal lesson about the folly of ignoring direct orders in battle. Young and brash, Cara decided to fulfill her mission in a unique and personally beneficial way.

Beneath the third floor staircase landing, she stops at a closed bedchamber door and shuts her eyes. Touching the weathered wide planks, she looks backward in time until live color drains to achromatic memory.

* * * * *


The chamber door bursts wide and Triana stumbles into the hall, naked and theatrically frantic. She bleeds from the mouth and nose, and her head swivels around seeking an escape route. A sudden kick to the back sends her sprawling face–down on the floor.

Cara, wearing only a harness and a waggling leather godemiche of notable girth and length, stalks out and pounces on her. She doesn’t chastise Triana or explain herself, because there is no need; by this point, all discussion has ended. Cara winches Triana’s fraying braid, curving her back in a beautifully anguished arc, and enters her sex from behind.

Due to clandestine activities within that closed bedchamber, Triana is beyond wet and penetration is much easier than it looks or sounds, but no one watching – and someone is always watching – need know that.

Cara’s speedy hips rise and drop without kindness or romance, crushing the other woman into the abrasive stone floor, scraping her down the hall with every percussive thrust. The hateful mechanics are easily managed, though an act can never be perfectly mechanical with imperfect human beings involved.

At nineteen, Cara is a bloodletting terror, a prodigy at dealing pain, but she is vulnerable to bodily hungers – as a veritable legion of dizzied Mord’Sith and several ravaged stable boys could attest. This charge is a test of Cara’s ability to discipline another while exercising self–discipline, and the latter aspect is proving much more difficult than she imagined.

Minutes beat away with no sound but grinding breath and the slap of focused, working flesh. Sweat drips from Cara’s nose and chin, merging into the slow trickle between Triana’s shoulders, pooling in dimples at the base of her spine. Cara bites her lip and swallows hard, battling an urge to lower her mouth and lap up this concentrated salt. Instead, her free hand smears these reservoirs across hot skin, and she blows steady cooling breath over Triana’s wetted back.

In fitful, disguised movements, Triana gradually lifts her buttocks and parts her legs to invite deeper touches. Cara wants very badly to smirk; her co–conspirator, who swore she would not enjoy this, has just proven herself both a liar and a harlot.

Charitably, she responds with a series of bruising, sinuous pumps. Triana melts beneath her and turns briefly careless, gasping and moaning against her own rounded shoulder. Cara clamps a hand over her mouth to muffle any sound that could be interpreted as pleasure, and Triana promptly bites her fingers – not breaking the skin, just hard enough to convey hostility.

Hissing, Cara yanks her hand away and pulls out suddenly. She takes hold of one shoulder, flips Triana over and strikes her hard across the face. Triana impassively sets her jaw, but her eyes burn like newly stoked coals. Cara barely chokes back another smug grin as she pins her arms, settles between her legs, and resumes her duties with one competent, businesslike push.

All goes according to their plan – stage a semi–public and seemingly humiliating sexual domination – until Cara notices the blood. Startlingly red by torchlight, it flows from deep and ragged lines which now mar Triana’s once perfect torso. She didn’t mean for this to happen. Such injury was not part of the plan.

It would be better for them both if she didn’t care, better if Cara didn’t feel a strange compulsion to comfort her sister in the midst of punishment. It must show in her eyes, this soft and destructive impulse, because the older woman’s stern face silently exhorts self–control.

For reasons beyond her ken, Cara does not stop herself; she leans in close and licks blood from an abraded breast. Their eyes meet and Triana’s arms tense with incipient rebellion, but Cara is not dissuaded. She nuzzles the wounds, striping her own face with crimson, and soothes raw nipples in her mouth until Triana’s angry breath calms to a kittenish stutter.

Instinctively, Cara’s hips relax into a heartbeat rhythm of rolling double taps, an unmistakable effort to coax orgasm rather than obeisance. She glides their bellies together, transferring rosy sweat from skin to skin, and Triana’s traitorous body rises to the dance.

When Cara stupidly takes her mouth in a kiss, steaming with blood and sweat and pleasure, the fiction crumbles along with the last of Triana’s reserve. She comes in a tidal rush, bucking hard and triggering unexpected climax in the younger woman.

Cara frees Triana’s arms and falls against her, a hot writhing mess unable to hold still, kissing harder until their tongues thrash together like whitewater. Triana gentles her down by gripping Cara’s waist with disciplinary pressure, and gradually stroking sanity into her shoulders and flanks. As their bodies relax and cool, they regard each other with resignation, acknowledging mutual failure. Other reactions – pointless questions and strange, nascent feelings – will not survive this night.

Surrendered and damned, Triana folds her legs across Cara’s backside, locking her down tight and deep for a few moments more. They rock together in the quiet, a glowing pink knot of defiant energy sure to be extinguished.

Sound echoes from the landing above, soft leather gloves clapping slowly in mock applause, and the moonless night begins to rain down consequence. A half–dozen armed guards appear and surround them. In a voice like scissors rending silk, Denna calls out from the stairway crest.

“Sister Cara,” she begins, descending with light, scratching steps, “perhaps you misunderstood your charge. Is there some mirrored reality where that is considered punishment?”

Cara decides since there is little to lose at this point, she may as well aim for a prize to be collected later. She looks down on frozen, stoical Triana and winks at her, as if she’s going to take care of everything.

“Our methods of correction differ, Mistress,” she answers.

As Denna approaches, Cara eyes the platinum–haired elder with false prurient interest. She presses one firm hand against Triana’s mound and slips free the phallus, which now appears less of a tool and more an extension of Cara’s own rigid and ready gall.

“I can prove myself to you directly,” Cara says, “if you would grant me the opportunity.”

Denna’s pale brows rise as she snickers. She locks her boots against the sides of Triana’s head and pats Cara’s blood–smeared cheek, as one would a precocious child caught stealing candy.

“My little hotspur,” she coos. “If Lord Rahl’s enemies ever discover your weakness for the fairer sex, you will surely become a liability.”

“I appreciate intelligence and beauty,” Cara demurs. “Though, in your case, I could excuse those requirements and act based on duty.”

Denna snorts carelessly, but her nostrils flare and her eyes darken. She raises a hand and the largest guard bashes an agiel against Cara’s skull, knocking her to the floor in a dazed heap.

“Dunk her in the bath and bind her in my quarters,” Denna orders. She taps her boot sole against the phallus. “Dispose of this, but bring me the harness. It may yet prove useful.”

As Denna speaks these words, she pointedly strokes her agiel. Behind her bravado, Cara shudders at the thought of what’s to come.

Denna departs and Triana shrinks away against the wall. She will not intervene with the guards, nor should she. By her own choice, Cara will now answer for Triana’s insubordination at today’s battle and for her own failure to mete out appropriate punishment. Her sexual appetite aside, Cara subverted her orders because she felt Triana’s so–called offense was rational and necessary.

Stubbornly, Cara clings to notions of Mord’Sith honor, pride, and merit – the noble aspects of service she was taught as a girl – though these concepts hold little weight in Darken Rahl’s desolate culture. Many customs and rituals have withered in his grasp, removing much complexity and nuance from their insular society. This has gradually affected everything from the color and meaning of a sister’s leathers to her proper tactical education.

Cara truly believes that had Triana followed Denna’s original attack plan today, more of their sisters would have died, perhaps too many to revive, and the filthy rebels would have retained a large D’Haran army weapons cache. As the senior Mord’Sith in the field, it was Triana’s duty to serve the greater purpose and disobey her Mistress. Through her insolence, she unwittingly earned Cara’s respect.

She knows Triana is cold and devious and that her first loyalty lies with D’Hara, but the woman’s personal wants and needs shift like mercury. After tonight, perhaps one silvery drop of allegiance will roll into Cara’s grasp… if Denna doesn’t kill her, that is.

* * * * *


Cara smiles herself out of recollection, amused by her youthful and short–sighted idiocy. Denna did kill her that night – by particularly inventive suffocation, if she recalls correctly – sending Cara on one of several touch–and–go visits to the Underworld.

The bitter irony is that Cara’s efforts to ally with Triana, to better serve D’Hara and survive this brutish world as long as possible, only provoked more danger. They incited insecurity in elders like Denna, and later in Darken Rahl himself.

Over time, the two Mord’Sith were set on each other like dogs and repeatedly forced to compete for favor and position. They barked loudly enough to mask the occasional whisper of respect, words uttered far away from temples and spying eyes, in woods or in water, while touching each other with open hands. It was never love, or even in that kingdom of feeling, but Cara always felt a secret concord between them.

And yet she drowned your child.

Cara thinks the words out one at a time, clear as bells, but they do not harmonize like truth. She still cannot reconcile the woman and the act. She will never understand, and never forgive.

She climbs stairs leading to the private third floor chambers, thinking to search hidden compartments in Denna’s old rooms for clothing, but Cara has accidentally sprung the latch on a door long closed. Her mind is finally pulled down to the river, and her thoughts sweep back to the frosty fall dawn when she birthed a doomed son.

The onset of labor was marked by a red moon – an omen of bloodshed. When the condemned baby arrived, elder sisters rushed him away and Cara never even saw his face. She remembers the boy only as a hushed, kicking thing swaddled in burlap. Minutes later they pulled Cara from her labor bed and dragged her, limp and mute, to the Lleyton’s brown banks.

The sisters of Greyfall surrounded her, chanting the devotional like a dirge. A muffled cry sounded as Triana placed that bound bundle on the misty water. It floated away with the current, and gradually sank into silence around the river bend.

Cara made no noise, kept her face blanked clean as she held up a hand and channeled all her will into the water. She instructed the child to remain calm and quiet, to be without fear. She told herself the baby found peace in the forest, where the Lleyton runs dark under sheltering trees.

Darken Rahl was absent for the ritual murder of his infant son. That day, Cara learned how all the power and magic in the world cannot rid some men of cowardice.

On reflection, it did not surprise her that their calculating, parricidal master would fear his own child. As foolish and egotistical as it now seems, Cara saw Triana’s part as a much more personal betrayal. She conveyed this feeling by piercing the woman’s heart with a dagger some months later, though she wept solemn tears while slashing her throat and hiding her body beneath fallen rebels on the battlefield.

Such betrayals were unavoidable in a world washed nearly clean of empathy. Had she let Triana live, it might have been her instead of pig–eyed Nandra who later bushwhacked Cara, sawed off her hair and left her for dead – an act which spurred her destined alignment with the Seeker.

Things may well have happened just that way, only to be casually erased and rewritten, along with so many other events people rely on as immutable facts. Zedd changed many things with his spell of undoing, more than anyone might ever know. He intended only to divert one woman from another’s path, but Cara wonders sometimes if that single change acted as a stone tossed in a pond, birthing ripples which have yet to come ashore.

She doesn’t enjoy thinking about that spell, about how the lines of fate are fragile as silk in a spider’s web, and how a few words of powerful magic can rip those strands apart and re–weave an entirely new pattern. She likes the shape of her life now, and would willfully attack anyone who tried to tear loose even a single thread.

Cara has come into her own in this world, in a way only possible when people know they are not extraneous. Her duties and friendship truly matter to Richard, Kahlan, and Zedd. And everything about her – each edge and curve and light in her eye – matters to Dahlia.

By the time she enters Denna’s chambers, Cara feels quite warm; even the mental echo of Dahlia’s name still sends heat though her skin. She has spent the whole of summer lolling in green pleasures like some juvenile shepherd poet, devotedly loving one woman as if born to the task.

Cara might feel ashamed, if not for the strong conviction that this endearment was truly unavoidable. A rational Mord’Sith experiences no shame when bested by a super–eminent force. A sensible Mord’Sith kneels before this conqueror and offers service. Cara prides herself on being rational and sensible.

After a bit of searching, she locates the right hearthstone trigger and two floor planks rise underfoot. Cara kneels and opens Denna’s concealed storage hold. She finds an older but intact brown suit almost instantly, and allows herself a few moments to root through the dead woman’s impressive collection of weapons and toys, items designed to blur the lines between pleasure and pain.

Amid the blades and bludgeons are several glass vials filled with a heavy liquid she recognizes as body oil. Cara’s knuckles tighten and ache as she recalls her Mistress’ demands for endless, forceful massage. She gleefully smashes these vials in the fireplace.

Beneath a bundle of eyelets and laces and leather awls, Cara finds something unexpected, something that stops her cold. She immediately envisions Dahlia’s smile, her blue eyes twinkling upon seeing Cara wearing this for her. They’ve discussed it once or twice, with Dahlia voicing support and Cara questioning the necessity, but it seems fate has taken a stance on the matter.

Today, Cara doesn’t ask any questions; in fact, so little rational thought occurs that the decision to steal practically makes itself. Cara unfurls a sack and takes what she desires and every accessory she might someday need, thieving in a guiltless frenzy that would probably give Denna no end of perverse amusement.

The lambswool hold lining has kept all clothing materials supple, so Cara sheds Richard’s vest and slides easily into the fresh suit of brown leathers. She tightens stays, and cuffs legs and sleeves to compensate for her shorter limbs. The suit is not perfect, but it will suffice until permanent alterations can be made.

Booted and gloved, she hoists her sack of pirated goods and races downstairs to rejoin Richard in the courtyard. Horses whinny and stamp the gray dust, impatient as their riders to get moving toward Eringaard.

Cara looks at Greyfall and wishes they had time to burn it down, but that wish fades quickly. She spares a glance toward the sunlit eddies of the Lleyton River and feels a hot prickle behind her ribs, though that, too, numbs away within a few heartbeats. Water and time rightly flow one way; Cara will not fight the current.

Richard sidles up on his horse and holds the reins of Cara’s chestnut stallion while she mounts up. “Got everything you need?” he asks.

“I do,” she answers, and it feels like the truth.

“The brown leathers look good. Kind of… elegant,” he observes. “Is that color new?”

“Quite old, actually,” Cara says, hesitant to explain years of twisted history with one breath. “It fell out of fashion.”

“Huh. Too bad. Race you home?” Richard asks, brows rising over a boyish smile.

By way of a reply, Cara kicks her horse into a gallop. Richard passes her within half a league and they trade position through fields and along wooded trails as their lead soldiers struggle to keep up. Every once in a while, when Cara feels her bag of stolen property bouncing against the saddle, she wishes for winged horses to hasten their journey.

It will be two more days until Dahlia gets home, and Cara doesn’t think she can wait that long. Three leagues ahead is a turn east, a path through the valley that leads to Hargrove Mill. She could break away and ride straight through, arriving by dusk…

* * * * *


By mid–day, the People’s Palace swarms with early arriving visitors and their servants. Staffers escort guests to their rooms, suggest amusements in the city, conduct tours, and otherwise try to keep them away from Kahlan. This privacy has allowed her to nearly finish all preparations for Midlands political dueling in the days ahead.

Everything is signed and ready, except for those eleventh hour tariff requests. If Kahlan didn’t know better, she might think Dennee was being spiteful by presenting the alterations at the last minute. Her sister claimed to be happy about the move back to Aydindril, but her work with the Council has been spotty at best.

Hoping to shake loose a few compromise ideas over lunch, Kahlan takes up these damnable papers, sneaks downstairs through service passages and emerges briefly into the main hall.

A trio of buxom young ladies, olive–skinned and dressed in bright, skimpy D’Haran finery, spots the Mother Confessor and breaks away from their tour guide. They talk loudly over each other, and their voices bleed together like honking geese in flight.

“She’s too tall – and fat – she looks sick – so pale – and fat – and spotty – quiet, you ninny – she’ll hear you and confess us all – oh, such a plain white dress!”

Anxious to evade them, Kahlan zips sidelong into the ballroom and locks the door behind her. They converge on the other side, knocking and banging until the tour guide pulls them away. She heaves a sigh of relief and pats her little belly.

“When you meet girls like that – and you will, because they are eternal – just remember that they see the worst of themselves in everyone else,” Kahlan whispers to her daughter. “Never forget that you are beautiful.”

She hears a voice and soft music from across the room and raises her head. She had thought the ballroom empty, but two people – a beautiful woman in a russet gown and a small boy wearing white – sit on the edge of the stage, plucking at a violin. Kahlan recognizes the woman and smiles, watching her.

Dahlia Currier lifts the child onto her lap and tucks the violin under his chin. She positions his hands and fingers on the strings and helps him draw a bow across, to and fro again and again, until the sound grows sweet and strong. Even from a distance, Kahlan sees his face break with joy as music blooms from his fingers. She rolls the tariffs under one arm and approaches, clapping her hands together in applause.

Dahlia looks up and gives a grin, but the boy visibly cools in Kahlan’s presence. He stands and calmly trots off behind the stage, leaving a visual impression of stubby limbs and bouncing blond hair.

“I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to frighten him away,” Kahlan says. “Is he with the children’s choir?”

Dahlia shakes her head. She lifts her dress hem and hops down from the stage. “Actually, I think he’s deaf. He arrived with a crew of Palace staffers while I was tuning strings,” she explains. “The kid just wandered up and sat by me. I couldn’t get him to say a word, but he really liked the feeling of the instruments, the vibrations.”

“He warmed up to you pretty quickly,” Kahlan notes. “You must have a way with skittish, tow–headed creatures.”

The singer folds her arms and mock–glares over the obvious reference. “Cara isn’t skittish; she’s discerning.”

Kahlan sputters and laughs. “Discerning? Is that the word I’ve been looking for all this time?”

Dahlia crosses her eyes and taps her temple, suggesting more cock–eyed wisdom lies ahead. “While we’re on words, I’ve always hated being called ‘tow–headed,’” she complains. “When I was small, my father used to say that and it really hurt my feelings. I just knew he thought my head looked like a giant toe.”

“Why would you believe that? I’m sure you were a lovely little girl,” Kahlan offers, touching her arm in a comforting gesture.

“Thank you,” Dahlia says, and shyly ducks her chin, “but clues to his true feelings were everywhere. My winter hat was an oversized sock, my childhood bed was shaped like a foot…”

Kahlan instantly stops rubbing her arm and slaps her elbow instead. “Tricky.”

“Like knows like.” Dahlia waggles an accusing finger. “You planted that second journey book in my luggage for the express purpose of luring me into subterfuge.”

“Only because I couldn’t get a moment to speak with you alone!” Kahlan snaps. “Cara guards you like a dragon on her egg.”

“I know! It’s crazy and infuriating and I pray it never stops.” Dahlia flutters her lashes, enamored as a teen. “Don’t tell her, but I quite like being a dragon egg.”

Kahlan pulls an incredulous face, though instincts both magical and feminine resonate in harmony, telling her that this woman isn’t false or even insincere. She’s simply too gone on Cara to hide it from anyone.

“Do you think she’ll say yes?” Kahlan wonders, and Dahlia immediately nods.

“I understand you asked me here to support her – and to lay a bit of groundwork – but I can’t imagine Cara turning down such a request,” she says. “Duty aside, she thinks very highly of you as people.”

Kahlan looks around, making sure they are alone. “It’s traditional to name the godparents during the public announcement of pregnancy, and I want this settled tonight. If anything should happen to me and Richard…” she pauses, breathes deep and rubs her stomach. “Well. I know Zedd and Cara would take very good care of our girl.”

Dahlia gives a quick smile, then rubs a thumb nervously across her mouth. “Is this the part where I tell you that it’s silly to worry, that nothing could possibly happen to you and the Lord Rahl?”

“We can skip all that,” Kahlan says, waving her off. “False comfort is worthless, though I value honest friends quite highly.”

“You have one in Cara.”

“Yes,” agrees the Confessor, “and I would welcome one more, if you’re looking to complicate your life even further.”

The singer doesn’t look shocked or flattered so much as thoughtful; the mutual pros and cons of such a friendship march across Dahlia’s face as an army of lucid twitches. After a few beats, she flares her skirts and bends into a deep, formal curtsey. “It would be my honor, Lady Rahl… Mother Confessor… your majesty?”

“I answer to my name more readily than any title,” Kahlan says, taking Dahlia’s arm to pull her up.

“Alright, then – Kahlan,” Dahlia slowly intones, testing the shape and resonance of the name. “It’s a fine word, sonically speaking. Percussive and airy… consonance, assonance… dogs respond well to words beginning with hard ‘k’ sounds… and I’m rambling like a perfect nutter. Please forgive me?”

“There’s really nothing to forgive,” Kahlan protests, beginning to understand how this fetching oddball won Cara’s heart. She loops their elbows together and walks them to a nearby table and padded bench. “I relish the distraction. I’ve driven myself half–mad reviewing lumber and oil tariffs all night.”

“Ahh, yes.” The musician hums and clicks her tongue, as if she understands well the frustrations of multi–state trade laws. “Fluctuating ad valorem headaches?”

Blue eyes bulge as the Confessor is taken off guard. “Yes, actually. How –?”

“I’ve spent years working for the idle rich, who complain incessantly about taxes,” Dahlia explains. “What say we have a nice sandwich and discuss how protectionism kills economic growth?”

Kahlan looks like she’d rather chew glass, until she realizes Dahlia is kidding. “Spirits,” she sighs, shaking her head. “You’re going to be a handful.”

Dahlia doesn’t bother denying it. She smiles warmly and asks for a lunch order, and they agree on a quick and convenient meal of cold sandwiches and fruit. She skips off behind the stage, taking that deserted service passage to the kitchen to procure food for herself and her new friend, the Mother Confessor.

“Kahlan,” she whispers, correcting herself. “Remember to use her name, you goof.”

* * * * *


Richard and Cara reach the Palace stables at dusk in very different moods. She scowls over a foiled plan to break away to Hargrove Mill. He smiles broadly, as if running her down and ordering her back home gave him some secret, perverse pleasure.

They dismount, gather their things, and Cara still won’t speak to him. Richard plays along and takes her arm in a formal, two–handed grasp – a gesture she finds preferable to embarrassing ‘thank–yous’ – before turning to leave. Cara kicks some hay and sighs noisily.

“If you had let me go, I could have been there by now,” she calls after him.

Richard laughs and waves over his shoulder. “Hurry to the party. You’ll forgive me soon enough.

“Maybe not, my Lord,” she mutters. “Free will can be a real bitch.”

Though known more for their aggression, Mord’Sith are also quite adept at being passive–aggressive. Cara does not hurry; she brushes down her horse while complaining to the animal, rewards his keen neighs of insight with apple slices, and otherwise pokes around the stables until she feels merely sullen rather than hostile.

She slogs toward the Palace through the warm, torch–lit gardens and immediately encounters clumps of reception guests. Old men in velvet robes and squatty hats argue with young toffs in tight–fitting suits. Elaborately painted women parade about in fine gowns. All of them seem to be gulping free wine as if thirsting to death.

She dons her most repellant expression and uses her dusty saddlebag as a prow, breaking easily through the first throngs. Closer to the Palace, the crowds grow dense and contact becomes unavoidable. Cara has no interest in these people or their feelings about her, though some reactions are too overt to ignore. The fearful or vindictive flame her with their eyes; others gape and point at the proximal Mord’Sith as some exotic animal they might reach out and pet.

Near the wisteria arbors by the front entrance, one bold youth edges into her path and bows, introducing himself as the crowned something of somewhere. He rightly fancies himself handsome, and presumes to kiss her hand with his greasy–looking mouth.

Cara just wants to reach her rooms without causing a ruckus or scandal, so she politely pulls back and slips away from the boy with speed, but the new course throws her headlong into a virtual wall of scantly wrapped cleavage.

She bounces back one step and the flesh barricade – comprised of three buxom, olive–skinned young women – begins three simultaneous, loosely related conversations while handling Cara like marketplace fruit.

“Fortune! – We were going to look for you – you smell like a tannery – I want another drink –we’ve not met a Mord’Sith – I bet you’d look taller on a horse – daddy won’t let us have anyone who might really kill us – Brandon! Get me another drink! – are those the agiels? – ooh, one is bigger than the other – you can have the small one – not ale, you hateful bitch! I’m a fucking princess! – but I need the big one!”

Cara is red and steaming, barely suppressing the urge to whack them all. One of them thumps her ass as if testing a melon and her gloved fist clenches on the rise… and then, miraculously, Zeddicus Zu’l Zorander is at her side.

The towering wizard shoos the girls away with threats of aging spells and acne, and takes Cara under his arm. As they enter the Palace foyer, Zedd notes her pinched, horrified expression and can’t help laughing. “My timing is still impeccable,” he says.

She shudders and scratches roughly at her leathers. “Why do I feel bugs crawling all over me?”

Zedd laughs harder and explains who the three young women are, suggesting she give them a wide berth. “They collect exotic and dangerous lovers, so you would be quite the prize,” he says. “If only people knew you were already taken and unavailable –”

“I won’t make it, Zedd!” she interrupts. “Dinner is years away and half these people already want to bury me or bed me. I should go up to my rooms and bar the door until morning.” She turns for the stairs, but the wizard hangs on to her arm.

“Don’t be such a baby! At least visit the ballroom for a minute or two,” he presses, tugging her down the main hall.

Although she grumps and drags her feet at first, the string and horn music streaming through the open ballroom doors seems curiously enticing, and she allows Zedd to lead her into the more civilized setting.

Banquet tables form a square around the room perimeter. Jovial, seemingly well–mannered people mill around sipping rather than gulping their beverages. Gentle music and muted conversations form a veil of pleasant noise. Smells of food and close bodies and candlewax perfume the heavy, warm air. It’s not as bad as the gardens, but Cara still wants to go upstairs

“I assume Richard told you about the Cobbled Man?” she asks, in a discreet sideways voice.

“Yes, that is distressing.” Zedd bites his lip and nods. “I’ve cast all the protective spells the Palace will accept, sealed every passage, and guards patrol the grounds in strength. I think we’re safe tonight.”

Cara doesn’t look so certain. Zedd gently squeezes her forearm. “How was it for you, being there again?”

She knows he means Greyfall on the Lleyton, where she watched her son drown. Zedd is the only one she’s ever told about the boy, and that’s one person too many. Cara shrugs and casually turns her arm from his grasp. “I’ve escaped that pit twice now. I’d rather not go back,” she says.

Zedd gives her a kindly smile; he observed her discomfort on this matter once before, and knows Cara would prefer to keep her own counsel. He lets out a loud sigh and pats his belly. “I think I’ll have a little pre–dinner snack – and perhaps make an inquiry about that Cobbled Man with someone who claims to know everything,” he grumps, and glides off toward the buffet tables.

Cara eases into a nook near the entrance and surveys the room. By a dense clutch of people near the stage, Kahlan is hugging Richard, now clad in his green and gold royal finery. The Confessor catches Cara’s eye and waves smiling, obviously relieved that they returned intact and clean.

The royals then move to a loose receiving line, where they graciously shake hands with a nervous young couple. Soon, the four laugh like new friends. They make the broad exercise of trust look so easy that Cara feels wonder, and flickering envy.

She sees several more familiar faces, some welcome and some not so much. Near the buffet table, black–robed Baron Alphonse Danton confers with a handsome, taciturn matron. He looks hale and hearty; since defeating his family curse, he’s grown plump around the middle and red–cheeked. Cara gives a nod of acknowledgment, and Danton responds with a courtly bow.

Dennee crosses in front of her. Kahlan’s murdered sister, resurrected for vengeance and left stranded in a strange body, has come from Aydindril to represent the Council. Cara thinks there are surely better candidates, because Kahlan has had to fix numerous errors in her sister’s petitions. Still, they are sisters, and family loves without requiring perfection. Dennee and Cara lock eyes briefly, trading hardness and sorrow, and then pretend they never saw each other.

Cara’s discomfort rises upon sighting an ageless woman draped in gold silk and wolf tails, with hair like a straight black curtain. Although Shota requested and received a legitimate invitation, in deference to her peaceful control of certain Midland territory, the Mord’Sith glares warning at the witch.

Zedd sidles up and tries to engage Shota in conversation, presumably about the Cobbled Man, but she ignores him. Shota looks Cara up and down, apparently fascinated or puzzled by her brown leathers, and offers a neutral, polite nod.

The music stops and people applaud and Cara, like everyone, glances instinctively toward the stage. A lovely blond woman in a russet gown mounts the steps and picks up a violin. She looks like Dahlia, but it can’t be Dahlia because Dahlia is in Hargrove Mill, where Cara would be if Richard hadn’t stopped her.

And yet it is her, for when the woman lifts her head and spies Cara, her luminous smile defines happiness. The Mord’Sith feels her own face spasm in joyful answer; she probably looks brain damaged, but not replying to such a call is unthinkable. Whatever royal plot brought her here tonight, Cara will gladly forgive; Dahlia is within her sight, and that’s all that matters.

Dahlia waves her bow and appears to gauge the distance to the floor, maybe contemplating a leap down, but there are too many people clustered near her feet. Several of them call requests up to Dahlia, who humors with quips and grins. She shrugs at Cara, asking for patience, and Cara nods for her to proceed with the performance.

Those gathered around the stage are mostly men of various ages, uniformly groomed and blandly handsome. Dahlia cues the band to strike up a merry tune and when she joins in, her little fan club begins to cheer and stomp. Cara suddenly realizes, with no small amount of horror, that these purported music fans are swains on the make.

The summit has drawn scores of wealthy and powerful men from far territories, and it’s only natural that some will use this work trip to search for pleasure. It’s only natural for them to offer praise and attention to a beautiful and gifted young woman who is unmarried and – as far as they know – without a partner.

It’s only natural that Cara wants to see them all trampled by boars. And yet, what defense has she mounted against such assumptions? She’s hidden her lover away like a wanted fugitive, rebuffed offers of public outings from everyone who dared offer, and she’s upset when strangers show interest?

Her need for security is paramount, and she will never entirely shed her fear of losing Dahlia to violence. The threat of losing her to a more suitable suitor may be less dramatic, but it is quite real and must be addressed. She can’t exactly mount the stage and shout threats at the horny rabble – and words always seem so puny, inadequate to convey her level of commitment.

Action is all. Cara turns heel and marches from the ballroom, nervously clutching her dusty saddlebag. The contents may prove a solution… or trigger humiliation from which she will never recover.

* * * * *


“Zeddicus, for the last time, I know nothing about your goblin swordsman,” Shota insists. She turns her head in an effort to dismiss the argument, leans back against the banquet table edge and takes a sip of peach wine. On tasting it, the stern woman almost smiles. “Freestones usually make inferior spirits, but this is very tasty.”

The wizard puffs up his chest and grins. “Thank you. I blended it myself.”

Shota looks genuinely impressed. She sniffs the wine and narrows her eyes. “I never knew you could make wine.”

“Because I can’t!” Zedd snaps, and rolls his eyes. “You’re not the only one who can lie.”

“I am not lying.”

“You are hiding something,” he rumbles. “If not the Cobbled Man, then what? Why did you insist on coming to this summit?”

“I didn’t really have a choice,” she says. “My ward insisted.” Shota looks toward the stage and waves her hand, bidding someone to come over. A small boy scampers to her side and looks up and up and up until he finds the tall wizard’s face. He blinks at Zedd, who honestly doesn’t know what to make of this.

“Your ward,” Zedd repeats. He drops to a knee and examines the boy closely. He looks to be about five years old, with shining blond hair and bright, curious eyes. “Where are you from, little fellow? Where are your parents?”

The boy says nothing. He regards the wizard calmly, and holds his gaze like a poised adult.

“He won’t speak to you,” Shota says. “And before you even ask, I didn’t steal him away from some loving home in order to abate my crushing loneliness.”

Zedd looks put out, since that’s almost exactly what he was thinking. “Who in their right mind would entrust you with a child?”

Shota takes a calming breath, but shakes her head as if she has no good answer. “The Spirits, perhaps,” she begins. “In late summer five years ago, I was plagued by a recurring dream. I stood in dark forest water on the morning after a red moon, waiting for a baby. The dream would not subside, so I hid by that river on the night of the blood moon and waited… and the next morning, this child flowed into my arms.”

Doubt clouds Zedd’s face; he ponders the boy’s green eyes and sickness swells in his gut. Surely this is some kind of cruel, misleading joke. He’s waiting, praying, for a punchline.

“I took him home and waited for further guidance, prophecy, clues to lead me forward,” Shota continues. “Everything I learned convinced me that the child was safer in hiding. As he grew, it became clear he was no ordinary little boy – there is magic in him, even now, at this young age.”

“That’s simply not possible,” Zedd huffs. He stands up, preferring to look at Shota because the child’s pacific steadiness now makes him uneasy.

“He doesn’t speak, Zeddicus, but he sends me prescient dreams,” the witch explains. “This summer, he has dwelt on one image so consistently that I couldn’t ignore his wishes.”

“He wanted to come to a political summit?”

Shota places a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Lleyton wanted to meet his mother.”

Voices around them begin to murmur about something. Heads are turning. Zedd ignores them and swallows a ball of tension. His hands are sweating. “Lleyton,” he whispers.

“Yes. Like the river beneath Greyfall,” Shota confirms. “I’m beginning to think he was mistaken about tonight, because he dreamed of a woman in white dancing with a woman in red, and unless our mutual friend changes into her regular uniform and shakes a leg with the Mother Confessor…”

“Oh… sheep dip,” Zedd breathes. He is looking past Shota, and tracing the crowd’s focus to the ballroom entryway.

Cara stands there alone, poised and calm, deflecting the attention with a subtle flex of her jaw. Her hair is gathered neatly and pinned in a twist. She wears a pristine set of Mord’Sith white leathers.






 

Part 3


 

 

In her young life, Cara Mason has experienced more public scorn and derision than most humans could bear. Villagers have thrown stones, children have run screaming, and courts have pronounced her irredeemable and ordered her execution. Countless people have sought to cut her down, and some have succeeded.

She faced it all with fatalism and glib humor, since there is no better way to shrink widespread calumny and death into perspective. As she enters the People’s Palace ballroom and feels the combined pressure of a hundred baffled gazes, Cara wishes like mad for that sense of fatalism to return.

Richard was correct that things were much simpler on the road. He never bothered with his nails and Cara didn’t give a damn what anyone thought of her. In this moment, she knows the full hell of doubts and second thoughts. She stares down at her boots, spatted in white leather, and steps back into the hall to reconsider her course of action.

In recent years, the white Mord’Sith attire became publicly known as a symbol of forced mastery. The principals of trust and chosen commitment were all but erased. Some might see these colors and call Cara a rapist, Dahlia a victim. Some cooperating armies might refuse to work with her. And there could be repercussions for the singer’s reputation; she could lose clients, and her burgeoning business could suffer… why didn’t Cara think of any of this before?

“Stupid,” she mutters. “You stupid, selfish fool.”

Cara looks up and barely pulls out of her brooding in time to catch the scarlet blur streaking toward her like a falling tree. Arms fly around her neck and kisses pound her face, wet as storm rain. She stumbles backward toward the doorway and into full view of the ballroom, with Dahlia attached to her like a very affectionate barnacle.

“I missed you! Stars, but you look amazing!” the singer crows, kissing her with lips that taste strongly of peach wine. “Please say you’re wearing this for me, because if there’s someone else – ”

Cara grabs her waist and holds her off. “You’re not upset?”

An artless smile is her first answer, followed by a hug and a whisper. “If this means everything you said it means, I couldn’t be more proud.”

“But… some will say this isn’t a choice, that you’ve been broken,” Cara warns.

“Let them whisper lies. We’ll live the truth.” Dahlia touches her forehead to Cara’s. She raises one hand and signals the band; a lute picks out the opening notes of the Ansara Quatrain. “You promised to dance with me.”

Cara hesitates, but the music is rolling out so beautifully, and Richard and Kahlan are stepping onto the floor, and it seems a shame to leave such a beautiful woman in suspense. She tugs Dahlia close and they augur a path through the crowd by turning in tight circles.

“Not that I’m complaining – but why are you here?” Cara asks.

Dahlia doesn’t see the point in soft–pedaling anything tonight. “The Rahls are going to name you and Zedd as godparents for their daughter. Kahlan lured me back her to make certain you say yes.”

So surprised is Cara that she misses two steps and nearly steers them into the watching crowd. They brush close by several spectators; she absently notes most of them are smiling. She takes a moment to mull Dahlia’s revelation, then she starts smiling, too. “Why would I refuse such an honor?”

“Kahlan thinks you’re skittish.”

“Kahlan.” Cara frowns at this. “I’m not skittish.”

“I know! That’s what I tried to tell her!”

* * * * *


Zedd has cast a spell to mute his and Shota’s voices as they rationally and calmly discuss the situation. While they talk, the witch’s hands rise to gesticulate in a rather hostile manner, and she lets go of her ward’s shoulder.

The little boy walks away from them and wedges himself between guests by the dance floor. He watches all the couples move and twirl, but his eyes always return to one blond woman in white.

Lleyton Rahl drops to one knee and presses his hand to the floor. From all the taps and scuffs and stomps from various dancers, he isolates Cara’s footsteps. He feels the lightness of her movement, pairs it to the happiness on her face, and he smiles.

* * * * *


The child is not alone in his fascination; every eye not watching Richard and Kahlan is transfixed on two women in scarlet and white, who dance the complex Ansara Quatrain as if they’ve moved intricately together for years. The circles and crashes and turns roll out with captivating ease, although they scarcely pay attention to the steps because they are deeply entrenched in a stupefying conversation.

“Cara, I have so much money now! Money I earned with my brain and not by enticing people with my body!” Dahlia whisper–shouts. “Or by, you know, torturing them.”

Dahlia is making ludicrous peach wine confessions and Cara hangs on every word, adding a comment here or there as needed.

“Your success is deserved,” she says. “I’m very proud of you.”

“You are?” On hearing this, Dahlia just…shines. She darts in and pecks Cara’s cheek. “I want to buy you a house. There’s a lavender farm for sale in Hargrove Mill, with a small lake on the property. It’s very affordable, and the village hardly ever gets attacked by giant vulpines anymore.”

“I don’t need a house,” Cara says, not unkindly, because the woman did just offer to purchase her a home. “I appreciate the thought, but you know I couldn’t live there.”

The budding magnate pokes out her lips, disappointed. “Okay. So how about I buy myself a house, somewhere close but not too close. You can visit and eat cheese with me and sleep there sometimes and we’ll do sticky, filthy things in every room. And play chess.”

Cara raises her brows and grins as they spin, far again and near again. “Okay.”

“Yeah.” Dahlia nods and the agreement is sealed, then she’s onto something new. “Why are people buying my system? It’s tantamount to cheating. Music is super easy to learn if you just spend, like, ten years cloistered in a remote mountaintop conservatory.”

Cara laughs at her. What else can she do? “They buy it because it’s ingenious and you’re an excellent salesman, although I do think you need a better name.”

“What? You don’t like my name?” She tucks her mouth against Cara’s ear, moaning silky and low. “You’ve certainly fooled me with all that ‘oh, Dahlia – please, Dahlia – don’t ever stop, Dahlia’ business.”

Improvising retaliation, Cara dips her suddenly and the sultry taunts squeak away. “You’re pickled,” Cara points out, and tugs her upright into a sharp turn. “And your system needs a better name.”

“Tablature is a fine name. It’s descriptive and simple,” Dahlia insists. “Players call it ‘tab’ for short.”

“That sounds silly to me.” Cara sniffs and shakes her head. “Forget it. Maybe I’m just being picky.”

“You’re not picky, you’re discerning, and it’s one of the many reasons why I love you,” Dahlia casually declares, while gliding into another soft collision.

Their eyes meet as Cara halts in mid–turn. All around them, people click and turn like cogs in some distant machine, quite unrelated to them. As they stand embraced and breathing in unison, D’Hara becomes a nation of two.

Cara closes in and brushes her cheek against Dahlia’s, whispering. “I love you, too.”

Air catches in Dahlia’s throat and she freezes, cradling the snowflake moment until it melts away. She kisses Cara once and sways back sparkling, doubly drunk on happiness and wine.

Bodies and arms slide apart until only their fingers touch, but Cara doesn’t lead them back into the steps as she should. Green eyes have turned to fire and want, and Dahlia knows their public dance is over. She links their hands and they dash away, vanishing into the crowd.

* * * * *


In a conjured tent of silence, filled with recriminations and threatening hand gestures, Zedd and Shota are having the mother of all disagreements.

“I maintain you had no right to do this!” Zedd shouts.

Shota’s eyes bulge with anger. “A vision placed me in that river, showed me exactly where to stand, and that baby flowed directly into my arms! Should I have let him suffocate in that goat bladder and die, Zeddicus?”

“Of course not, but to keep the child and raise him in isolation – ”

“By necessity! Darken Rahl was and is a misbegotten bastard devil, and I knew only that the mother was Mord’Sith. Learning her identity later only affirmed my choice,” the witch explains. “I need not remind you that the Cara of old was a murdering bitch with a heart of flint! She bore little resemblance to that woman!”

Shota looks toward the dance floor and notices Cara’s absence. She turns in a circle, scanning for the boy. “Lleyton…” she says, sounding genuinely fearful. “He’s gone!”

“Don’t be so dramatic. You said he wanders off and hides all the time,” Zedd grumbles. “And it’s not like he’s going to walk up to Cara and call her ‘mama.’ He doesn’t even speak!”

“Lleyton is no ordinary child,” Shota reminds him. “Magic was strong in that boy from infancy, and he is very willful. I’m never sure what he’s going to do.”

Zedd clenches his fists and growls out words to end the privacy spell. He steps back from Shota as if her very nearness offends him. “Let’s find the boy and make sure he’s safe,” he says. “When the truth comes out – and Cara will hear it from you tonight – I’ll be standing behind her.”

The witch gives a ghastly sneer. “For moral support?”

The wizard lifts one fuzzy brow and shakes his head. “For my own safety.”

Her eyes narrow, but Shota’s throat swells with a dry, nervous gulp. They separate and begin searching for a child who excels at silence and hiding.

* * * * *


Cara emerges into the east hallway on the third floor, just outside her quarters, and pulls up short. Dahlia crashes into her back and Cara shushes her as if deadly enemies are nearby. The door to her room is slightly ajar, and three feminine voices twitter within. Amid drunken laughter, a few random words ring clear, including lemon grease and three girls, one flagon.

Shudders of revulsion wrack Cara’s body. Dahlia’s strong hand latches onto her arm like a Gar claw, spinning her around. “There are giggling deviants waiting in your bedroom. Explain.”

“I didn’t invite them! It’s those three goaty princesses!” Cara softly yelps. “Zedd says they’re envoys from Kardashia.”

The singer stares blankly. “Never heard of it.”

“On the coast – it’s the capital of Echannel?”

“Ohhh,” Dahlia says, as the implications come clear. “So they’re on a diplomatic mission to give you pubic mites.”

Cara only sneers and pulls her back onto the stairs. She doesn’t have the patience or tact to deal with royal idiots tonight, so they continue climbing until the steps curve to a sharp end at the tower turret. On the landing is one curved door leading into Panis Rahl’s circular private study, manned by one perpetual guard. Tonight that guard is an older, gruff–faced soul who looks singularly unhappy in his puffy, green–on–black formals.

“Gerod!” Cara barks, “I need you for a special mission.”

His heels snap together and his back straightens, though he can’t help blinking at his commander’s stunning white leathers. “Yes, General.”

“Go down to my quarters and gently clear out the three guests therein,” she orders. “Inform them that they are trespassing and should return to the ballroom immediately.”

“Gently. Immediately. Of course.” He takes up his ceremonial halberd, but hesitates. “If I may, General, should I post a guard at the door? I mean, with that child Tristan ran out of there earlier – ”

“Some strange child wandered into my quarters?” Cara’s voice jumps an octave. “Is it normal for powerful people to let their young flit around like squirrels?”

“I don’t… uhh… it was just one little boy who got lost on the lunch tour. Tristan sent him down to the kitchens with a maid,” Gerod explains. “So, post a guard at your door?”

Cara squints, rubs the building tension from her forehead. “Yes, post a bloody guard,” she growls.

“Aye, General.” Gerod turns to go, but hesitates again. “Who will guard the tower while –”

“Me! I will! Now go. Go now.” Cara stares hotly at the man until he salutes and departs.

Dahlia, tucked discreetly behind her, sighs in disappointment. “I really shouldn’t be on guard duty.” Her arms coil around Cara’s waist; she kisses the back of her neck, just beneath her knotted hair. “I’m quite drunk, you know.”

“I do know.” Cara groans as soft breasts crush into her back and a wet tongue climbs the rim of her ear. “I’d be taking advantage of that fact right now, if my quarters weren’t under siege.”

“Pssh! Why should we wait? There’s a perfectly good room right here.” With a reckless giggle, Dahlia spins away and grabs the door handle to the turret study. Cara barely has time to raise a hand in protest before the knob turns and the heavy, curved door creaks open.

“Well, that was easy,” Dahlia says, peering inside the black den. “It isn’t even locked.”

“Because no one dares go in!” Cara moves to close the door, but Dahlia edges past her and vanishes into the darkness. “Dahlia, come back here. Right now.”

From several feet away, a voice issues a challenge: “Find me and I’ll do whatever you want.” Fabric rustles, discarded shoes clatter on the floor.

Concurrently cross and thrumming with lust, Cara bites her lip. She only wanted to slip away to her rooms, fool around with the radiant, inebriated eccentric who owns her heart, then rejoin the reception in time to publicly accept tertiary parental responsibility for an unborn Confessor with the world’s most notorious surname. How quickly her simple plan went awry.

She huffs and turns back to Gerod’s guard post, steals one hallway lamp, and stalks into the study. Light reveals Dahlia leaning against the south wall. Her underskirts and stockings are off, folded in a delicate pile by her shoes.

“That’s cheating,” she says, frowning at the lamp, “but my offer stands.”

Though it’s enough to navigate by, the orange light seems dim in this smothering dark. One stained glass window is cracked open – for air circulation, Cara assumes – and the waning moon provides little relief. She looks around the room and sees only a tall desk bearing two large open tomes. In the folds between blank, yellowed pages rest two golden and bejeweled stiletto daggers, serving as weights and markers in these Rahl spellbooks that may forever remain unused.

The mighty sorcerer Panis Rahl died on this floor, perhaps right where Cara stands, murdered by his elder son. This room holds disquieting dark energy… but it’s warm and secluded and Dahlia is here, bracing her foot against the wall, raising one bare knee.

“We should go,” Cara sensibly suggests, even as she sits the lamp on the high desk.

“We have time.” Dahlia slides that scarlet dress high on her naked thigh, dragging the eyes of her ardent lover along for the ride. Her voice is thin, starved for air. “Cara, please… I won’t last.”

Those words dispel Cara’s prudence like smoke in the wind. Dahlia tells her to close the door and the door is closed. She opens her arms and Cara is there, tugging off gloves with her teeth and holding her face, stroking her throat and chest and hips, telling her by turns that she is beautiful and vexing and treasured.

Kisses build from a fortnight’s banked passion, layering soft on wet until they topple into piles of hot breath. Beneath the red dress lies a wealth of skin, silken and damp and easily pillaged by hands conditioned for war. True as arrows, Cara’s fingers bunch and glide into Dahlia’s welling sex while her thumb rides the outside ridge in dense circles.

Filled and clamped and stroked by the one who hears her body best, who deftly counters every gasp and tremor, Dahlia keeps her word and does not last. She breaks over Cara as a storm wave, hips crashing down wet and fast, arms and legs pulling hard as the hungry sea. She muffles her cries with a mouthful of white leather shoulder, coming endlessly while Cara kisses her neck and whispers entreaties to stay close, because time apart is a misery.

Wind flutters through the open window and orange light dances with shadow. Dahlia tucks her raised knee between Cara’s legs, linking their pleasure as best she can through the barrier of sealed leathers. She kneads taut buttocks, lifts, and runs curious fingers into every navigable cleft and crevice.

“Later,” Cara groans, hating the word and the concept.

“Later,” Dahlia echoes, kissing her lips and repeating the word like a curse. “I hate later.”

Cara slides her hand free and licks her fingers; her smile promises a forming scheme. “You’re going to love later.”

“I love you,” Dahlia says, and loops her arms around her lover’s waist.

The Mord’Sith does not reply. Her eyes cut toward the window, tracing a susurrous breeze. Behind them, paper ruffles, and then comes a muted, fleshy thump.

Cara jerks forward slightly, holding her face very still, evaluating. In the space of seconds, her every hope falls to corruption. When she looks into Dahlia’s eyes, so full of gentle expectation, she actually tries to apologize.

Her left hand fumbles vainly for her agiels. Her knees waver. She becomes heavy in Dahlia’s arms, and her eyes flutter.

Confused and frightened, the singer repeats Cara’s name as a frantic question and pulls her close. She feels something scrape painfully against her sternum, hisses and recoils. Glancing down, she sees the golden tip of a stiletto dagger protruding from Cara’s chest.

Over Cara’s shoulder, a naked blond woman with eyes like pitch stands up tall. She swings a second golden blade toward Cara’s exposed throat. With no cognition of risk, Dahlia intercepts the killing stroke with her bare hand.

She has no concept of Nicci as anything more than a stranger threatening Cara’s life, and that is enough to endure the pain, to trap the knife in her trembling fist until every tendon severs and pops.

Wavering between them, Cara manages to free an agiel and touch Nicci’s leg. The sorceress cries out, savagely twists the knife in Cara’s back and shoves her to the floor. She then rips the blade from Dahlia’s failing grasp and jabs the bloody point against her neck.

“I knew you’d return to stand with her tonight. So predictable,” says Nicci. She glances at Dahlia’s shredded fingers and cants her head. “But not so weak as had I thought.”

The singer whimpers only once, flattens her back to the wall, and cradles her ruined hand. She looks to Cara, fully impaled and lying motionless on her side. Blood pools quickly beneath her, graphic evidence that she won’t last long. Dahlia wants to fall by her and scream flames until help arrives, but everyone who could save her is very far away.

“You know, I had planned to kill Cara in her own bed tonight, but your absurd sex drive just saved me several hours of waiting,” Nicci says, sneering at Dahlia. “Continue easing my way, or I’ll beat you down and poke a dozen more holes in her pretty white leather.”

Dahlia sneaks enough air under the knifepoint to form a question. “What do you want?”

Nicci smiles. “I want your body. Turn around and face the wall.”

It doesn’t matter what she means. Dahlia complies, and Nicci neatly slits open the lowest rear ties on her scarlet dress. She pulls Dahlia’s back against her chest, lays the golden stiletto across her throat and walks them over to that high desk bearing two empty spellbooks.

Nicci slides one cold hand inside Dahlia’s dress and traces the lumpy scars near the base of her spine, the circles and lines which form warding runes. Baron Danton’s own wizened sorceress cut them in with decaying underworld bone, allegedly to protect Dahlia from the old man’s family curse.

“We’re going to play a little game with wards and bindings,” Nicci says. “If I’m wrong, you win and I die. If I’m right, I win and I choose who dies.”

Those last words are so dire that Dahlia thinks of resisting, even unto death… but she can just barely see beyond the desk, can see that Cara is moving again, curving one slow hand around her back toward the knife handle. She pushes back against Nicci, intending to obstruct her view of Cara, and the dagger point rips through her ear.

“Be still, girl,” Nicci warns her, running the gory stiletto under one eye, “there are parts of you I can do without.”

The Mord’Sith flickers in and out of consciousness until she hears Dahlia cry out. She wakes fully, hears Nicci begin to chant some nameless spell, and decides to kill her again and forever.

She gets two fingers pinched around the golden dagger haft and tugs an inch free; the sudden spike of hurt provides clarity, centers her mind on a goal. She tugs again and turns her head slightly, riding the pain, and sees a glinting silver cuff around Nicci’s ankle.

Veins of black retribution rise up the sorceress’ bare leg as she weaves words of forbidden magic, and she moans pure agony. As she continues, bluish light rises from the Rahl spellbook, and the deathly darkness spidering through her flesh suddenly halts near her knee.

“It’s working!” Nicci cries, and from her pain springs crazy laughter. “Your backshooting swain spoke the truth – you truly are a treasure! Now, very carefully remove those two pages.”

Cara hears paper ripping and uses the sound to hide her gasps as she pulls the blade free. She feels a sickening gush of blood inside her chest. Her strength is draining fast; there will be only one chance, and she will not miss.

Nicci steps backward, dragging Dahlia with her toward the cracked turret window. She flings the frame wide, and stained glass panels shatter against the wall.

Cara rolls over to face them. Despite having a blade at her throat, Dahlia looks dead steady into her eyes. Nicci’s head is turned toward the window. The sorceress speaks quick and low, conjuring through a loophole as fast as she can.

Cara clenches the dagger blade in her fist. Her arm cocks back. Dahlia shuts her eyes and grabs Nicci’s wrist, forcing the stiletto away from her vein. She leans as far aside as she can, but Nicci’s hand is still inside her dress, pressed tight to her back.

It’s not a clear shot, but it’s the best Cara will get. She digs deep, begging the last drops of her blood into action, and sends the knife spinning toward Nicci’s face.

A blinding flash of blue light forces Cara’s eyes shut; the last thing she sees is Dahlia’s outstretched hand, reaching for her own.

The light dies. Cara opens her eyes. Her raised hand trembles and sinks to her side.

The hurled dagger is buried to the hilt in the plaster wall. Nicci and Dahlia are gone, vanished on the night wind.

Cara falls back and stares up, broken and numb. Dimming lamp light shows a landscape painted on the turret ceiling – a blood red moon shining over D’Hara.

Tears pool as her vision fades. Her hand trembles and rises. With her last breath, Cara offers an apology to those she loved, and failed to protect.

END
