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Prologue
The utter stillness of the room started to unnerve her.
The guards had taken the lamps away when she was thrust into this closed room, laughing and joking that she didn’t need the light after all, so they would make use of it. She let them come and go without a word. They were ruffians really, little better than thugs. What use would it be to banter with them?
No, her true enemies were the men who’d ordered her caged like this.
Jewel had no idea how long she’d been in this room. Without windows, and the heat of the sun to mark time with, she’d quickly lost track of the days. Three days would be her guess, but she could be off.
More than the loss of the sun, she missed activity. Her entire life she’d always had something to do, even if it was just make-work crocheting in her hands. She’d rarely just sat idle with no occupation to turn her mind to. This lack of things to do would surely drive her mad soon.
Well, there remained one task still within reach. She extended mental fingertips and touched the crystal that provided the protective barrier around her country. As High Priestess of Elahandra, it was her duty to monitor the barrier and to keep the crystal charged. Only three months ago, when she’d assumed the position, she’d been humbled by the calling and delighted at the chance to serve. That was before she’d understood the risks assumed with it. Now, only her mental connection with the massive crystal powering the barrier kept her from going mad.
They didn’t like that she could control the crystal even from here, on the far end of the castle.
Jewel shifted against the cool stone under her legs, seeking in vain a position that wouldn’t eventually turn her body numb. It had taken nearly an hour to drag her from her comfortable apartment to this cold, deserted space. She guessed it to be the dungeons, judging from the stone walls, stone flooring, and sturdy plank door that she could feel. The thick and cloying scent of mold and dampness lent credence to this guess. There were no chains hanging that she could find, which was reassuring. The solid feel of the walls was not.
She’d been praying nearly daily to Elahandra for some kind of instruction or help. The goddess had gently reassured her that she knew of her plight, and help was coming. While grateful that someone was coming, she couldn’t help but wish that they would come just a little faster.
The sound of metal being shoved against metal, like a key being inserted into a lock. Then a slight rasp as it turned. Jewel rose to her feet, head cocked slightly in intense concentration, ears straining for every wisp of sound as the door shoved open and someone strode through.
Heavy steps, slightly uneven because of an overly thick girth. The swish and slide of silk upon silk with each step forward. These characteristics could belong to several men, but with the sounds came the unique scent of sandalwood and the spicy tang of pipe smoke…ah. Of course. A cold fist twisted at her stomach, but she forced herself to give a cool greeting to her visitor. “Minister Corgen, this is an unexpected visit.”
“Priestess Jomadd,” he returned with false civility. His voice had more of an edge to it than normal, roughening his usual urban lilt. “I trust that you have had time to reflect on our earlier request?”
“I will not cut off Ramath from the barrier,” she responded glacially. “Your demands, Minister, are not only unethical but illegal.”
“And how would you know, my dear Priestess, seeing as you cannot read?”
The slur missed its mark entirely and she deliberately laughed out loud. “Because I cannot read the law from the books themselves, you think I cannot comprehend it when it’s read to me? Really, Minister, do you know how ridiculous that is?”
The abrupt swish of fabric and an aggravated step forward, close enough that she could nearly smell his breath on her. “Watch your tone, girl.”
“Watch your step, Minister,” she responded with matching heat. “I am not the only one who knows your actions and the motivations for those actions.”
“Ha! Your goddess hasn’t protected you yet.”
I’m not referring solely to her, Jewel bit back the words before they escaped her mouth. “Yet,” she repeated with a wise nod.
“I see that I’ll need to leave you down here for a few more days. Do send word if you change your mind before then.” 
Jewel listened intently as he left, the door slamming with unnecessary force behind him, the key grating once again in the lock. She stood trembling for a moment more, trying to still her shaking hands by gripping them tightly together. She recognized Corgen’s visit for what it truly was—a warning that he was growing quickly impatient with her. If he grew impatient enough…
Elahandra, she prayed silently, whatever help you are sending me, make it quick. I’m afraid I’m out of time.
 



Chapter One
Sarvell was having the weirdest dream. It felt like he floated, wrapped in a cocoon of warmth and rich, velvet softness. He was so comfortable that he couldn’t fathom why any part of his brain wanted to be aware. Yet, at the same time, a small part of his mind screeched in alarm. He hummed to himself and tried burrowing into the softness a little more.
“—up!”
Ah, a voice was saying something. He wisely nodded to himself, still not truly awake. Loathe to move, he seriously contemplated ignoring the voice and going right back into the deep depths of true sleep.
“Sarvell Sorpan, wake up right now!”
How odd. His head rang a little from that, but his ears didn’t hear anything…
“SARVELL!”
In less than a heartbeat, Sarvell sat bolt upright in bed, scrambling for bedcovers, and trying to get both eyes open and focused. The glowing figure at the end of his bed did nothing to help him gather his scattered wits.
There, in all of her frustrated glory, stood the Goddess of Light and Protection. At the moment, she clearly leaned toward her protection side, as she did not wear the airy white gown normally depicted in pictures, but instead dressed in thick metal armor from head to toe, a long sword strapped on her hip. Her long dark hair lay in a workmanlike plait over one shoulder, and the delicate crown normally on her forehead had been exchanged for a sturdy helmet. Her toe tapped in an irritated rhythm, and she stared at him through narrowed eyes.
Sarvell could hardly do a proper bow while still in bed, tangled up in covers, but he did manage to find his tongue. “Elahandra, how may I serve?”
 Some of her irritation eased when he spoke. “Sarvell Sorpan, my high priestess has been locked away in the depths of Belthain Castle. You are to go rescue her and then stay with her, protecting her from any harm, until I release you.”
The alarm that he had felt finding an angry god at the foot of his bed tripled. “Someone dared to lock up your high priestess?!”
“They’ll do more than that in a few days’ time unless she caves to their demands,” Elahandra informed him grimly, frown deepening the furrow between her eyes. “She won’t, though. She will die before doing anything those drecks want her to. Sarvell, you have very limited time. I suggest you move tonight.”
He translated suggest to move or have lightning strike you without difficulty. This was not the time to point out that she was not his god and that technically he didn’t have to move when she ordered him to. Sarvell sensibly chose to live and said instead, “I’ll leave as soon as I can. Am I the only one you’ve called?”
“No, there will be one other. His name is Rialt, from Ramath.”
He’d met people from the Ramath Clan before. They were devout, certainly, but had interesting ideas of how a goddess should be worshipped. The fact that Elahandra was not technically their goddess just complicated matters even more. Hoping not to get his head bitten off with this question, he ventured, “You’ve already spoken to him, then?”
She knew full well what he was truly asking, and her mouth quirked up slightly. “He’ll agree, even if I have to bash his fool head in. You have two days to get her out, Sarvell. I can’t guarantee her safety beyond that.”
Breaking into a castle as heavily fortified and guarded as Belthain in two days…would be difficult at best. With just two men? Well, he’d say impossible if a god hadn’t ordered him to do just that. “I leave within the hour,” he assured her.
“Good.” About to turn and go, she paused and looked back to add, “Don’t take the main highway.”
That would lengthen the trip to Belthain by a good two hours, but Sarvell didn’t even think to question her. “I’ll take the back way in.”
With a nod of approval, she disappeared, taking all of the light with her.
Sarvell took a moment to breathe, flung the covers off, and dove for his pants.
~*~*~*~
"You want me doin’ what, now?!"
Elahandra sighed deeply. As a goddess, she was used to being obeyed without question. After all, what mortal would dare to argue with a god?
Someone had obviously failed to teach him that. "Rialt, stop arguing with me. The safety of your people depend on her safety."
"I ken," the irritable man snapped. Like everyone else at this time of the night, he had been deeply asleep when Elahandra had shown up at his bedside. Unlike Sarvell, who’d taken the nightly summons in stride, Rialt awoke like a bear just yanked out of his winter hibernation. The wild snarl of dark hair around his head served as an excellent frame for his scowl. His thick brogue, already steep because of his northern heritage, became even more incomprehensible with a half-asleep tongue. "But what be you about, wanting me to guard her? I be no pet guard dog!"
Ramath clansmen were known for being independent, Elahandra reminded herself patiently. Her sister had made them that way on purpose. Give her a moment and she might remember why Juven had done such a thing. "You are the strongest in your clan, Rialt. She needs the best and you're it." Elahandra's voice hardened in warning. "Now get moving."
Ramathans were stubborn and independent, but even they didn't cross certain lines. Rialt grumpily backed down. "Fine. Where she be?"
“Belthain Castle. You are to meet Sarvell Sorpan on the way there. The two of you will break her out and guard her. You have two days, remember.”
He nodded impatiently, already throwing back the covers and reaching for the clothes that had been flung over a chair mere hours before.
Satisfied, Elahandra turned and left. There were other matters she had to attend to now that this stubborn child was in motion. As she went to the next task, she finally remembered why Juven had made the Ramath so independent. She'd wanted at least one race that would not serve her blindly.
Did gods have moments of temporary insanity?
~*~*~*~
Sarvell spent most of the next two hours thinking.
He didn’t find navigating the back roads mentally tasking in any way. His horse had the harder part of the job, trying to canter along whatever half-formed deer trail that the farmers used in these parts. If not for the very bright moon overhead, Sarvell wouldn’t have dared anything more than a nice plodding walk. Even as he focused on the road in front of him, a part of his mind couldn’t resist trying to come up with some sort of plan.
Plans were difficult to form when you didn’t have any real information.
It wasn’t until he was out there, in the cool night air, away from an upset goddess, that he realized he really didn’t know much. In fact, he only knew three things: a Ramathan would be joining this rescue operation, the high priestess was a political prisoner, and she was in Belthain Castle. What Sarvell didn’t know could fill up a thick book, starting with where on earth he and the Ramathan were supposed to meet (or even if a meeting place had been set up for them?) and going downhill from there.
Well, a Ramathan shouldn’t be too hard for him to find in Thornock. The typical Ramath clansman stood a good head taller than a Thornock citizen, and dressed quite differently. Thornock prided itself on dressing in very fine material and looking very civilized at every moment. A Ramathan didn’t care what his clothes looked like as long as they could blend in with his environment, were durable, and fit well. Sarvell had heard people dismiss Ramathans as barbarians, but he thought of them as a practical, rugged people. Considering who their neighbors were to the north, he certainly didn’t blame them for being a little rough around the edges.
It probably fell to him to spot his new ally. Considering that Sarvell was Brynian, he would blend in fairly well in Thornock. Well, doubtless the Thornocks wouldn’t think so, as they leaned more toward politics and scholarly pursuits than business, but Sarvell came from merchant stock and he always dressed well. A well-dressed employee, his father always claimed, was the best advertisement that a merchant could have.
Alright, he mused to himself, if I were a Ramathan jerked awake in the middle of the night by an angry goddess, which route would I take? Alas, not the one that he was on. The Ramath Clan sat to the north of his people’s territory. There was one of two major highways that the Ramathan might choose, one coming from the north that went directly to Thornock, the other came from a more easterly approach and led more toward Bryn.
She told me to avoid the major roads. Did she tell him the same? Argh! The more he thought on this, the more confusing it became. He just didn’t know enough to make any educated guesses.
Should he even be depending on the Ramathan to show up tonight? Elahandra might spend the whole night arguing him into moving. Sarvell blew out an irritable breath. The road split in two very different directions soon, so he had to make a choice. East or west? West would take him the more direct route to Belthain. East would take him more toward Ramath.
West, he finally decided, just in time to turn onto the left branch. I’ll act as if I’m the only chance this poor woman has for rescue, and hope the Ramathan joins me at some point. Surely the goddess will guide one or the other of us so that we’ll meet.
Odd, why did that sound like wishful thinking?
~*~*~*~
What a mammering, hasty-witted, wanton fit of folly this night was turning out to be!
Rialt had spent three months on the northern border ambushing Daath patrols, tangling their supply lines, and generally making any Daath soldier within firing range sorry to see him. Generally, making those varlets miserable was a pleasant way to spend a bit of his life away. Rialt’s clan had been attacked by the Daath off and on for roughly three hundred years and the hatred between the Ramath and the Daath was as well-nurtured as it was legendary. Anything that Rialt could do to make their lives frustrating and miserable was time well spent for him.
If he had no been slogging through four feet of snow the entire time, he would have enjoyed it far more.
So there he sat, a man that had been deployed for three long, very cold months. A man that had tasted the home comforts of a warm bed he had sorely missed. He deserved at least a full night’s rest, did he no? He deserved a little time to thaw out, perhaps gorge himself on a well baked meat pie, dance a bit with the women. That was no so much to ask, was it?
How he got volunteered to be out on the road at this ridiculous hour, on a mission to save some giglet priestess, he could no ken. He had prayed to his own goddess, of course, asking if he should go, but had no gotten an answer. Herself being a passionate sort, and a bit flighty at times, a day or more could pass afore he got an answer. Thing was, he had only been given two days to get to Belthain and break the giglet out, so he could no bide for an answer.
Just in case, he reckoned it best that he go. If herself did tell him no, well, a little traveling never hurt a man. And if he saved the priestess afore he got an answer, it would just be a good opportunity to give the woman an earful for leaving his people out of the barrier six months ago.
He had no bothered to unpack his gear, so it was an easy matter of switching out a few things that he wouldna need, and putting in a few things he thought he might. Then he went and saddled up his second favorite stallion, seeing as his favorite was worn out from three months of campaigning, and turned for the road.
~*~*~*~
Sarvell reached the outskirts of Belthain roughly an hour and a half before dawn. He’d been slowed a bit due to the poor condition of the road. Probably just as well. He couldn’t do much in the wee hours of the morning anyway.
There remained a lot of preparation that he needed to do this new day, not the least of which was to prepare for a quick escape. If he managed to get her out of that castle as smoothly as he hoped, they’d still need a quick get away. Two fast horses and good travel food that wouldn’t need cooking should do the trick. Sarvell, as a merchant’s son, knew exactly how long it would take to do all of the shopping necessary to prepare for a trip. For travel like this, where he had no fixed destination, it would take more than the usual preparations. He had to balance fast and light travel with preparing for possible situations they might encounter further down the road.
The logistics of the problem set his temples to throbbing.
Not willing to try and talk his way past the city guard at this ridiculous hour of the morning—guards were known to be cantankerous in predawn hours on just general principle—he decided to stop and catch a few hours of sleep. From his mounted vantage point, he could see a small clearing off to the side of the road. He aimed for it, weaving his way in and out of the tall shrubs that passed for trees in this part of the country.
The clearing was apparently often used by travelers, as it had the remains of a fire pit and the scuffed marks left by bedrolls. Sarvell dismounted, loosened the girth of the saddle, and hobbled the stallion’s legs. Dan blew out a weary breath, no doubt glad that his insane rider had finally stopped for the night. Sarvell gave him a pat on the neck, wishing he had some grain on him. Well, the grass here looked edible enough and Dan had never been shy about eating things.
He made do with just his cloak and curled up on the ground, not particularly worried about being attacked. Dan, as a former warhorse, didn’t like most people and wasn’t shy about letting them know it. He’d keep watch while Sarvell stole a few hours of sleep.
The ground was pitted with small rocks, wayward twigs, and random dips so it wasn’t exactly comfortable. Despite the minor discomforts, Sarvell quickly fell to sleep. He’d worked a full day and had only gotten two or three hours of sleep before being dragged out of bed. He was more than tired, his body willing to take any chance of reprieve offered.
It seemed he’d barely closed his eyes before he heard Dan letting out a warning neigh. On sheer instinct he snatched the sword lying beside him and rolled up to his feet, eyes snapping open to find the source of the threat.
Not ten feet away another man sat calmly on horseback. His stallion pranced in place, wanting to answer the challenge Dan gave, but stayed back because of the silent command on his reins. It took Sarvell two blinks before his eyes could focus well enough to properly look at the rider. He was tall—tall enough to make Sarvell appear a bit short, which was difficult to do. His dark clothes were roughly made with leather and coarse linen and did nothing to hide the obvious strength in his shoulders and legs. There wasn’t enough light to see his face, only the impression of a beard and sharp eyes.
Sarvell felt his heart lift a bit at the sight in front of him. This man looked unmistakably Ramathan to him. He stepped forward and put a calming hand on Dan’s neck. “Easy, old Dan, easy.”
The stallion snorted and tossed his head, no doubt irritated that he couldn’t attack the strangers like he wanted to.
“You’re out at an odd time of the morning,” Sarvell stated. He was fairly sure this was the man he needed to meet, but it never hurt to be cautious.
“Eh, well, I had a late night visitor that would no leave a man be,” he responded in a voice deep enough to vibrate mountains. “So afore she skelped me, I took to the road. Are you Sarvell Sorpan?”
“I am,” Sarvell answered with a sigh of relief. “Elahandra did not tell me your full name. In fact, she didn’t give any idea of where to meet up with you.”
“Rialt Axheimer,” he responded. “Fortunately for us both, I had a notion or two of which route you would take.” With a tired grunt, he dropped out of the saddle. “Well, Sarvell Sorpan, be you biding here until the gates are properly open?”
“That is my plan, yes. Gate guards at this hour are notoriously difficult to get past.”
“Eh, there be truth. We have a lot of work to do, if we be to rescue the priestess tonight, and I think we be short on time. How about you start a fire, so I can make us a cup, and we can make some plans?”
Sarvell looked at the bag of tea that Rialt pulled out of his saddlebag and in the back of his mind, a heavenly choir broke out into song. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”
 



Chapter Two
This wasn’t Sarvell’s first visit to Belthain, so the swarm of guards on practically every city street wasn’t a surprise.
“The city be crawlin’ with the varlets,” Rialt observed in a distinctly disgruntled tone.
But apparently it was Rialt’s.
“The ministers’ policies upset more than just your clan,” Sarvell murmured to him. “It makes the politicians a little nervous if they’re not surrounded by guards.” His focus wasn’t really on his response, but on the city streets. From this rooftop vantage, he could clearly see the route of several patrols. In the nicer sections of town, the guards did not go around in pairs, but singly.
Rialt was not studying the streets. His eyes were focused on Belthain Castle, narrowed slightly against the setting sun’s rays. “That be a well-fortified castle.”
Sarvell nodded in grim agreement. “I wish we’d had more time to plan this. Going in with just the two of us and no backup plan sits ill with me.”
“Eh.” Rialt relaxed back onto his haunches, thoughtfully scratching at his beard. “It be going to be a mite difficult to sneak in.”
“It will be much easier to just walk in.” Sarvell grinned at his companion when Rialt gave him a dubious look. “No, I’m not talking crazy. Correct me if I’m wrong, but your clan is always on the outs with the ministers for one reason or another.”
Rialt nodded, a little sourly.
“So no one would think twice about it if a city guardsman had a chained Ramathan in tow, taking him to the dungeon, right?”
“We would no catch a second glance,” Rialt said slowly. “You will need a uniform.”
“I’ll need more than that. I’ve never been inside that castle before. I have no idea where the dungeons are. I need to know the names of the gate guards, their superior, and who’s on shift in the dungeon as well.” Sarvell leaned forward slightly, studying a guardsman as he walked by. He looked about the right size…
“For such an honest man, you be a bit too handy about the finer details of breaking into a place.”
Sarvell shot him a look of mock-innocence. “Hey, every boy gets into scrapes growing up.”
Rialt snorted. “Scrapes, be it?”
Sarvell decided, for the sake of his dignity, that it was safer not to defend himself. He pointed to the tall guard walking alone. “Him.”
“Off we be, then.” Rialt rose and started running along the rooftops, crouched low to avoid drawing attention to himself. Sarvell ran at his heels, keeping an eye on their quarry as they moved.
This late in the evening, most people were home, ignoring anything going on outside their walls. The few pedestrians still on the street were so focused on getting their business done so they could go home, they were oblivious to the two men running along overhead. Their boots against the ceramic tiles sounded very loud in Sarvell’s ears, but it apparently didn’t carry to the street as no one glanced up. 
They changed roofs several times, leaping and climbing as needed. Rialt went up and down with no apparent effort, which amazed Sarvell considering how big the man was. He moved as if he were half-cat. Sarvell scrambled just to keep up with him, getting a bit winded in the process, if he were honest with himself.
They shadowed the guard for several moments, waiting for him to turn the corner into a more deserted area. Sarvell started to think they were doomed to shadow the man all the way to the castle when he finally turned into a deserted street.
It was one of the older, more distinct neighborhoods, so the street lamps were lit. They would have to time this carefully, catching him when he passed through one of the shadier areas on the sidewalk. Both men went two houses ahead, moving cautiously in an effort to muffle their footsteps.
They found the perfect place to ambush the guardsman. The light was dimmer here, with a narrow alley between both houses that would give them a place to retreat. Sarvell sank into a low crouch and murmured to his companion, “Do you want to snag him, or should I?”
“I will do it.”
He hadn’t expected a different answer.
Taut moments slipped past in silence as they watched their quarry walk unknowingly toward them. He was indeed very close to Sarvell’s size, and even similar in coloring with his sandy blond hair and tanned skin. The Goddess was indeed smiling at them.
He passed through the circle of lamplight. Sarvell counted it down in his head, five more steps, four, three, two—
Rialt dropped from the roof’s ledge, the edges of his coat flapping up a bit as he sliced downward. His feet hadn’t even properly touched the ground when he clamped a hand around the startled guardsman’s mouth, wrapped a restraining arm around his chest, and hauled him into the alley. It had all been so smoothly done the guard didn’t look like he knew what had hit him.
Sarvell dropped quickly down after them, following Rialt as he dragged the man several feet into the alley. He was relieved at this sign of expert prowess. The Ramath Clan was known to be excellent fighters—some people claimed they never had toys as children, just daggers and shields—but rumors weren’t always accurate. He’d doubted that the goddess would send anyone on such a dangerous mission that didn’t have excellent fighting skills, either. Sarvell just didn’t like diving into high risk situations with people he barely knew.
The guardsman jerked in delayed reaction, eyes wide with sheer panic.
“Now, now,” Sarvell murmured to him soothingly, “no need to panic. We’re not here to kill you. We just need some information and your uniform.”
“I be no as nice,” Rialt rumbled in warning near the man’s ear. “You try to alert anyone, and I be breaking your fool neck.”
Judging from the nervous swallow, the man believed the Ramathan would do just that.
Rialt slowly took his hand away, allowing the guardsman to speak. The man kept wisely silent, eyes darting between both men.
“First,” Sarvell asked calmly, “your name.”
“Adair. Ihan Adair.”
Just a first rank man, eh? Sarvell hadn’t expected differently since the man was slotted for night patrols. “Who is your supervisor?”
“Nihan Stamons.” 
“Is he on duty tonight?”
“Yes.” 
Sarvell kept asking him questions as Rialt methodically stripped the man of his coat, pants, and shirt. By the time that Sarvell had put the full uniform on over his own clothes, he knew the names and basic descriptions of every man on duty tonight that he was likely to meet. He also knew the basic layout of the castle and where he could likely find the priestess.
The only problem with this whole plan was that the pants were a good inch too long. Well, hopefully it wouldn’t be noticed this late at night. Sarvell looked at Rialt, brow cocked in question. He couldn’t think of anything else they needed to know.
“Are there any usual troublemakers in this city that get hauled to the castle?”
“Just a few drunks from the downtown taverns,” the guard responded, uncomfortable now that he wore just his long drawers and undershirt in the chill night air. “They normally are gathered up and taken to the holding cells at Belthain about midnight.”
Midnight was only a few hours off.
Sarvell thought the implications through. It would be easier to bring in a “prisoner” along with a group instead of alone. He’d get more questions if they came in alone. Even just the usual drunks being hauled in would do. “If I wanted to get a small cart and horse to haul a prisoner in, where would I get one?”
It wasn’t just being in his underwear and at the mercy of a Ramathan that made the man uneasy. He could tell, from the questions being asked, that something serious was being planned. Haltingly, he described a stable near the castle that the guards used.
Rialt, apparently satisfied that they had enough information, cold-clocked the man in the jaw. He crumpled to the ground with only a short moan of pain, slumping to rest in a haphazard sprawl against the bricks.
“Why the cart?” Rialt inquired.
“If I had to haul in a Ramathan, by myself, I’d want him safely behind thick iron bars. I certainly wouldn’t try to march him in,” Sarvell explained with a slight shrug. “And these men are more cautious than I.”
“Hm. Good point.” Rialt drew the cloak’s hood up over his face, trying to hide his distinctive features a bit better. “Then let us go snag a cart.”
~*~*~*~ 
They waited in the shadows, crouched at the bottom of the main thoroughfare, staying out of sight until the town drunks made an appearance. Sarvell used the time to carefully study what he could see of the castle. Belthain rested on top of the largest hill in the area, with only one main road leading up to it. The structure itself had been built with a dark grey stone, giving it an even more formidable look. Around the castle on every other side were large boulders of every possible shape, forming a rocky barrier. Only the truly desperate would try to scale the hill from that direction.
All along the tops of the castle walls there were men walking in patrols, scanning for possible threats. There were two towers by the front gate, giving an even better vantage for a watch.
“Well guarded,” Rialt observed calmly. He sat cross-legged in his iron cage, iron cuffs on his wrists that were carefully set to where he could shake them off in a moment if he needed to.
“Very well guarded,” Sarvell agreed. The quiet of the night wrapped around them. With a wooden bench under him, reins in his hands, and the smell of leather and horse in his nose, Sarvell felt strangely comfortable. He’d been in this position many times in his life, and it was so familiar that despite the circumstances, he found himself at ease. He kept his eyes trained on the castle, tracking people as much out of habit as anything. It didn’t keep his mind from clicking away on a different matter. “Did Elahandra say anything to you about why the priestess was locked away?”
“No.”
That was not very enlightening. Sarvell darted a look at him. Rialt sat nearly hunched in on himself in order to fit inside the short, narrow confines of the cage. Far from making him look defeated, the position instead conveyed irritation. Actually, Rialt had acted like a man faced with an unpleasant duty since the moment they had met. Sarvell gathered the impression that the Ramathan had been dragged kicking and screaming into this, and was very unhappy about the whole situation.
There was nothing that Sarvell could do about the other man’s attitude. Rialt had still done everything necessary without complaint. It was clear he had a professional enough attitude to not let his personal opinion interfere with the mission at hand. As long as it stayed that way, Sarvell decided he wouldn’t say anything to the man.
“I hear our drunks.” Rialt inclined his head toward the main road.
It took a few moments—Rialt’s hearing was apparently better than his—before he heard it, too. The sound of drunken demands too slurred to make out, yells, cries and exasperated orders from the guards to shut up. Yes, that would be their drunks, right on time. 
Sarvell snapped the reins against the gelding’s back, urging the horse into motion, which he did with a tired huff. They moved placidly along the side street, coming up behind the cart holding the drunks and lingering a good ten paces back.
They clopped along, the drunks getting louder and more insulting the closer they got to the castle. Some of the insults were rather creative. Sarvell, despite his nerves, found himself smiling at some of the wittier expletives.
It took nearly a quarter of an hour to ride up to the main gate. There were two guards standing on either side of the portcullis, spears in hand, bored expression on their faces. They gave only a cursory glance to the drunks, a slightly more curious look at the Ramathan “prisoner” as they passed them, but made no challenge. Sarvell heaved a covert sigh of relief as they passed the outer walls.
Belthain Castle’s inner courtyard was very similar in design to his home clan’s castle, so it held no surprises. Fortunately. There was the usual guards’ barracks on one side, holding cells for prisoners on the other, as well as a single well, stable and smithy crowded in. A clear courtyard stood in the center with the main doors to the castle beyond that. They gathered quick glances from the guards, but most were focused on the drunks as they were unloaded. With their sodden heads and uncoordinated limbs, the drunks were tripping over everyone and everything, calling out blandishments as they did. It was quite the show. Sarvell couldn’t have asked for a better diversion.
He pulled the cart around to the far side of the holding cells, near the stables, and hopped lightly off the seat and to the ground. As he came around, an officer frowned and started for them. “You there! What’s this?”
“Nihan Manalo, sir, Third Division,” Sarvell lied glibly. “We caught this Ramathan out on the edge of the city, skulking about. He wouldn’t state his purpose and put up a bit of a fight when we tried to press him. Sahan Stanger said I was to put him in the dungeons for holding until we can figure it out.”
The officer gave Rialt a thorough look. He played his part beautifully, hunching around his stomach as if he were coddling injured ribs, glaring through sullen eyes. They’d taken the time to muss up his hair and clothes earlier, making it look like he’d been taken in a fight, so on first inspection the story looked plausible. “Shouldn’t we just put him in one of the holding cells?”
“Only if you want to take responsibility for it when he breaks out later, sir,” Sarvell stated neutrally. It was exactly the tone someone would use when their superior officer had just made a stupid suggestion.
A brief expression of panic crossed his face. “There’s room in the dungeons for him. Tell Nihan Bos that I authorized it.”
Sarvell put his fist against his chest in sharp salute. “Yes, sir.” 
Still a little uneasy, the officer turned on his heel and went back to dealing with the drunks. Sarvell waited until he was gone to undo the “locked” cage door and pull Rialt out of it. They kept up the act of being “guard” and “prisoner” as they made their way across the courtyard and to the side entrance that would lead down into the dungeons.
At this time of night, the narrow stairs leading down were deserted. Two men abreast could make their way down, barely, which made the area a little claustrophobic. With each step down, the air grew colder, with that distinct smell of dampness and mold that all dungeons had.
“You play the part of guard quite well,” Rialt muttered to him, voice pitched to where it was barely louder than their footsteps. “Did you learn how during one of your ‘scrapes?’”
“It’s a long story,” Sarvell responded quietly. “I’ll tell you all about it some other time.”
They reached the bottom. 
The stairs branched out into an open area that doubled as a processing station for prisoners and a break room for the guards. Only one guard was there at this point, sitting behind a desk mounded over with paper, reports, and several empty mugs. The guard looked as if he were one step away from falling asleep right there in his chair. He became more alert at their entrance, and sat up completely when he spied Rialt.
“Nihan Bos?” Sarvell asked, as if he already half-knew the answer. “I’m Nihan Manalo, Third Division. The watch officer has authorized that this Ramathan be placed down here for holding.”
Bos shifted a stack of papers, pulled out a new sheet, and scribbled the names and time down on it. “Understood, Nihan. Place him in Cell 16.”
“Yes, sir.” Sarvell put a hand on Rialt’s shoulder and pushed him forward.
Rialt made a show of turning to glare at him while reluctantly moving.
They went through the first set of iron doors, passing out of sight of Bos. From the quick sketch that the ambushed guard had given him, he knew that the dungeons split off into two different directions at the end of this short hallway, both angles perfectly visible to each other. What they didn’t know was how many guards were down there.
Sarvell paused at the cross section, looking both ways. No one to the left. Two guards were to the right, sitting on the floor outside of a cell door, playing some game of chance. “Bet she’s in there,” he murmured to Rialt as they turned and started walking that direction. 
“Odds be good,” he agreed. 
“Those manacles still loose?”
“I have no let them close,” Rialt assured him. 
One of the sitting guards looked up. On seeing a Ramathan heading his direction, he heaved himself to his feet. “Hey, you can’t bring him down here.”
“I was told to put him in Cell 16,” Sarvell answered, still walking forward.
“Cell 16 is the other way,” the man responded in exasperation. “He can’t be down here, we have a political prisoner on this end.”
“Oh, sorry,” Sarvell apologized with a contrite smile. “I’ve never been down here before.” The words had carried them to within a few feet of the guards. Sarvell tried to think of something else to say to get them a little closer when Rialt abruptly shed the manacles and darted forward. Before the guards could do more than blink, he’d clopped one hard on the back of the head, knocking him forward and buried his fist in the other’s chest, knocking the breath out of him.
Sarvell himself was a bit taken aback at the man’s speed. I think I see why the goddess chose him. Shaking the thought aside, he bent and rummaged through the guard’s pockets until he found the key. Slipping it into the lock, he turned it and shoved the door inside. “Priestess?”
The hallway lamps shed enough light that he could see her. She stood near the center of the room, hands clenched in her skirts. He felt a new wave of anger wash through him. Bad enough they had locked away the High Priestess of Elahandra, but this girl looked barely out of her teens. She was small, scarcely hitting his chest in height, dressed in the sensible white gown of her Order that only emphasized her diminutive size. Judging from the snarled state of her dark braided hair and the smudges against her pale skin, she had been down here for several days already. How could anyone lock away someone so incredibly young and frail? 
Her head tilted slightly and she took a cautious step forward. “I don’t know you.”
“No, I’m—” his words died as he realized that she was not looking directly at him. Her eyes were instead fixed on a point a foot over his shoulder. She could not see him. He swallowed and forced himself to remain coherent. “I’m Sarvell Sorpan. Elahandra sent me to rescue you.”
Her worried frown disappeared instantly, relief streaking over her face. “Thank the goddess! I am Jewel Jomadd.”
“What be the gravel, Sarvell?” Rialt demanded impatiently, pulling the door further open. 
Sarvell turned to him, mind whirling at this unexpected kink to their plans. “Rialt, she’s—” blind.
Rialt hardly needed him to say anything. He stared inside the cell, at the girl standing there so patiently, the girl who did not turn her head to look at him. “You be blind.”
“Yes,” she answered as if this remark wasn’t a tad rude. “Did she not tell you?”
“No,” Rialt growled darkly, “and herself should have. Sarvell, the escape plan we made will no work.”
Sarvell nodded in unhappy agreement. “No, it won’t. We need to come up with another, quickly.”
“Only one option, as I can see it.”
Sarvell knew what he was suggesting. “A diversion? While the other gets her out?”
“While you get her out,” Rialt corrected. “I can keep them hopping for a long time.”
Sarvell had seen for himself how nimble and quick the man was. He certainly could keep a castle full of guards scrambling for a while. “Alright. Do you know Sondack? It’s a town about an hour from here.”
“Eh, I know it.”
“Meet us near the old mill to the north of town.” 
Rialt nodded in confirmation. “Do you know a way out?”
“I think so. This castle is built like the one in Hawleywood.” A rapid plan formed in his head, his mind turning it over at every angle, listing what was needed. “Those coils of rope you have, I’ll need one.”
Rialt doffed his cloak and opened his coat, undoing one of the coils of rope he had wrapped around him.
While he did that, Sarvell caught one of the priestess’s hands. “Priestess, we’re going up after Rialt draws the guards away. Can you keep up with me if we have to run?”
“As long as we’re within the castle, yes,” she responded gripping his hand with both of hers. “I have this place memorized.”
Her skin was like ice. Sarvell shook off the concern. Later. He could worry about that later. “Good.” Turning, he accepted the long coil of rope from Rialt. “Do you know of a way out?” he asked the Ramath in worry.
“I have a notion or two,” Rialt assured him with a feral grin. “Do no worry about me, you have the tougher job. I will see you later, mayhap early tomorrow.” With a casual salute, he turned and sped down the hallway.
Sarvell couldn’t see how taking on the entire castle guard and leading them on a merry chase could possibly be easier. “Good luck,” he called after the man.
“Will he truly be alright alone?” the priestess asked in concern.
I certainly hope so. “I’m sure he will be. He’s very quick.” Sarvell retrieved his hand from her grip long enough to doff the uniform he wore. He had no desire to wear two layers of clothing if he didn’t need to. He nearly left them there, but on a spur of the moment decision, slung the jacket around her. “Wear this. That white dress of yours will be too noticeable at night. The dark jacket will help you blend in better.” It would also keep her warmer.
Her brows quirked in dry amusement. “If you say so.”
Right, colors meant nothing to her…he’d have to be careful of that in the future. He helped roll the cuffs up so that her hands were free. The coat made her look like a five-year-old playing dress up with her father’s uniform. It hung on her dreadfully, but he didn’t care about fashion right now. “We need to go.”
Taking her hand, he led her around the unconscious guards still on the floor and started jogging toward the door.
“Wait, wait, you’re pulling me off balance.” She pulled her hand free, felt up his arm, and then grabbed him around the elbow. “There, now go.”
He couldn’t see how this was better than holding onto her hand, but he had no time to ask for an explanation. Trusting her judgment call he started forward again. This time she kept up with him admirably.
When they reached the entrance to the dungeons, it was vacant. Sarvell slowed to a quick walk as they approached the stairs up. “Stairs are here.”
“Yes, I remember,” she responded simply. Without slowing her pace, she kept going, navigating the stairs with relative ease.
Sarvell’s admiration of her grew. If he was robbed of sight, he certainly wouldn’t be moving around as she did. The amount of courage she needed to just walk about was unfathomable to him.
He kept his sword out in front of him as they went up the stairs. Rialt should have everyone thoroughly distracted upstairs, but you never knew. Fortunately, they reached the top without encountering anyone. When they regained the main courtyard, they were met with a scene of complete chaos.
Rialt had done his job well. Every guard was up in arms and running in different directions, trying to block him. Several officers were rousting even more men out of bed, yelling out orders. The main doors were already closed and barred, blocking the only easy route out. In the split second that Sarvell paused in the stair’s doorway, he saw Rialt running at full speed along the battlement walls, knocking soldiers aside as he went, a feral smile of delight on his face.
Going anywhere near the main courtyard would get them nowhere. Sarvell instead turned to the right, heading deeper into the main part of the castle. Few people were stationed inside the castle at this hour of the night, so the doorways were relatively clear. Sarvell went to the first unguarded door that he saw, a small, plain one made of simple wood.
“Not that door!” the priestess warned him sharply, instinctively pulling him back by the grip she had on his elbow. “That door leads straight to the kitchens, there’s no way out from there.”
He regarded her with stunned amazement for a moment. How had she known…? I have this place memorized, she’d said. He obviously could take that statement at face value. “We need to get to a window, any window that will let us out the outer wall. Where should we go?”
Her forehead furrowed a bit with intense concentration before she nodded sharply to a spot further ahead. “There. We need to go through the main hall and into one of the interior offices.”
Sarvell couldn’t believe he was about to say this to a blind woman. “Lead the way.”
A smile flicked over her face. “I bet that left a funny taste in your mouth.” With a small shake of her head, she shifted her grip to his wrist so that she could pull him along with her.
He half-trotted behind her, keeping an eye on their surroundings as they moved. Everyone was still so preoccupied with Rialt that they took no notice of two people moving about in the shadows. They reached a larger, fancier door with brass workings without anyone raising an alarm. His guide pulled it open without hesitation and led him through. Sarvell kicked it closed behind them.
There was very little light in the main room. Sarvell gathered the impression of an immense, open space just from the feel of the air and the way their footsteps echoed. The only light came from the narrow windows above their heads and with the way the windows were designed, little moonlight could get through. It was barely more than lighter patches against pitch darkness. His sword being absolutely useless in this empty space, he let it slide back into the scabbard at his waist with a soft hiss of metal on metal.
Now he truly was dependent on her to guide him. He couldn’t see a thing. Only the firm grip that she had on his wrist told him where she was and which direction she headed. Stumbling along in her wake, he also realized just why she had wanted to grip his elbow instead of holding hands with him earlier. “Being pulled along like this is unbalancing, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is,” she responded, her footsteps slowing. “Here, let’s change up. If you hold my elbow like I did with you earlier, you’re able to sense what direction I’m heading much better.”
She took his hand and guided it around until he could feel the pointed edge of her elbow. Cautiously, because she felt very frail to him, he wrapped his hand around her arm, just above the elbow. His fingers overlapped without any difficulty.
“Good,” she said simply and then started walking rapidly forward again.
He followed along, half-smiling when he realized she was right—this was much better than being dragged about by the hand. He could sense her movements, each change in direction as she made it, and he found he could follow with relative ease. I must remember to never grab her hand again, but to escort her like this.
Her quick pace slowed before she stopped. There was a quiet snick of a door latch being pressed, and then the soft sound of air being displaced as a door opened. She went through without pause, Sarvell once again hesitating long enough to kick the door closed behind them. 
“Now where…?” he asked, almost redundantly as his eyes caught the faint source of light in that moment. “Ah, I see it. That’s a nice sized window.”
“It will be large enough for us to escape through?” she asked. It was still too dark to see more than a faint body outline but her worry was clear in her voice. 
“Judging from the amount of light seeping through, I think so. Where’re the stairs?”
“This way.” 
 He followed her trustingly as she traversed in what felt like random circles. No doubt she was navigating their way around furniture, which was why he didn’t ask questions, even though he felt completely disoriented as they moved across the room. With the thick carpets under their feet, he could not hear her footsteps, which was probably why he stubbed his foot directly against something hard and unyielding. “Ow!” he gritted out.
“Oh. Sorry. Um, stairs?”
Part of him was upset because of his smarting toes, but her voice was so contrite that he had to bite back a groan of laughter. “We need to work on your guiding abilities, Priestess.”
“Sorry,” she apologized again on a sigh. “Here, I’ll go slowly.”
Sarvell tested each stair cautiously as he went up, one hand firmly gripping the railing that he’d found. He tried to hurry as Rialt could only buy them so much time, but he was cautious about going too quickly. If he went down, he probably wouldn’t be hurt much, but he was very afraid that he would take the priestess down with him if he lost his footing. He in no way, shape or form wanted to explain to an angry goddess how he managed to get her favorite priestess killed out of sheer impatience.
“I have a whole new respect for you, Priestess, for running up the stairs earlier,” he remarked to her as he gained his sixth step.
“Why?” she asked him, tone vibrating with amusement. “Stairs are easy. They’re very uniform, so I know exactly how far apart they are, and no one ever puts things on them so I don’t have to worry about tripping over something.”
“Then why am I having such a hard time with them?”
“You’re too afraid to trust your instincts.” 
She had a point. Several of them, in fact. 
Fortunately for his nerves they reached the top a few moments later. Here on the second level of the office he had enough light to see by. An elaborate and large desk parked right in front of the window could easily support their weight. Better, it had thick, open legs that he could tie a knot around without anything hampering the line.
Sarvell unslung the line of rope from around his shoulder and quickly set to work. He knelt in front of the desk and wound the rope around it in a sturdy, retrievable knot. It was a bit risky using a retrievable knot in any circumstance while climbing (after all, if only a few shakes would free it, what happened if he jerked it too much while rappelling down?) but in this circumstance, he had no choice. They couldn’t leave clear evidence of how they escaped and he might need the rope later while navigating that rock face below. Sarvell cast a quick prayer that the knot would not come loose until he needed it to. 
Standing, he reached for the priestess and guided her to his back. “Climb onto my back and hold as tightly as you can. We’re climbing down.”
She put both arms tight around his shoulders, gripping so that she wouldn’t choke him, and then wrapped both legs around his waist. “Like this?”
With her in this position, she wouldn’t hamper any of his leg or arm movements. “Perfect. Can you hold on?”
“Of course.”
She’d have to, as he wouldn’t have the spare strength to hold her and climb. Taking the next section of rope, he wrapped it quickly around their waists, between the legs, and around again, forming a moving harness. With a deep breath, for courage or in preparation, he wasn’t sure which, he climbed onto the windowsill.
 



Chapter Three
Rialt was having an absolutely fabulous time.
Granted, it was no as much fun as dodging Daath patrols, seeing as how you were killed if caught, and this did no have the same hard edge of excitement. Still, he would take this as a good substitute. He had been rather crabbity when Elahandra had come and shaken him awake to harry off to the rescue. The Ramath had a long and unhappy history with the capitol and their policies, which made Rialt very reluctant to offer a hand to anyone here. Seeing as how Elahandra had given him a beautiful opportunity to tweak their noses like this, however, he felt his irritation with herself ease. A night giving these people the runaround was enough compensation for him to rescue a pathetic girl.
The entire castle guard screamed for his blood, working in groups to try to block or cage him. He could see them becoming more desperate with each failed attempt, their ideas becoming wilder and less workable.
His body felt good and warm after all of this exercise. The guards following after him were wheezing for breath, soaked in sweat, and worn down to a desperate scrabbling pace. They had only followed him from the ground, up one set of stairs to the battlement, all around the perimeter edge, down to the secondary level’s battlements, around again, and to the main courtyard. That amount was barely good for a warm-up, by Ramathan standards. What were their pathetic officers doing, to let their men get this out of shape?
Rialt was far enough ahead of the crowd that he took a moment to open all of the cell doors, just for the sheer evil pleasure of it. The men imprisoned there were no his allies, but they were certainly no friends of the guards, and they cheered him on as he broke open the locks. Just to add more mayhem to the madness, they tumbled out of the cells and started running around.
The already panicked guards were nearly beside themselves as they were forced to divert a good portion of their men to dealing with the escaped prisoners.
Rialt laughed boisterously as he went up the stairs again. He would take another lap around, just to keep them busy, maybe throw in an obvious attempt to get out of the castle in a few minutes just to keep them on their toes.
What a fine night this was turning out to be!
~*~*~*~
They weren’t very far down the rock face at the back of the castle when Jewel realized that leading a castle full of guards on a merry chase might very well be the easier task. 
She did not need to see the sheer drop that they were navigating to understand just how difficult and dangerous it was. The slight wind that she felt on her skin as they rappelled out of the window was harsher down here among the rocks, and it whined as it skimmed its way in and out of crags. This was no gentle slope, but a harsh incline with sharp angles to it. A scent not unlike metal, with a chalky aftertaste to it, invaded her mouth and nose and told her that they were completely surrounded by rocks. There was no smell of earth or vegetation to soften it. Each movement on Sarvell’s part, as his hands and feet brushed against rock, made a soft scraping sound that echoed oddly. She knew without being told that if he slipped there would be nothing but sharp boulders to halt their descent. 
More than these reports her senses were making, she could feel the strain in Sarvell’s body. Each time he moved his arms his shoulders would press into hers, and she could feel the slight tremor in his muscles as he struggled to maneuver with her added weight on his back. His breath came in harsh, short intervals as well, and the skin in front of her face nearly steamed with heat. He was a strong man, she could feel that clearly, but even the strongest of men could only demand so much from their bodies before they would start to feel the strain.
They could not stop and rest, not even for a moment. They couldn’t afford to stay in the castle’s shadow as they were. Even though Jewel knew that, she wished she could somehow help this man who was trying so hard for her sake.
Not knowing what else to do, she released her gripped hands so that she could raise one sleeve to his temples and wipe off the sweat beading there.
“Thank you,” he gasped, grunting slightly as he shifted and lowered them to another level. “The sweat is stinging my eyes.”
This was something she could do to help, then. She waited a few moments before lifting her hand again, wiping at his temples.
“I’m glad you’re small,” he said in short pants. “This would be impossible…otherwise.”
“Are we nearing the bottom?” she asked hopefully.
“No,” he denied wryly. “About a third of the way.”
Only a third? Considering how tired he already was, Jewel couldn’t imagine how he would make it to the bottom. Even if he did, he would surely collapse, which they couldn’t afford to do. The bottom of this thrice-cursed cliff didn’t equate freedom. Once they were on level ground again, they would have to quickly flee the area. He had to have the energy necessary to keep traveling for the rest of the night.
At this rate, he’d never make it.
In the course of her eighteen years, whenever Jewel came to a point where she needed help or advice, Elahandra was the one she prayed to. Under circumstances this dire, Jewel didn’t hesitate to bow her head and offer a silent prayer to her goddess. Elahandra, this amazing man you sent to me is doing everything he can, but I worry for him. I’m afraid he’s nearing exhaustion. Can you help him?
The soft, gentle voice that answered her sounded as if it were within her own mind. “I’ve been waiting for someone to ask.”
Jewel sensed the power that washed over them both, there and gone again in the blink of an eye. Sarvell froze on the spot. “Priestess, what did you just do?”
“I prayed,” she answered, feeling like a heavy stone had been lifted from her, “and Elahandra blessed you with the strength you’ll need to last the night.”
She could not see it, but the smile was clear in his voice. “Thank you. And thank the goddess for her generosity. Now I’m confident I can get you down.”
Her frantic grip on his shoulders eased as he started down again, maneuvering with more speed and dexterity. She laid her head on his back, listening to his steady heartbeat and breathing.
“You’re not cold, are you? That coat is helping to protect you from the wind?”
She smiled against his back. “I’m fine.”
~*~*~*~
The rest of the night passed in something of a blur for Jewel. When they’d reached the bottom of the rocks—for which both of them said a prayer of thanks as well as the fervent wish they’d never do something similar again—Sarvell had led her straight to a hiding spot on the outskirts of town. It had three horses, already saddled and loaded with supplies. Jewel had only the impression that it was some sort of shed or small barn, judging from the musty smells and air of disuse, but she had no time to gather firmer impressions. Sarvell tossed her onto the back of a horse, climbed up behind her, and quickly put them on the road.
She asked her companion no questions as they rode. It was clear to her that he was trying to think and do about three things at once. In no way did she want to distract him at this juncture. 
They rode in silence for some time at a steady lope. Time passed without any real meaning until the sun started to rise, giving off pale warmth that danced along her skin. Jewel turned her face toward the sun, smiling as the rays became stronger. After four days of complete isolation, she enjoyed the sensations of the outside world.
“Priestess, we need to get off of this road before anyone sees us,” Sarvell said without warning. “We’re too conspicuous. People are going to remember us.”
A blind girl in an Order dress, wearing a guard’s jacket, with a man that was obviously not of Thornock? Yes, that would certainly be memorable. “What do you suggest?”
“I think we need to get off this main road and to one of the back trails. The way is going to be rougher, and I won’t be able to hold you in front like this. If you ride behind me, can you hang on tight for an hour or so? I might need to guide us quickly off the path without warning, and I don’t want you falling off.”
Her arms were already aching from hanging on as he climbed down from the castle. Did she have the strength to do so? “I can.”
“Good. Let’s change roads, and then we’ll stop long enough to put you behind me.”
The horse’s gait shifted as it turned, and the sharp sound of hooves hitting stone changed to a duller thud of hooves against dirt. They rode like this, at a slower pace, for several moments before the sound changed again from loose dirt to packed and hardened soil. 
They slowed to a stop. “Here is good. Priestess, if you’ll hang onto my arm like this—yes, just so—and now swing your leg up high and around.”
A little nervous about doing this (Jewel had rarely been on horseback in her life) she took a deep breath, gripped Sarvell’s arm as tightly as she could, and threw herself in the direction he wanted. She felt her clothes twist as she slid roughly against him, and the smooth feel of the horse’s hide against her bared legs. Sarvell’s hold abruptly checked her from moving, catching her from going too far over and sliding off the other side. She came to a somewhat abrupt halt with her legs on either side of the horse’s rump. A minor sense of victory washed through her. “Phew, that worked.”
Sarvell let out a soft chuckle that she could feel vibrate into her from where they touched. “Don’t worry, I would have hit the ground before you did. Elahandra will have my head if you’re hurt on my watch.”
“She probably would,” Jewel agreed ruefully. Releasing her death grip on his arm, she took a moment to straighten out her clothes as much as she could. The dress she wore was not wide enough to really ride astride like this, and judging from the cool air on her skin, her ankles were bared. Oh well. It wasn’t like anyone would see, anyway.
Sliding both arms around his waist, she locked her fingers together in front of his belt buckle. “Alright, I’m ready.”
“Good.” With a gentle tap of his heels, Sarvell urged the horse back into motion.
Jewel had a thousand questions she wanted to ask him, including how he’d been called to come to her rescue, but bit them back. The horse moved at a fast enough clip that they could not talk comfortably over the sound of hoof beats. Besides, Sarvell no doubt was intently scanning their surroundings, watching for any traffic that they would have to hide from.
They dove off the road only three times, and twice Sarvell was able to issue a word of warning before they moved. She tightened her grip and didn’t disgrace herself by falling off.
Aside from hanging onto Sarvell and gripping the horse’s sides tightly enough so that she wouldn’t bounce around, Jewel had nothing to do. Her ears automatically caught every hint of noise it could and catalogued it: faint calls of songbirds, the lower tones of cows’ bells as they jangled, the leaves rustling against each other from the slight breeze. Several times she heard men and women speaking, sometimes raised to carry over a distance. None of it told her what direction they were heading, or where they were now. That wasn’t much of a surprise, really, considering that she’d spent most of her life in Belthain. 
It wasn’t until she heard the faint gurgle and soft rush of running water that she gained any bearing. “Are we nearing the mill?” she asked, pitching her voice to carry over the hoof beats.
“Yes,” he answered, sounding a bit startled, “how did you know?”
“I can hear water,” she responded simply. 
“Ah. We should reach it in a few minutes.” 
It seemed he’d barely spoken the words before they left the hard dirt road for soft grass. The sound of water became clearer and louder as they drew closer to the river.  She could not feel the sun here, but the sound of rustling leaves encircled them. They must be surrounded by trees, then. 
“It’s still deserted,” Sarvell noted with a tinge of relief. “We should be able to wait here without worry until Rialt arrives. Now, if you hang onto my arm again, can I lower you to the ground?”
“Easily,” she assured him, a bit amused and humbled in turns at the care he showed her. 
“Alright, grab on then.” 
Sliding from the back of a horse was much easier than shifting around on top of it, and Jewel was rather relieved when her feet were back on firm ground. She stepped back two paces to give him room to dismount, which he did with a soft grunt. 
“Well, how about breakfast while we wait?”
“Sounds heavenly,” she admitted. “Do we have provisions?”
“Rialt and I made sure to buy some before we went for you. I’ve got fresh biscuits and some sunte fruit…and I would offer tea, but it’s in Rialt’s bags.” This last part sounded almost apologetic.
“Water will do fine,” she responded in amusement. “Especially with the river so close.”
Sarvell insisted on starting a small fire and parking her next to it before he did anything. In this cold winter morning, the heat flaring from it was very welcome. She tried to help with fetching the water, only to be gently returned to her seat. He worried about her walking around in a foreign area. Really, the worst that could happen would be for her to trip over something. She could hardly get lost, not with him being so close and making noises that she could follow. Still, after the night she’d had, sitting down was a priority. Jewel decided not to push the issue. 
Instead, she sat next to the small crackling fire and sliced the sunte fruit, chucking the slippery seeds over her shoulder as she worked. Sarvell came back bearing the two cups with water, one of which he handed directly to her. She did steal a rag from him and washed her face, hands, arms and legs as much as she could of the dungeon’s grime.
Over their simple breakfast, Jewel finally unleashed her curiosity and got answers to her questions, starting with how Sarvell was sent to her aide. He turned out to be a bit of a storyteller as he painted the picture of an angry goddess rousting him out of a comfortable bed. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or apologize at her goddess’s impatient methods. 
Before she could delve further into her questions, the unmistakable sound of hoof beats from a single rider drifted toward her ears. She paused, head cocked slightly, trying to hear better. “A rider is coming our direction.”
“You can hear that?” Sarvell twisted where he sat, his clothes making a slight scraping sound against the ground. “I can’t even see anything.”
She smiled slightly when the sound changed from the sharp impact against packed dirt to the softer grass. “You should soon. He just left the road. He’s heading straight for us, so I think it’s Rialt.”
“Let’s hope so.” His metal cup clinked a bit as he sat it down on the ground, and there was the sharp ring of metal on metal as his sword left its sheath. 
They waited in taut silence for several moments as the sound of hoof beats grew louder and more distinct. She knew it was Rialt when Sarvell blew out a relieved breath and the sword sang as it slid home again. 
“So, you fared alright, I see.” The tone was amused, but Sarvell clearly felt pleased to see him. 
“Oh, I had a fine time,” Rialt assured him with a suspiciously evil chuckle. “Watching them hop and scurry about most of the night was a sight. I have no had such fun in years. You two look fit as well. How was the climb down?”
“Long. Arduous. If the gods have any pity, we’ll never be put into such a situation again.”
“Perhaps an offering to Corbeird is in order,” Jewel suggested. “To avoid further misfortunes.”
“Eh, it be no a bad thought,” Rialt agreed. Leather creaked as he dismounted, and the heavy way he landed on the ground suggested that he was more fatigued than he let on. 
“Come have breakfast,” Sarvell invited. 
~*~*~*~
The small size of the fire was a necessity to avoid drawing attention to themselves, but it also produced very little heat. Rialt watched as the little priestess drew closer, nearly putting her hands into the flames, little shivers dancing along her skin. The wind had a nip to it, true, but it was no unseasonably cold. Apparently she was used to being coddled indoors. Unlike him. 
Sarvell caught one of her hands and pushed a hot cup of tea into it, which she accepted with a thankful nod and smile. He watched her with open concern, but Rialt did no think it was because of the slight chill. He probably thought the same thing Rialt did—that it was nearly impossible to be on the run with someone blind. 
“Priestess,” Sarvell asked in a low, gentle tone, “can you tell me why you were locked in the dungeon?”
She lowered the cup after talking a healthy swallow, head turned slightly in his direction. “Elahandra did not tell you?”
“She told us very little,” Sarvell admitted with a dry smile that she could not see. “In fact, the only thing she told me was that you were in trouble, where to find you, and that Rialt would be joining me.”
“Ah.” She lowered her cup even further, hands clenching around it. “Several of the ministers came to me and tried to persuade me to alter the barrier to exclude the Ramath Clan. I don’t know why—I naively thought that if I ignored politics, it would ignore me in turn—but I gathered that the Ramath Clan leaders had refused to do something. They wanted me to open the barrier, exposing them to the Daath, to force them to change their minds.” 
Sarvell shot Rialt a look that he barely noticed. This was no the first time that such a threat had been leveled against his clan because of some high-handed minister’s own agenda. The surprise was no in the threat, but that she had stood against it. This small, nearly defenseless girl had withstood captivity and death threats rather than leave his clan vulnerable to attack. She had no flinched from protecting people that she had never met, which meant she likely never would. 
She could no see him. She had no idea that she spoke in front of one of the Ramath Clansmen that she had helped to protect. No one here knew that he had nearly told a goddess off rather than come to her rescue. Still, even then, the hot flush of shame heated his face. 
He stood from his crouch, moving closer to the fire, swinging off the heavy cloak he wore as he did so. Gently, he placed it around her shoulders, gathering the front to close in around her. She initially startled at the first touch of the cloth against her skin, but when she realized what it was, she reached up to catch his hand, holding him there. 
“Won’t you be cold?” she asked in concern.
“I be used to cold much harsher than this,” he assured her. “My coat be enough in this weather.” This time, he sat down next to her. He took in a deep breath to steady his nerves before trying to speak again. “Priestess, I be Ramathan.”
Her mouth dropped open a little. “Oh! Do you know, then, what Corgen wanted?”
“No,” he answered, fervently wishing that he did. “Himself did no say anything about this to us.”
“Himself?” she repeated in confusion.
Rialt paused a moment, struggling to form an explanation for something that every Ramathan child by the age of three understood. “Our Ahbiren—you would say clan leader—be like a father to all of us. We do no call him by title, just refer to him.”
“Ah, I see.” She raised the cup to her lips, taking another healthy swallow. “I…I have a request for both of you.”
Whatever this girl wanted, Rialt would gladly give it to her. “Ask, Priestess.”
“First, call me by my name?” she requested with a hopeful smile. 
“We will, Jewel, if you so wish,” Sarvell responded. He’d been very quiet during this exchange, studying the two of them intently, and he was obviously relieved at Rialt’s evident change of attitude. 
“Good. But I want to…um…see you.” She wriggled her hand a little in partial explanation. 
Rialt blinked at her in confusion, not quite sure he understood what she asked, when Sarvell lit up with understanding. “Of course, Jewel,” he assured her, shifting about so that he sat on his knees directly in front of her. “Go right ahead.”
“Thank you,” she responded with a puff of relief. “I’ve been so curious, but for most people, it’s very uncomfortable when I do this.” She set the cup carefully beside her, then reached out with both hands until they grazed Sarvell’s chest. Rialt watched silently as she slid her hands across, up and down, her brows furrowed in concentration. 
“You’re very muscular,” she commented, mouth quirked up slightly. “But your shirt and coat are made from very fine material. You’re not a guardsman, are you?”
Sarvell’s eyes twinkled in amusement by this observation and question. “No, I’m the third son of a merchant family. My head is better with fighting and logistics than numbers, so they put me in charge of the caravan guards.”
“Ah, that explains it.” Pleased by his answer, she let her hands drift down to his, where she carefully felt along his wrist and fingers. “You are a very neat, meticulous man.” 
Rialt blinked again. It was obvious for him to see this, but how in the four winds could she tell?
“Your nails are perfectly trimmed, and your hands have thick calluses, but aren’t rough,” she explained as if she could see their bemusement. “Very few men are as careful with their appearance as you are.” Her hands went back up, this time examining his face with light fingertips. “Hmm,” her mouth curled up in a wider smile, “you’re handsome.”
“Now you’re pulling my leg,” Sarvell drawled. 
“I’m blind, not oblivious,” she retorted on a laugh. “Your features are very symmetrical, and you have those high cheekbones women love. You’re younger than I thought, too. Twenty-five?”
Sarvell raised both eyebrows at her in surprise. “Twenty-eight, actually.”
 She withdrew her hands and sat back again. “I bet that you’re used to charming people into doing what you want.”
“On occasion,” Sarvell admitted, openly amused by her frankness. 
She nodded knowingly. 
Rialt did no know if he would be as blasé about this as Sarvell seemed to be, but it was clear that she now felt very comfortable with the other man because he had let her closer. Rialt wanted her to be just as at ease with him. No, more than that, she would need to be in order for him to protect her. So without making her ask, he reached out and gently caught her hand, pulling her slowly around until she faced him. 
She gave him a thankful nod, hands reaching out until she found his chest. She did the same, slow examination that she had done with Sarvell. Her brows slowly climbed as she went over his chest, shoulders, and upper arms. “Goodness, but you are heavily muscled! What sort of weapon do you use?”
“Battle axe.” 
She nodded, unsurprised by the answer. When she reached his hands, she slowly felt along his fingers. Rialt felt a little embarrassed by this tactile scrutiny. “I be no as pretty as our friend,” he said as a sort of objection. 
“You work a great deal with your hands,” she answered, pausing long enough to give him an encouraging squeeze to his palms. “I’d say you were the kind of man that prefers to simply dive in and get the job done.” 
“Eh. Well…eh.”
With a soft chuckle, she lifted her hands to his face. “My, that’s a thick beard!” 
“Beards are good in the winter. Keeps half of your face from freezing.” 
“It’s neatly trimmed,” she approved. Her fingertips were soft and gentle along his skin, carefully tracing every dip and angle. Rialt felt somehow self-conscious by the way that Sarvell watched them, and kept his eyes on her in an attempt to ignore the double scrutiny. “Ah, you have those high cheekbones, too. It looks like I have two handsome men keeping me company.” 
Rialt rolled his eyes at this. He had never been called handsome. Brutish, now, that was a different matter. 
“Hmmm. You’re the same age as Sarvell?”
“Twenty-five,” he corrected. “Near enough.”
“Is the long hair typical of your countrymen?” she asked, hand stroking the short ponytail hanging from the nape of his neck. 
“Well, it be no uncommon. The hair keeps the back of our neck warmer, too.”
“Ah.” She sat back, regaining her seat and picking her cup back up with unerring accuracy. “Thank you for indulging me.” 
“Not at all,” Sarvell assured her. 
Rialt, relieved, went back to business. “Now, afore we move, I say we plan a bit ahead.”
“That’s a fine idea,” Jewel agreed readily. “I think we should go to Ramath first.”
“Ramath?” Rialt sputtered, completely taken by surprise. 
“First?” Sarvell questioned in bewilderment. 
She stilled at their reactions. “Did Elahandra not tell you that either? The four crystals in each clan are not in the proper place.”
“Lass, they have no been for nigh on two centuries,” Rialt pointed out in exasperation. 
“Which is a problem,” she informed him, mouth tightening in an unhappy line. “Rialt, I don’t think you understand. Each crystal was put into the position it was so that it could easily connect with the other crystals. This was done on purpose. All five crystals have to be linked to each other in order to be charged. When those crystals were moved, not only was the burden of the barrier put onto just one crystal, but the means of re-powering it was taken away.”
Rialt’s blood started to run cold as her words penetrated. “Then, your crystal?”
“It cannot sustain the barrier much longer.” Her white, unseeing eyes turned to the direction of the crystal with pinpoint precision. “Perhaps a year, but no more. Elahandra told me before you came for me that as soon as I was free, my first and most urgent task is to find and replace the other crystals.”
Sarvell looked as if someone had just driven an anvil into his temples. “Find four giant crystals that no one has seen in two hundred years while dodging patrols searching for us…”
Rialt felt the same headache coming on. “By the wee lass, that be quite a task that we have been handed.”
“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” she assured them quickly. “I can sense all of the crystals, once I’m close enough and the closer I am, the clearer it is.”
“Eh, that be something,” Rialt admitted with a heavy sigh. 
“Still leaves us with all of those patrols to dodge,” Sarvell pointed out.
“Come on, man, where be your sense of adventure?” Rialt chided with mock exuberance. “If there be no danger, it would no be half the fun.” 
“That’s the spirit!” Jewel cheered, face lighting up with a smile. 
Sarvell looked between both of them, expression growing resigned. “I’m not sure which one of you is crazier. Alright, so we’re crystal hunting. Why Ramath first?”
“It’s closest,” she explained readily, ignoring the comment on her questionable sanity. “I’m also worried about Ramath’s borders. I’d rather have their crystal in place first, that way when I do have the last crystal up in Jordia, I can charge it right then.”
It would also save them time, Rialt reflected, as Jordia was on the opposite side of Ramath and it would take almost a month to travel from one to the other. “I be for it. But we can no just scurry about the countryside until we stumble over it. Ramath be a big place.”
“We won’t need to,” Jewel assured him. “Actually, I need to go to the largest Order Temple in Ramath in order to look at their records. They should have a location written down. If nothing else, it will say which city the crystal was last in. I can’t imagine that the crystal was moved very far from there, considering how massive they are.”
“A good point,” Sarvell acknowledged. “Rialt, where is the Order Temple in Ramath?”
“Wingate.”
“The very northern edge of Ramath?” Sarvell asked in a defeated groan. He clearly knew where the city was and didn’t need the confirmation. 
“I’ll also need to go to Juven’s Temple,” Jewel added tentatively. “Because I’m working in another god’s territory, I have to at least warn her of what I’m doing and ask formal permission.”
“Shards, lass, but be this the time for formalities?” Rialt objected. “We do that, and every Thornock lackey will notice us!”
“Rialt,” Sarvell said with a sort of weary patience, “we’re going to be moving around crystals as tall as a two story building. You really think we can sneak in and out without someone noticing us?”
Rialt opened his mouth to protest, thought about it, and subsided with a long sigh. “Point.”
“No one in the temples would report us,” Jewel declared firmly. Then her forehead crinkled up in an uncertain frown. “Or at least, I don’t think they will. Each priestess operating a temple is from her own country, after all. Thornock’s political reach is extensive, but surely not that extensive.”
“They will no need a plant inside,” Rialt disagreed. “Just a man watching the doors. You stand out like a sore thumb, lass.”
Sarvell nodded in agreement, although the wheels were clearly turning as he thought the matter through. “Disguises likely won’t help much, but we’ll try our best.”
“All we can do,” Jewel agreed, rubbing at her temples as if trying to stave off a headache. “So, Juven’s temple in…what’s the nearest city?”
“Denzbane,” Rialt answered immediately. “My home town.”
“Then let’s stop there first, so that I can report to Juven what I’m doing, and then go to Wingate,” Jewel proprosed. 
“Sounds logical enough to me.” Sarvell stood, absently brushing dirt and blades of grass from his pants. “Rialt, I’m going shopping for her first before we start really traveling. That dress of hers is a dead giveaway to her identity.”
Rialt nodded in agreement at the sensible plan. “We will shadow you to the next town and bide outside. Jewel, you ride with me.” 
 



Chapter Four
They put Jewel in front of Rialt on his horse. 
She wondered why they were constantly putting her in front of them like a child. Granted, in comparison to their size she probably did look like a child. They were both very tall, broad men. Still, she had a notion that they were going to act very protective of her and it would only get worse unless she put her foot down. People tended to treat her as if she were incapable because of her blindness and small size. 
They were back on the road but not at the quick lope they’d traveled at before. The sharp clop of hooves against hardened soil was loud, but not to the point where it would drown out her words. “Rialt?”
“Eh?” he responded, tone inviting. 
“Why do you and Sarvell keep putting me in front like this? I can hang on in back.”
“No sure of his reasons,” he rumbled, “but as for me, I would rather no have your face near my axe.” 
Oh. His axe hung at his back? Well, she didn’t want to be near something potentially dangerous like that either. Relieved, she tried teasing him a little. “Afraid I’ll poke an eye out?”
To her delight, he chuckled openly. “Eh, that be an option. I would rather no have herself drop in a fury and skelp me.” 
“How did she call you in to help me, anyway?” Jewel hadn’t yet heard his side of the story. “I mean, technically she’s not your clan’s god.”
“When a glowing god with a mad-on appears at a man’s footboard in the dead o’ night, he tends to forget little things like that,” Rialt drawled with enough dry humor that she cracked up laughing. “Mind, it was no until herself left that I thought about it, and by then I was firmly caught. I had said I would go, so away I went.” 
“I’m glad,” she responded sincerely. “We’d have been lost without you.”
“My people would be hard-up without you,” he responded so quietly that the words were almost drowned out by hoof beats. “The past three months were a mite…difficult.”
This from a man that thought toying with a castle full of guards was nothing more than a lark. 
“Jewel…” hesitation was clear in his voice, weighing at his words. “Why did you leave Ramath to fend for itself six months ago?”
“Huh?” Confused, she shook her head. “Rialt, I’ve only been high priestess three months. Did my predecessor leave you out of the barrier?”
“Three months…” he murmured in something akin to relief. “I see. Eh, for a week or so we were a bit bare.”
“I’d wondered what my predecessor had done to get yanked out of office so quickly.” The reason was obvious now. “Um, does all of Ramath think it’s my fault you were exposed like that?”
“We had no notion a new high priestess had been called in this past year.”
“Great,” she groaned, shoulders slumping. “That means everyone will be mad at me.”
“It will be fine,” he assured her comfortingly. “I will straighten ‘em out quick-like.” 
Rialt struck her as a man with a direct approach in matters such as this. She couldn’t help but ask, “With axe in hand?”
“If need be.” 
That’s what she was afraid of. 
~*~*~*~
They were a stone’s throw from the main road leading into town, largely hidden by the foliage of trees. She and Rialt waited as Sarvell went into town, keeping well away from the road so that no one could notice them. 
The merchant’s son was very quick when it came to shopping, for he came back within a half hour with a complete outfit for her. Sarvell had bought a wide riding skirt, billowy blouse and a stylish gypsy vest for her that fit tolerably well. He’d borrowed one of her shoes before going shopping so that he could buy her new boots as well without completely guessing at her size. The boots were a mite large, but two layers of socks fixed that well enough. The real blessing came in the form of the thick, fur-lined cloak he’d brought back for her. Their northern route brought them closer and closer to the heart of winter, and the air became progressively colder. 
Rialt surprised her by sitting her down and braiding her hair in a winding knot that went around her head. He’d laughed at her and Sarvell’s surprise and said, “When a man grows up with four sisters, he picks up a few tricks.” 
It was hard to disguise her because she was so memorable. Changing her appearance had been easy enough, but her blindness was impossible to disguise, and it would be something that everyone would take note of. Sarvell suggested that when in sight of other people, they would act as if she were the victim of a recent fever that had robbed her temporarily of sight and strength. It wasn’t the best disguise, but they’d planned to avoid civilization as much as possible anyway. 
The real problem was the news Sarvell brought back with him. The only two highways leading from Thornock into Ramath were heavily guarded and everyone was being examined closely. Crossing the border would be nearly impossible without being caught. 
After dressing in her new clothes and burning the old ones, they sat and planned what to do next. 
Sarvell blew out an irritable breath, saddle creaking as he leaned forward. “I know there’re a few back roads we could take as well, but I’m not very familiar with them.” 
“Do no even think it, man,” Rialt denied almost before he could finish. “Those roads are near overrun with bandits. Folks think to cheat the road guards from their toll by taking other ways and they make rich pickings for bandits. It would be asking for trouble.”
“Then we have to use the main roads,” Sarvell concluded with a bone weary sigh. “Alright. I thought you might say that, so I took a look around when I was in town. My father has friends that run a caravan through here, and two of them are putting together a caravan train right now. It will be slower to travel with them, but it will get us through the checks.”
Nowhere in that had he said he’d already talked to them. Jewel was taken aback at his surety that these associates would help three wanted people. “You’re so sure they’ll help to smuggle me across?” 
“Oh certainly,” he assured her as if he didn’t doubt it for a moment. “And spend the next twenty years bragging about it. My father likes them because they can get merchandise into…unattainable markets.”
“Smugglers, he means,” Rialt translated for her helpfully. 
Despite herself, her interest piqued. “I’ve never been smuggled before. This should be interesting.”
Sarvell laughed outright, the sound warm and rich on her ears. “I don’t know what response I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t that! Well, Jewel, they’ve never smuggled a person before either so I’m not sure how this will work. I just hope we can get you into the city without arousing suspicion.”
“Her hair be as dark as mine,” Rialt observed thoughtfully, “but her skin be more fair, like yours. Despite your fair hair, Sarvell, I think she would pass better as your sister than mine.”
“Which would make you, what?” Sarvell responded, tone intrigued. “Family bodyguard? Sent along to help me with her?”
“Eh, it be a workable enough story.”
“I certainly can’t think of a better one,” Sarvell acknowledged. “Alright. Jewel, you are now unofficially a Sorpan. I actually have a younger sister, so anyone that’s heard of my family won’t think it strange. Rialt, you’d better hand her to me.”
“Are you well known for being protective of this sister?” Rialt asked the question as if he already knew the answer. 
“Well…yes.” 
Jewel sat close enough to hear Rialt’s soft snort of amusement. 
Rialt put a hand at the small of her back and led her closer to where Sarvell sat on his stallion, mounted. With no apparent effort, he put both hands at her waist and lifted her up. Sarvell accepted her with the same amount of ease, shifting her so that she sat sideways. She put an arm around his waist for balance, cuddling in like a sickly sister would with her head on his chest. 
“Just keep your eyes closed,” Sarvell murmured into the top of her head. “Act like you’re asleep.”
“Alright.” Actually, taking a nap sounded tempting. She’d only had a few hours of sleep before Sarvell and Rialt had broken her out of the cell. It was close to midday now and she sorely felt the aftereffects of her nighttime adventures. 
Her ears picked up the sounds of the creak and shift of the saddle leather as Rialt mounted his stallion. 
They left their forest hideaway and made a beeline for the main road. The horses made soft slapping and rustling sounds as they moved through tall grass, low brush and the usual forest undergrowth. Upon gaining the road, these sounds were exchanged by creaking wagons, plodding feet, and the distinct smell of cold stone. This close to the city, the road was paved with smooth stone that gave each hoof beat a slightly metallic ring. On the air, other sounds came: people speaking, dozens of different animals as they called out, the thumps and rings of work being done. All of these sounds weaved together with scents of baking bread, metalworking, streaming water, and the less aromatic scents of waste and refuse. They were closing in on the city. 
Wexels was the last main city before leaving Thornock territory. It was the main center of trade for Thornock and Ramath, so the amount of noise and bustling emanating from the city was understandable. 
To her surprise, despite the constant stream of traffic in and out of the main gates, at least one guard remembered Sarvell and stopped him. “Didn’t you already come in and leave?” the voice was heavy with suspicion and old from too much ale. 
“Miscommunication.” Sarvell’s tone conveyed exasperation and a little irritation. “I was told to meet these two inside the city, they thought they were supposed to wait outside.”
“So who are they?”
“Ah, this is my little sister. He’s a guard that works for my family.”
“I see. Come through, then.” 
Sarvell’s thighs flexed as he tapped his heels against the horse’s flanks, urging him back into motion. Jewel counted to ten before she dared to ask, “Did he buy that story?”
“Maybe. It sounded plausible enough to him that he let us through at least. Now we need to quickly get under cover before anyone else stops and asks us questions.” 
Jewel had never been to Wexel before, so the turns that Sarvell made had no real meaning to her. He had to twist and maneuver around other people and their wagons so often that she soon lost her bearings entirely. 
She breathed a sigh of relief when they stopped. Jewel waited patiently, alert for some cue as to what Sarvell had planned next. He bent slightly to put his mouth near her forehead. “I’m going to hand you down to Rialt. He’ll carry you inside and to a back room. Keep your eyes closed and keep pretending you’re asleep.”
She nodded understanding. 
Rialt came and lifted her off as easily as he had put her on, tucking one arm under her knees and the other around her back in a supportive brace. She tucked her head under his chin, hands folded in her lap. The beard against her bare forehead tickled and she had to bite her lip to keep from giggling. 
She felt very secure in his iron-hard grip. Rialt ascended two steps and crossed a wooden porch, his boots giving off hollow thuds with every stride he took. The quiet slide of a door being opened, and then new sounds and smells invaded her senses. The solid thumps of large bundles being moved against the floor, the dusty smell of paper, the sharper and earthier smell of new leather, male voices calling out questions and orders to each other. A mercantile business? That was her impression. 
One person at least noticed and recognized them. “Sarvell Sorpan! What brings you out here?”
“Well, I need a bit of a favor, Liam. Is there some place private we can talk?”
“Sure, sure. This way.” 
Rialt took five ground-eating strides before turning and entering a room, ducking a bit as he did. Was the doorway too low for him to properly clear? He bent even further, sinking into a chair that groaned as it took both his weight and hers. Jewel sat up as the door clicked shut. She would have sought her own seat, if not for Rialt’s restraining grip on her. 
“Interesting company you have with you, Sarvell.” Another chair groaned as a person sat. 
“It’s a long story, Liam, and best for you that we not tell you who either of these people are. The favor I need is to sneak these two into Ramath.”
“Smuggling people?” The inflection was meant to be ruminative, but there was a layer of unmistakable excitement. “This will be a first. I think Brant and I can concoct a way to get you out tomorrow. We’re loading up a train now. I’ll charge you the usual fee plus bragging rights, when you can tell me the full tale later.”
“You’re a smuggler amongst smugglers, Liam.”
“Cork those honeyed words, boy!” Liam laughed in delight at what Sarvell had obviously meant as praise. “Now, can you two mysterious guests stay here quietly for the rest of the day?”
“Eh, and gladly,” Rialt rumbled. “A bit of food and rest would be a welcome thing.”
“All three of you look like you need a good night’s sleep,” Liam observed. “Sarvell, I don’t suppose I can have that story soon?”
“That depends. Can you keep your mouth shut for at least a fortnight?”
“Absolutely!” Liam assured him, as if there wasn’t a trace of doubt in his ability to keep a secret.
“Good. Then I’ll tell you in two months.” 
Jewel choked back a laugh, both men’s dry humor getting the better of her restraint. 
“Fifteen years!” Liam exclaimed in mock sorrow. “Fifteen years I’ve been working with your father, and this is how little you trust me.”
“Liam, it’s because of those fifteen years that I don’t trust you. Now, I’m going to go out and get some decent food for us. You make sure that no one comes in here or I’ll have your head.” 
“Such a mistrusting, cynical man you grew up to be,” Liam mourned. “And such a sweet child you were.”
“Considering I spent most of my formative years under your tutelage, that statement doesn’t move me one bit.” Sarvell’s hand captured one of hers, holding it gently. “Jewel, is there any food that you would like me to bring back?”
“A meat pie?” she requested wistfully. 
“Eh, I second that,” Rialt added just as wistfully. 
“Two meat pies, then.” Sarvell gave her hand a squeeze before letting go and striding for the door. “You rest until I return.”
“Rest where?” Jewel asked Rialt. “What’s in this room?”
“Bolts of cloth and bales of leathers, mostly. Here, let me guide you around.” 
“Yes, thank you.” She climbed off his lap and followed where he led, using her hands to investigate the room and mark out in her mind where everything was placed. There were only two chairs in here, both near the door, and the rest of the space held just cloth and bundles of leathers.
They spent a few minutes re-stacking some of the bundles, giving them a comfortable place to sleep. By the time three separate areas were made, Sarvell came back with the meat pies. He assured them their horses were taken around back, safely out of sight and suitably cared for. 
With a proper meal in her stomach, Jewel found it almost impossible to stay awake. For the first time in days she was warm, safe, and fed. The combination was her undoing. She curled up on top of the leather bundles, snuggled her new cloak up around her neck, and slipped instantly into deep sleep. 
~*~*~*~
Jewel sat quite still in the muffled confines of the wagon. The area was so small that she cuddled into Rialt’s lap as there wasn’t space for them to sit apart. Jewel didn’t actually mind this, as Rialt was not only marvelously comfortable to sit on, but smelled quite nice. The man practically radiated heat too, which she pleasantly soaked up. 
Judging from the way he nervously twitched now and again, he wasn’t quite as comfortable as she with their positions. 
The sounds of early morning traffic shifted through the wooden walls of the wagon as the entire caravan trundled down the main road heading out of Wexel. Jewel had listened carefully as the preparations were being made and she guessed the caravan to hold roughly a dozen wagons. It was a wealthy train and one well-guarded by two dozen guards. It was not the only caravan of this size on the main road that day, so the pace in clearing the northern gate had slowed to a crawl. The first snow melt had finally occurred and every merchant wanted to take advantage of the snow-free roads as quickly as possible. The guard detail at the gate obviously wasn’t prepared for such a trader influx. 
They’d been told the plan, of course, before being snuck into the back of the wagon in the predawn hours. Still, she jolted when the wagon abruptly dipped to one side and an ominous sound of creaking wood and screeching metal rent the air. 
“Dross and dreck!” Liam swore with deep exasperation. The wagon’s bench squeaked a bit as he stood and jumped to the ground with a heavy and solid thud. “Brant! You ham-handed, gormless scut!”
From farther behind them, approaching with a quick stride, came Brant. “What are you yelling at me for?!”
“I told you to properly check the wagons before we loaded!” Liam growled in a tone low enough to nearly vibrate the wagon’s wall near Jewel’s ear. 
“I did! It’s not my fault you’re so tight-fisted that we couldn’t buy the right parts!” 
“By Thaazan’s nimble hands, this is ridiculous!” A foot scuffed the dirt as someone pivoted sharply. “Nev!”
“What’s the holdup back here?” Nev’s voice came from the beginning of the train, growing more distinct and audible as he approached with the smooth gait of a former military man. “The guards up here are getting irritated ‘cause we’re holding up the line and—how’d the wheel come off?!”
Jewel smothered a laugh into her hand as another round of blame casting went on, growing louder and with more creative expletives with each cycle. 
“STOP!” Nev finally thundered. “Forget I asked, let’s just fix the shard-borne thing.”
“Well, get to it,” Liam responded with short impatience.
“Me?” Nev objected. 
“We had that game this morning to sort things like this out, didn’t we?” Brant reminded, tone rather testy.
“I’m a guard, not a blacksmith!” Nev nearly wailed. 
“You also lost the toss!”
“And I’m convinced you rigged it!”
Jewel twisted a smidge so that she could whisper in Rialt’s ear, “What kind of smugglers deliberately draw attention to themselves like this?”
“Good ones,” Rialt rumbled in a low whisper. His voice held a note of approval. “If they make more of a fuss, and block the road another ten or fifteen minutes, the guards up there will get real antsy to move us along. They might no mind this wagon at all. They do no want us sitting here a’ day, do ya see.” 
“But isn’t it risky to have a wheel come off like this?” 
“The wheel be proof of how good they are,” Rialt disagreed. “Only the very best would pull a chicane like this. I would lay odds that if they were minded to the wheel could be set again in moments.”
They certainly would have fooled her into thinking otherwise. Outside of their wagon’s walls there was tool dropping, name calling, insults about the blacksmith who’d made the spare wheel (and the dogs that had bred him), and enough mishaps to resemble a comedy of errors. Two different gate guards came down to see what the delay was and left again with very unhappy growls. 
When they finally did get the wheel back on and the wagons moving, the guards did nothing more than pop their heads inside to verify that there were bundles of cloth and leather inside, and waved the whole train on. They passed through the north gate without more than a few moments pause.
Only when they were well outside the gates, and the wheels had left the hard cobblestone for hard packed dirt, did Jewel really dare to breathe again. 
A fist knocked against the wagon wall behind Jewel’s head. “Still alright in there?” Sarvell asked, voice a little distorted through the wood. 
“We be fine,” Rialt assured him. “How be the roads?”
“Clear, but we’ve got a lot of traffic. I think you and Jewel better stay put, out of sight.”
“Right, then.” 
The air felt a little stuffy in this confined space, but not unbearably so, and it was infinitely warmer in here than out there where the wind could cut through a stout cloak. Jewel was perfectly happy to stay where she was. However, it did present the problem of what she and Rialt would do for the rest of the day. Just sitting here would become very boring in short order. On the other hand, she finally had at least one of her protectors alone without anything to distract them. It seemed like a good opportunity to her. “Rialt, I’ve never been to Ramath before. Can you tell me more about it?”
“Eh, surely.” There was a weighted pause before he slowly admitted, “I be no quite sure how to start.”
“Start with your family, and go from there,” she suggested, a little amused. Was he not a man that talked? “You said you have four sisters.”
“All younger,” he responded easily, affection clear in his voice. “A feisty bunch, they be. I have always been the one to fetch them out of trouble. The eldest be set to marry this spring, the wee lass be praised. Then she will be her husband’s problem.”
Jewel bit her bottom lip, stifling a snicker. “No brothers?”
“To my parent’s relief, no. They always claimed it took the energy of raising five sons to raise me.”
With his attitude about distracting castle guards, she could well understand what his parents meant. He must have been a terror when younger. “Are your parents living?”
“Certainly. I have a passle of aunts, uncles, cousins and the like as well. Grandmother passed on some three years back, but grandda’s cranky self be still with us.” Despite the insult, Rialt’s tone held clear affection for the old man. “Most of the clan be related, one way or another. We lose men to the constant war with Daath, do you see. When a man falls, it be custom for another to take on the widow and children as his own. So if not by blood, a man be like as no related by adoption. We call it cennan.” 
Learning this troubled Jewel deeply. How many generations had they been forced to defend themselves? How many fathers, husbands, sons had they lost for them to learn how to compensate for it so naturally? She felt her heart clench and shake at the thought that adopting another man’s family could be so culturally ingrained as to be an expected thing. 
Just what had those previous high priestesses been doing?! 
She forced the question past a restricting throat. “Rialt, have so many of my sister priestesses failed you?” 
“Failed, or were removed when they resisted,” he answered quietly. “It be why I be set to guard you. I will no fail to protect the one woman that refused to cave to their demands.”
Yes, that was true. With her alive and free, she could ensure that Ramath was always protected. As long as she lived, they wouldn’t lose a whole generation of men at a time to the Daath. The thought made her smile. 
“I must ask, what made you resist? Afore you were thrown in that cell, I be sure you had words with those dog-faced ministers.”
“Oh, we had words alright,” Jewel growled in dark remembrance. 
“But you must have known they would no let you defy them.” Rialt’s words slowed, each one pronounced with more care than truly necessary. “You had no allies in that place. Why did you stand firm?”
“Two reasons, really. One,” she reached up to cup his cheek with one hand, the beard ticklish against her bare skin, “I knew you were coming. Well, not you precisely, but Elahandra had assured me that help was coming. All I had to do was wait for you to come. Even if you failed, for whatever reason, I could not afford to cave to their demands. If I did, then they would think they could treat the next high priestess the same way. This cycle would just continue and a lot of good people would suffer as a result.” She paused, struggling to explain something to him that she only felt. “Rialt, most people treat me like an incapable child because of my blindness and small size. And yet, despite those things, I was chosen as the sole person who could protect our entire country. It’s a heavy burden at times, but I knew it would be when I took the position. But more than a burden, it’s a chance for me to return the help that everyone has ever given me.” 
He reached up and squeezed her hand. “Eh, sound reasons, all of them. But I trust you know you will never face that danger again.”
A glow of pure happiness filled her chest, so strong she felt almost weightless. “Yes, I know.”
~*~*~*~
Rialt looked at the woman napping so peacefully against his chest. He did no know what to think anymore. When Elahandra first called, he had gone for two simple reasons: he did no want the barrier in some Thornock minister’s hands and he wanted a chance to give the priestess a firm talking to. 
But the situation was no as he had thought. In fact, it was well beyond his ken. He had to struggle to wrap his head around it. 
But the fact that stuck in his craw the most was that this wee slip of a thing was the Guardian of the Barrier. He knew ten year old children taller than her! He could cart her about on one arm. What was Elahandra about, putting this woman-child in charge of Evard’s barrier? 
Lovenanty! For that matter, what eijit would order a blind woman to scurry about the country on a near-impossible task? 
He raised a hand and wearily rubbed at his eyes. Vexious, that be what the situation was. 
He dropped his hand so that he could look at her again. Poor thing. Despite the jars and bumps of the road, she had fallen sound asleep no an hour past. Atween the cold dungeon floor she had been on and death hanging overhead, he could no imagine she had gotten much sleep. Still, it made him squirm a bit inside that she trusted him so completely that she could snuggle against him and dream without a by-your-leave. He had nearly abandoned this woman because he had no wanted to leave a warm bed. 
Just the memory of it had him cringing. 
Rialt blew out a low breath and let his eyes close for a moment. Feeling the urge to protect, that he could ken. He had been in fights since he could lift a sword. He had spent the past ten years in skirmishes against the Daath. At the ripe age of twenty-five, he had seen more of battle than most of Evard combined. Love of Ramath had kept him going through those harsh winter campaigns. Eh, the drive to protect, that he kenned. 
He flashed back to that moment when Sarvell opened the cell door and revealed her standing there. Fair skin smudged with dungeon grit, dark hair in tangles around her, white gown almost grey and her putting on a brave face as if two strange men opening the door did no terrify her. In that moment, every protective instinct he had had surged to the fore. Eh, and the more he knew, the stronger he felt it. 
Madness, it was. He barely knew the lass! 
But he could no shake the feeling. In truth, he did no even try. She was a sweet lass, this one, with guts. She deserved a full complement of guards to protect her. (A point that he intended to take up with Elahandra. Soon.) But all she had in this moment was a Ramathan soldier and a merchant’s son. 
His family and goddess would be crabbity when he showed his face at the home-hearth. Like as no, they would no be happy about this even after he’d explained. But he could no leave the lass to just Sarvell. 
And if it meant Ramath’s safety hinged on her task being completed, he would certainly no stay home. 
With that sorted out in his mind, he made a decision. He would stay with the lass until he could hand her over to a guard he could trust. Afore then, well, he would treat it like any other campaign and grin through it. 
Decision made, his mind became quiet enough for him to rest. Squirming slightly to find a more comfortable posture, he relaxed into a light doze.
 



Chapter Five
They stopped for the night in a clearing walled off by thick trees. Jewel could hear the men talking as she climbed out of the wagon. This apparently was a favorite spot to stop, one they’d used many times before, as it had everything needed. She hesitated when her feet were on solid ground, hand resting on the warm wood of the wagon. Over the jangling of the harnesses, the soft snorts of the horses, and the murmur of many male voices overlapping, she could faintly hear the sound of running water. The sun must be setting as well as the sounds of tree frogs and crickets started up a noisy chorus. 
The wagon creaked and dipped under Rialt’s weight as he moved. The wood under her hands jumped up a good inch when he freed himself from the wagon’s confines. 
The quick steady tread of a man’s boots approached. Jewel turned towards it with a smile, already recognizing the rhythm. “Sarvell.”
“I see you fared well enough,” he observed. 
“Eh,” Rialt agreed with an edge of disgruntlement. “Though it does no do a man’s back good to be doubled over like that all day. Tell me I can ride my horse tomorrow.”
“Yes, we’re well within Ramath territory now. In fact, I think it safe enough to separate from the train entirely and move ahead.”
“Sounds fine.” 
“Jewel.” Sarvell reached out a hand and cupped her shoulder. “This camp is going to be challenging for you, isn’t it. You told me once that you have to memorize where everything is to be able to move about.”
Bless him for realizing that. In this area where things were constantly moved, or just placed about at random, she had no way of navigating without cautiously edging along. “It will be a labyrinth,” she sighed. 
“Then we’ll guide you.” 
“Thank you.” She followed the hand on her shoulder to his elbow, where she took hold. She fell into step with him, allowing the feel of his body movements to guide her. The heavy, slow tread of Rialt’s footsteps followed closely at her other side. 
Sarvell guided her directly to a seat near the fire, a flat stone that was cold and sharp against her hands. Just sitting there, with nothing to do after a full day of having nothing to do, made her hands twitch. She bargained with her guardians until they at least allowed her to help with dinner preparations. Watching her competently peel and dice up vegetables for a stew caught most of the men’s attention and they gathered as spectators and praised her. She felt like a circus entertainer. 
Still, with the vegetables all in the pot and the smell of stew thick in the air, she felt satisfied with her contribution. 
During all of this, Rialt or Sarvell stayed by her side, a constant protection from anything that might pose a threat to her. When the horses were properly cared for, their bedrolls rolled out, both men returned and bracketed her on either side. 
Sarvell leaned close to her ear to whisper, “Jewel, you said that you can feel the crystals. Can you feel the one in Ramath?”
“Yes.” She twisted to point almost directly behind her without hesitation. “It’s that direction.”
“Oh-ho!” Sarvell twisted, as if looking in the direction she pointed. “So at some point you came close enough to feel it? How far away are we?”
She shook her head in resignation. “I have no idea. It still feels rather faint to me.”
“Rialt, you know Ramath better than I. Are there any roads going that direction?”
“Generally,” Rialt answered with thoughtful hesitation. “The main highway here will connect to another that heads northeasterly. Afore that, it be all minor trails, really.”
“Any stories about where the crystal is now?” Sarvell pressed. “Any hints that might help us to get there faster?”
“Stories aplenty,” Rialt answered wryly. “But nothing helpful, leastways. The tale goes that many generations ago, Juven and Elahandra had some spat or t’other. My people, knowing how the wee lass felt, rose up and took the crystal out of the building it was in. They tried to destroy it and could no make a scratch on it, so they dragged it off a fair piece instead. Now, here the story changes depending on who you ask—some say it was buried, others say Elahandra appeared in a flash of light and took it, and I even heard one man say that it just dissolved into the ground when taken away from its rightful place.”
“An argument between the gods,” Jewel repeated in sheer disbelief. “That’s why the crystal was moved?!”
“Eh, that’s the one part everyone agrees on.”
“That’s ridiculous!” she spluttered. “The gods argue amongst themselves all of the time! I mean, sometimes they don’t get along for whole centuries! Why would your people sacrifice the safety of the entire clan over one argument?”
“Well, we be all a mite fond of the wee lass,” Rialt answered with a long sigh. “As temperamental as she be, she still be a good ‘un. We take insults against her to heart.”
“RIALT AXHEIMER!” a loud, feminine voice boom seemed to shake the heavens.
“Speak of the goddess, and she appears…” Rialt muttered in an odd voice. “She be right behind me, be she no?”
“Y-yes,” Sarvell choked out. 
In the sudden, absolute stillness of the campsite, Jewel could hear every angry step that the goddess took. Jewel reached out and grabbed Sarvell’s arm, drawing him in sharply. “Quick, tell me what she looks like!” she hissed to him.
“Tall, buxom, hair loose and wavy,” Sarvell quickly muttered. “She’s in armor, although her legs are bare, and her swords are still in scabbards on her back. She looks ready to strangle Rialt.” 
The hilt of Rialt’s axe scraped against the rock as he stood. Jewel shivered as he gained his feet, whether from the glacial silence pressing against her, or the sudden absence of Rialt’s warmth, she wasn’t sure. 
“Juven,” Rialt greeted calmly. “What can I do for you this fine evening?”
“You can go back to your homeland where you’re supposed to be!” she snapped at him. 
“I be on my way,” he assured her with that same eerie calmness.
“Without that puny girl!”
“Now that I canna do.” 
“Axheimer, are you arguing with your goddess?!”
Jewel winced as that voice blasted, setting her head to ringing. 
“That ‘puny girl’ faced death instead of leaving our people open to attack.” A hard edge of anger laced his retort. “Even now her head be full of nothing but helping Ramath, eh, and every clan like us that be left to our own defense against the Daath! Elahandra might have called me to her, Juven, but it was me alone that decided to protect her. I willna leave her defenseless again just cause you be at loggerheads with your sister.” 
Jewel winced, half-shying from where Rialt stood solidly between her and the angry goddess. She half-expected Rialt to be struck by lightning (or a heavenly sword) at any moment. 
“You are the most impossible, thrawn, eijit of a man!” Juven spat. 
“Eh,” Rialt agreed readily. “But you love me anyway.”
To Jewel’s surprise, Juven let out a low, rich laugh that seemed almost musical. 
“Eh, that I do, that I do,” Juven said fondly. “Though some days, I’ve no idea why. All right, you crabbity man, I’ll let you be. High Priestess of Elahandra, mind this.”
Jewel sat up straighter. “Yes, Exalted One?”
“I shall no be pleased if you get him killed.”
The threat was clear. Jewel raised both hands in supplication. “I won’t be reckless with him, I promise. Um, may I assume that we have permission to act within your territory?”
“Eh, that you do,” Juven agreed although it sounded reluctant. “Well enough, then.” 
Between one blink and the next, the overwhelming presence of the goddess disappeared. Jewel let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. She cleared her throat, twice, to make sure her voice would come out normal before speaking. “Rialt. Is your goddess normally capricious like this?”
“Eh, she blows hot and cold all the time. You get used to it.” Gravel crunched as he turned about. “I think the stew be done.” 
~*~*~*~
They started out again early the next morning before the dew even had a chance to be evaporated by the rising sun. The air had a distinct chill to it that froze their breath. Rialt had been colder, and this early spring weather seemed warm compared to the winter he had just survived, but the blue tint to Jewel’s skin said clearly she felt the cold all the way to the bone. 
Rialt caught Sarvell’s eye and inclined his head toward the girl. Sarvell nodded grimly. They could no keep her out in this air, exposed, without taking some measures to keep her warm. Jewel was a mere slip of a thing—she did no have any fat to keep her warmer. 
Without a word between them, they wrapped her up in her cloak and Rialt’s before sitting her in front of the Ramathan. Jewel huddled down in her layers, letting her head rest against his chest, and did no make a peep. He kept an arm around her waist as a support, the other on the reins, and prodded his stallion into a brisk walk. The caravan drivers, still harnessing the horses as Sarvell mounted up, waved a farewell. Sarvell passed Rialt and took point, keeping an eye out for trouble.
Rialt knew the moment that she warmed up enough to talk without chattering, as Jewel started peppering him with questions. The morning passed pleasantly with him telling her of his clan. Sarvell hung back several times, head canted a bit their direction as he listened in. Rialt let him eavesdrop without comment, knowing the man had just as many questions he needed answered. 
By noon, they reached Rialt’s hometown of Denzbane. The whole city had been built along three hills, with bridges that spanned the valleys between them. When Rialt had left last fall, one of the bridges had been torn down with another being built to replace it. Now that he had proper lighting to see by, he observed with pleasure that the new bridge neared completion, with only a side of railing lacking. 
“Describe it to me,” Jewel urged him. 
“It be a sizeable enough town, spread out on three hilltops,” he told her factually, “and three bridges connecting them. Place is mostly made of stone, as it be less likely to burn. We have got crafts and artisans here since we be close enough to trade with Belthain. What farms we have are on the hillsides, but mostly we deal with livestock, and they live in the valleys between the city.” 
“Sounds like a peaceful, prosperous place.”
“The wee lass be praised, it be.” The peace likely would no last ten seconds after word spread he was back. Rialt led their way past the first turn in the road to the second, leading them toward the outer wall of the city. A few were out with their sheep or cattle, letting them graze on the new grass on the flatlands. When they spied him, they waved a hand in greeting, which Rialt returned. No one challenged them until they reached the thick wooden gates where two of his clansmen stood guard. 
“Rialt!” Kal greeted with a wave of the hands and an outraged finger pointed his direction. “Where by Cherchez’s beard have you been? Your whole family has been plaguing me all morning about turning you loose on the world, and I was no even on duty that night!” 
Rialt reined in his stallion a pace before the gate, eyeing his cousin thoughtfully. Kal’s dark hair looked unrulier than usual, which likely meant he had been tugging at it most of the morning in aggravation. The clothes on his big frame also hung a little oddly, as if he had dressed in a hurry—with only one hand, to boot. No doubt the cause was being rousted out of a sound sleep. Rialt had a flash of empathy. “I left a note.”
“A note. A note, he says, as if that solves it all!” Kal threw up his hands and then whirled when his companion laughed. “Do no say it, Tiburn, and wipe that silly smirk off your face afore I do it for you!”
Tiburn, unfazed by this threat, smiled wider behind his bushy beard. “I told you no to let them ruffle your feathers so. Rialt be part cat. He will turn up when he be of a mind to. Did no I say as much?”
Kal gave an inarticulate groan at this, turning his head away so that he did no have to look at anyone. 
Tiburn (another cousin, although he did no look like one with his shorter, stockier build and fair hair) turned to Rialt with the smile still in place but weighing eyes. “So where have you been?”
“Belthain Castle, on a rescue.” He nodded to the woman in his arms. “If it be all the same, Tiburn, I would like to pass.”
Tiburn shot a curious look at Sarvell, which Rialt had no even attempted to explain, but retreated two steps to unlatch the gate and push it open. “So long as I get the full tale later.” 
“Belike tonight,” Rialt assured him as he kicked the stallion back into motion. 
“Eh, that will do.” 
They rode through, entering the city proper. Sarvell caught up once through the gate to ride stirrup to stirrup. “You left a note?” he asked in frank amusement. 
“Mind, I was a bit pressed for time,” Rialt drawled with a pointed look at the man. 
“Ooohhh my, we’re going to get quite the welcome, I can see it now.” Far from being vexed by the idea, Sarvell smiled in anticipation. 
“Hush, man.” Rialt growled again when Jewel giggled. “You too, lass.” 
Word of his coming spread as quickly as children and gossiping women could carry it. By the time they had climbed past the sloping farms and reached the center of the hill where Rialt’s house stood, dozens of cousins, aunts, uncles, two of his sisters and his parents waited on his doorstep. Considering that his house was a bit on the small side, meant for a bachelor, squeezing that many people into his front yard was quite the feat. 
His house sat between several others, but it faced the square which had any number of shops and restaurants. The whole place appeared deserted compared to his house. The few people that were on the opposite side of the street clearly were no on pressing matters as their faces were turned to watch him stop in front of his gate. 
His mother met him at the gate, pushing her way through until she could stand at his stirrup. His stallion, usually upset with this kind of proximity to other people, docilely allowed her to be in his space. (Previous experience had taught him that she was definitely master here.) 
“Rialt!” Calio stood with limbs akimbo, an apron around her waist and her sleeves rolled up to the elbows. She had apparently been baking when receiving word her only son had come home, as flour dusted her cheeks and dark hair, skin still a little pink from the heat of the stoves. “Where have you been? And who be these people with you?”
“Belthain Castle,” Rialt answered as he waited for Sarvell to dismount and come take Jewel from him. “I was called for a bit of a rescue.” 
Sarvell, not taking Rialt’s silent cue, instead turned to the matron with a blinding smile. “I’m Sarvell Sorpan, sweet lady. I, like your son, was also called to Belthain in the dead of night on a rescue mission. I am very sorry for the worry you experienced these past few days. Secrecy was of the utmost importance.”
Calio blinked at this smooth speech from a foreign man she didn’t recognize. “I see. Sorpan…of the Sorpan merchant family?”
“Why, yes. I’m the third son.” 
Her dark eyes were a little white around the edges. “Belthain Castle and a merchant’s son…” she muttered before looking at her son with a pinched mouth. “I suppose next you will tell me that be the High Priestess of Elahandra you be holding?”
She had meant it sarcastically, but Rialt’s mouth twitched at the accurate guess. “Actually, eh, she be. Sarvell?”
A wave of silence rippled outward as his entire family stared at him incredulously, jaws dragging the snow covered courtyard. Sarvell’s eyes were dancing in mirth as he reached out and helped Jewel to stand on her own feet. 
As soon as she was solidly planted, she turned her head in the general direction of Calio. “I am Jewel Jomadd, High Priestess of Elahandra and Guardian of the Barrier. Mistress Axheimer, I am very sorry that you were so worried for Rialt. Please believe me when I say that I needed him desperately. Without his aid, and Sarvell’s, I would not be alive and standing before you now.”
Calio watched her for several moments in silence. Rialt saw his mother take her in from head to toe, noting everything, especially her unseeing eyes. When she turned her head back to Rialt, her expression was unreadable. “I will have the full tale.”
“Eh, so you will,” Rialt assured her with a quiet rumble. “But first, she needs to be near a fire with a warm meal in her belly. Jaron,” he turned to a cousin standing nearby, “I would take it kindly if you would see to Sarvell’s horse and him,” he put his hand against the stallion’s neck with a gentle pat. 
Jaron seemed glad of an excuse to not be near his angry aunt. “Of course, Rialt.”
“My thanks.” Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, Rialt led Jewel through the throng to the house. 
 



Chapter Six
The reassuring band around her shoulders proved to be remarkably effective at keeping curious relatives at bay. Jewel could hear them mutter to each other, and the sound of hardened snow crunching as they milled about, but no one approached her. Only three sets of footsteps followed them as they walked—Sarvell’s she recognized but not the other two. Then again, she didn’t need sight to know that Rialt’s parents were following them in. 
The ground under her feet, unfortunately, had a very thick coat of snow on it. Jewel hated snow with a passion. She relied on the feel of the ground under her feet and the sound of her own footsteps to help guide her step. Snow muffled all of that. Even with Rialt’s steadying grip, her feet slipped and skittered, making her uneasy. She slowed to a cautious pace, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. 
Jewel gasped and instinctively clutched a handful of Rialt’s coat as her feet left the ground. “Rialt!” In the next moment, her feet were on solid ground again, robbing her of a full protest.
“The stairs be a bit slick just now,” he explained to her, words warm with amusement. 
“Then warn me first!” she growled. 
“Eh, eh, do no be crabbity.” 
Crabbity?! Really, how did he think he’d feel if he was suddenly lifted into the air without warning? A slight scuff as a door opened, then warm air heavy with the smell of leather and wood flowed past her face. Jewel took a deep breath as she crossed the threshold. Someone had kept the fires going in the house, as the sweet scent of wood smoke was prevalent in the air. 
Rialt bent enough to murmur near her ear, “I will give you a proper tour later but for now, let us settle in the kitchen.”
She nodded her understanding and followed where he guided her. 
The kitchen turned out to be only five steps away, to the left of the door. From the muted thuds her boots made as she walked, it had a stone floor to it. A warm heat enveloped the place, coming stronger from the far right, where she judged the stove to be. 
“Why don’t I give her the guided tour, and you speak with your parents?” Sarvell asked from nearby. 
“Eh, a good notion, that.” Rialt’s arm around her shoulders fell away. “Here, give me both cloaks too while we be about it.” 
Jewel thankfully shrugged off both cloaks, as she felt that at any moment she would start overheating in this warm kitchen. As soon as her hand became free, Sarvell took it in a gentle grasp and started leading her about the room. As she learned where the stove, counters, table, chairs and other features of the room were, she kept an open ear to the conversation going on at the table. 
“Sick with worry, we were, wondering where you had gone to, only to find you rescued her,” Calio hissed. She obviously meant to keep her voice too low for Jewel to hear. Pity she didn’t quite manage it. 
“She be no the same woman that left us out in the cold six months ago,” Rialt rumbled impatiently, tone nearly a growl. “This one stood up to ministers and death threats rather than let our clan be hurt.”
“How do you know that?” a deep, male voice asked. There was a quality to it that reminded her sharply of how Rialt spoke, only the voice sounded a mite higher in tone. Rialt’s father, no doubt. 
“Well to start, Elahandra told me.”
“A foreign goddess!” Calio exclaimed. “Do no tell me you obeyed a summons from another clan’s god! Do you no mind who your goddess be?!”
“I mind it fine,” Rialt responded with false mildness. “Although a smart man, to my mind, does no argue with a goddess in the dead of night. Especially when she has a mad-on. But Mam, I said to start. You forget, I went and fetched her meself.” 
Jewel hesitated in her step, her hand on the warm wood of the table on the opposite side of the family. Perhaps both parents felt the weight of her attention on them, for a long moment of silence passed before the father asked, “What are you saying, son?”
“I found her in the dungeons of Belthain Castle.” 
Jewel felt she had memorized enough of her surroundings to be able to move confidently about now. She stepped around the table to Rialt’s side, using the sound of his even breathing to know where he stood. When she felt close enough to do so, she reached out and laid a hand on the soft leather covering his arm. “I told you,” her words were painfully steady, “without your son and Sarvell, I would not be alive now.”
Another long stretch of silence. Jewel could feel their eyes on her. She raised her chin a little, squared her shoulders, and waited them out. 
“Why,” Calio asked slowly, tone neutral, “would the High Priestess of Elahandra be in the dungeon?”
“Because a certain government toady wanted Ramath to concede something to him. I refused to be his leverage.”
Judging by the weighty silence this time, they did not know how to respond to that.
“Father, Mam, look at her. She acted to protect us as no other would. If you had known, would no you have sent me to her?”
Rialt’s father blew out a heavy breath. “Eh, and probably joined in, in truth.” 
“Colben!” Calio protested, nearly spluttering. 
“I would rather have the girl here, safe,” Colben insisted, sounding remarkably like his son as he spoke. “Priestess, I bid you welcome.”
Jewel beamed at this. “Thank you.”
“Calio-love, let us get these three fed,” Colben suggested to his wife in a tone that brooked no disagreement. “They look a mite lean to my eyes.” 
~*~*~*~
Jewel lifted her head to the cold night air and took a deep breath. What a day this had been! Rialt had made good on his promise of sitting her next to the fire and getting a warm meal to her, but he had neglected to tell her that she would be talking and stealing bites from her plate the entire afternoon. Once the story had gotten out about why Rialt had come to rescue her, everyone in the clan seemed to descend to get their own account of the story straight from her. Or Rialt. Or Sarvell, in a pinch. 
The one good part of the whole riotous day was that by the time everyone had retreated back to their own homes, they all knew that Jewel was not the priestess that had left them out of the barrier six months ago. They also knew that she would rather die than expose them to the Daath. Those two facts had won her an acceptance here that was iron clad. The downside to this acceptance? Well, she’d become an unofficial part of the clan and so everyone felt perfectly comfortable approaching her. 
Most of her life had been in the Order, as she had been entrusted to them as a toddler. Her days had been peaceful, quiet and very organized. To be thrust into this place where everyone talked over each other, walked freely in and out of each other’s homes, and no one hesitated to ask direct questions overwhelmed her. It had taken several hours for her to learn how to talk loud enough to get a sentence finished. 
Worse, by Ramath standards, she was “too small” and “needed some meat on them bones.” People had constantly brought her food. Jewel had managed to somehow consume the first five plates, but after that she’d ducked behind Rialt or Sarvell for protection. Being men, they’d first laughed at her plea for help and then cheerfully finished the proffered food for her. 
She leaned against the back porch’s railing and tried not to feel queasy at just the memory of all that food. Right now, she had perfect empathy for a stuffed goose. 
The back door abruptly jerked open in a woosh of displaced air. “Jewel, are you—?! Ah, there you are.” Sarvell let out a huff of agitation. “Rialt! Found her!”
Jewel turned slightly to face him. “Really, Sarvell, there’s no need to keep a constant watch on me.”
“You’re in an area that you don’t know,” he responded with strained patience. “Please, for both your guardians’ sake, don’t disappear on us.” 
“I do know the house,” she protested in exasperation. Indeed, that had been one of the more amusing parts of the day. When the children asked how she walked around without tripping over things, she’d explained how she needed to memorize a room’s layout. They’d taken great delight in taking her on a very extensive tour of every room in the house. 
Rialt’s heavy footsteps approached down the wooden hallway, stopping abruptly as he came to the doorframe. “Lass, we had no notion if you were in the house or stepped outside.”
Worrywarts. Both of them worse than a mother cat with a passel of kittens. “You’re going to have to ease up a bit, gentlemen. I’m used to seeing to myself.”
“Just let us know where you’ll be?” Sarvell requested with a long sigh. “As I said, you’re not in an area you know. This will be a constant state until we find all of the crystals.”
Well, he had a point. She ran a hand roughly over her hair. “Fine, I’ll try to remember. I actually stepped out here for a reason.” Turning, she pointed to an area off the porch, far beyond what any human could see. “The crystal is over there. I think it’s well beyond the city’s limits, but I have a hard time judging distance until I’m closer.” 
“Rialt, any roads heading that direction?”
“Just a hunting trail. It will be a fashrie if the course stays true.”
“Fashrie?” 
“Eh, there be only forest beyond farrest city gate.” He sounded very disgruntled at the very idea. “Digging out a mammoth crystal and hauling it home again, well, it do no sound a bit of fun.”
Oh. Fashrie must mean difficult or troublesome. Actually, digging out a crystal large enough to fill a two-story house from a forest and hauling it upslope to its proper spot in the city would be more than “troublesome” to her mind. Back-breaking sounded more like it. She imagined that the long-ago people that had shoved the crystal down the side of the hills and into the forest had not had nearly the amount of difficulty. 
Although…hadn’t there been an account of a priestess before her that had moved the crystal by herself? Jewel’s brow furrowed as she struggled to bring the memory up. Yes, there had been, but she couldn’t remember the name…what had been the priestess’s name? 
“I think perhaps I need to pray to Elahandra about this. She might have a solution for the problem.” 
“I certainly hope so. I can’t imagine how we’ll get it back up that hill otherwise.” 
“Logs and ropes and a hundred strong mules, belike,” Rialt suggested darkly. 
Jewel, trying to imagine this, winced. I’m definitely praying for guidance. “Let’s not borrow trouble. I’ll ask Elahandra tonight before retiring. Shall we get up early tomorrow and go hunting for the crystal?”
“Eh, might as well. The sooner we do so, the sooner we can move to the next.”
“Then I’ll say goodnight.” She walked passed both of them into the house. Even after an afternoon of navigating the place, she still hesitated a bit before she found the stairs. Part of the cause to her hesitation lay in the fact that Rialt did not, by any stretch of the imagination, keep an organized house. After having a stream of visitors, the house was now a bit more topsy turvy than usual, to boot. Still, she found the stairs without tripping over anything and went up to the guest room on the right. Rialt’s house only had two bedrooms upstairs, and she had been given to understand that Sarvell would share a room with his host for the duration of their stay. 
This room had its own hearth, well fed with burning logs. The room held nothing more than a washstand near the window, a chest near the footboard, and a bed that sat squarely in the center of the room. The bed had a thick, soft tick that threatened to swallow her whole. After nights of lying on damp stone floors or rocky ground, the bed felt like paradise to her. 
She slid out of her clothes and shoes, laying them across the top of the chest. Clad only in a borrowed nightshirt, she dove into the bed and wiggled about until her legs were covered with the quilt. Comfortable, she clasped her hands together and bowed her head. 
Elahandra, I am very blessed to have such good men as my protectors. Thank you for sending them to me.
“You are quite welcome,” her goddess answered with affection. “I am pleased to see that Ramath has shown you such warm hospitality.”
Yes, they’ve been very kind. A little too boisterous, but that is apparently their way.
“It is indeed. You have a question you want to ask me?”
When we find the crystal, how should we move it? I remember a story of a high priestess far in the past that had cause to move one of the crystals. She apparently did it on her own, but I’m not sure if that is an accurate account.
“Oh, the story is true enough. Do not worry, Jewel. When the time comes for you to move it, you shall be able to.”
That answered her question, and yet…didn’t. Hmm. Jewel frowned and tried rephrasing. That is very reassuring, but how?
“Don’t worry,” Elahandra repeated, voice rich with unvoiced laughter. “When you find it, you will be able to move it.” 
Obviously her goddess wasn’t in the mood to explain anything. Occasionally, Elahandra did things like this—gave her tasks that required she take a certain amount on faith. Her guardians wouldn’t be pleased by this vague reassurance, but Jewel had no doubt that Elahandra would be true to her word. When they found the crystal, Jewel would be able to move it. It might take that hundred mules, but they’d be able to. 
I understand. 
“Sleep well, Jewel.”
 



Chapter Seven
They could no go directly out of the city, of course. As Jewel had warned them afore, they had to make a formal visit to the temple of the clan’s god and the Temple of Elahandra afore she could work any. They had already more-or-less spoken to Juven, so that temple they could skip. But the Temple of Elahandra still needed to be seen to, so after breakfast they went directly to the second hill of Denzbane, where the temple lay. 
Jewel had known on an intellectual level that each Temple of Elahandra in the different clans would, of course, vary from the one in Thornock. After all, the priestesses and guards for each temple came from that individual clan. Not all of them were run by Jordians, despite the fact that Elahandra was in charge of that clan. 
But apparently knowing things on an intellectual level and experiencing the difference in reality were two different things. Rialt kept an eye on her as they walked in, and he could tell when the first sounds of training reached her ears, as her eyebrows drew together in a puzzled frown. Training itself was expected, but with the grunts and shouts of male voices, feminine tones were mixed in. No other Order had priestesses fight. 
“Rialt. Are…are the priestesses training too?”
“Eh, lass,” he answered simply and waited for her reaction.
For a long moment Jewel’s expression flickered between confusion and disbelief, but she nodded, as if she should have expected such a thing, and kept walking forward. 
Amused, he focused back on guiding her up the worn steps. He had no idea what it was like in other clans, but in Ramath, Elahandra was liked and her Order respected. Herself was the only one at all who had ever acted to protect Ramath. Many a man and woman came here to offer a prayer or two of thanks and hopes for the barrier to be restored again. 
The compound for the temple was no a large one. Built with grey stone and rough timbers, it had stood as long as living memory could tell, as the cracks in the mortar could attest. This temple had only two priestesses and a handful of guards, so barely half of the building’s space was used by them. The other half of it housed the few orphans that were no taken in by cennan adoption, for one reason or the other.
Rialt took two ground-eating strides forward and pushed open a door that barely made any sound as it opened. The sounds from afore abruptly became louder and crisper, no longer just vibrating against the walls. He stopped barely a foot inside and looked around cautiously. The yard was no so big that six people could train without running into innocent bystanders. He did no want an accidental swing hitting his lass. But his fears were unfounded, as everyone had left a clear space around the door. 
As soon as she stepped inside, the temple priestess called out, “Stop!”
All training abruptly ceased. 
Rialt watched silently as she made quick tracks to them. Ella had no changed much since he had last laid eyes on her. Still with that fuzzy black hair that no braid could tame, with a man’s leathers on and a rough-hewn shirt stretched tight over a muscled torso that any man would envy. He and she had been playmates as children, and looking back on it, it was a miracle he had survived his childhood with her as a friend. 
He could see the surprise in Ella’s dark eyes as she took in the dainty woman standing in front of her. No doubt she had heard some version or another of their arrival, but whatever she had heard, it had no been much on details. Afore she could begin spluttering, Rialt decided he had best do the introductions. “Ella, be you known to Jewel Jomadd, Guardian of the Barrier and High Priestess of Thornock. Jewel, this be Ella Crossbear, Priestess of Elahandra and the mistress of this temple.”
Jewel gave that blinding smile of hers and stuck out a hand in greeting. “I’m glad to meet you, sister.”
“Eh, likewise,” Ella managed while gently grasping that small hand. Her eyes darted to Rialt, as if she half-thought he was putting her on, but then she really looked at Jewel and a genuine smile stole over her face. “It glad we be that you came to see us,” she continued more naturally and at her general ear-splitting volume. “Oi, you lot! Come meet her!”
Obviously curious, the rest of them all put down their weapons and came forward, crowding around to shake hands and introduce themselves. Rialt put a supportive hand behind Jewel’s back (as she looked a bit overwhelmed) and silently stared down the more enthusiastic of them. 
When they had more or less subsided, Ella shooed them away and came around to grasp Jewel’s hand. “Let us head inside, eh? We can have a chat inside over a hot cup.”
“That sounds wonderful,” Jewel admitted. “There’re a few things I need to talk to you about, aside from just the formal visit.”
“Eh, to be expected,” Ella agreed amiably as she towed Jewel along behind her across the yard. “I have a few things to ask you as well.”
Rialt trailed along with Sarvell in the women’s wake, taking things in casually as he moved. Someone had re-varnished the wooden floors since he had left (they had direly needed it) but aside from that, the interior had no undergone any major changes. The place still had that semi-cluttered look to it that any house with children does. Rialt had half a notion to tell Ella to mind Jewel’s feet, but with the way she casually kicked toys aside, it was no necessary. 
Fortunately, they did no move far inside, but to a kitchen area with a long table. Jewel sat at the head, where Ella directed her, and stayed still while the other woman put a kettle of water on to boil with the easy familiarity of long practice. Rialt and Sarvell took chairs along one side. Rialt cast a sidelong glance at the other man as they settled themselves. Sarvell had his ears open and his mouth firmly shut, which was a wise thing to do in the presence of two women that had business to discuss. 
They did no say a word to each other until Ella came back to the table and swung herself into a chair. “Well, Guardian of the Barrier,” she started with a no-nonsense tone. “What about Ramath?”
As cryptic as the question stood, Jewel apparently understood it, as she ratted out a reply. “I’m here to put all of the crystals back in their proper places,” she answered steadily. “The crystal in Thornock cannot keep going as it has.”
Ella’s eyes swept closed in a gesture of utmost relief. “Praise the goddess. I did no see how we could survive another winter like this last. What can we do to help?”
Jewel turned slightly in her seat and pointed a finger due northeast. “I can feel the crystal lying in that direction. It’s not far, or at least, I don’t think it is. Rialt tells me that there is only forest in that direction.”
“Eh,” Ella agreed with a troubled frown. “For miles and miles.”
“Then it’s likely covered in plants,” Jewel sighed. “Plants are very attracted to the clean energy that the crystal emits. At the very least, I think it will take a lot of chopping to clear a path through the trees. What I need, what you need, is several dozen volunteers to clear a path so we can drag that crystal back up here to Denzbane.”
The Ramath had never been afraid of work. Ella smiled at the challenge and clapped a hand against Jewel’s shoulder, nearly knocking her over. “I will organize them myself!” she declared. “What else?”
“Let’s tackle one problem at a time,” Jewel cautioned, wincing a little through her smile. “I want to take a trip down the hill today to find the crystal. We can plan from there.”
“Well enough. I will put the word out while you’re doing so.” The tea kettle started whistling. As Ella rose to go fetch it, she continued, “But afore you go, we will have a cup. And you can tell me the whole story of how you came to be rescued by a hairy Ramathan and a smooth-talking Brynian.”
~*~*~*~
Jewel breathed a sigh of relief when they passed through the last city gate. After finishing their discussion with Ella, the three of them had headed down the hill to hunt for the crystal.  But everyone nearby had come over to greet them, ask about their plans, offer them breakfast, etc. When they’d crossed the bridge to the next section of the town, people that hadn’t met her the night before had taken advantage of her proximity. It had taken Rialt’s bluntness to carve a path through the curious crowd. 
The sun blazed directly overhead. Jewel lifted her face to it, brow furrowed in dismay. Had it really taken three hours to just get out of the city? 
Corbeird, the god of misfortune, must be smiling at them. 
“Rialt,” she pleaded, rubbing at her temples with two fingers, “please tell me it won’t be like that every day?”
“Belike they be satisfied now, as they have met you.” This would have been vastly reassuring if he didn’t add darkly, “If need be, I will bring a cudgel tomorrow.” 
Lovely. Her arm through Sarvell’s for guidance, they continued down the hill. 
The stone path under her feet could not be described as uniform. Parts of it were completely smooth but occasional steps were added in for the steeper parts. Sometimes there were several steps in a row, sometimes only a single step and a long platform, all of it completely unpredictable. If not for Sarvell’s calm instructions and steadying hand, she would have surely tripped over an unexpected step and tumbled down the hill twenty feet from the gate. 
Now their worry of the night before made more sense. If she had wandered out past the yard, would she have encountered such nonsensical stairs such as these? What dangers had they seen that she had yet to encounter? 
On the straight parts, she absorbed as much information as her senses could tell her. They must be passing some of the incline farms that Rialt had described—the smell of rich soil and a variety of plants warmed by the sun drifted to her nostrils. With it came the sounds of shovels or hoes striking the dirt in a rhythmic crunch. Surely it might be a bit early to do planting? She didn’t know much about gardening, but this early in the year, weren’t they worried still about pre-spring frosts? 
Judging from the sounds and smells, perhaps not. Or perhaps these plants were the early crops that could handle frosts and cold. 
“The bottom,” Sarvell announced in satisfaction. “Rest easy, Jewel. The rest of the path is a bit winding, but smooth.” 
“Gods be thanked,” she muttered with a huff of relief. “Alright, we need to go that way.” She pointed ahead and slightly to the left of where they stood. 
“Straight into yon woods,” Rialt groaned. “Oh, I do no be looking forward to this.”
“It will be fine,” she assured him. Her words didn’t have much of an impact, as she had told both men what Elahandra said over breakfast. Not getting a response, she shrugged and started walking in the right direction. 
With every step, the crystal became more distinct to her senses. The children had asked her to describe it to them last night, and she had struggled to explain it. To her it felt like a lodestone that sat there, waiting. The weight of it was massive, the potential to harness spiritual energy incredible, and the feel of it as solid as a mountain. This one had no power left to it, just the residual memory that it had once held a tremendous amount of energy within its core. With its drained state, Jewel marveled that she could feel it at all from the distance she had. But the depleted feel of the crystal worried her. History said that the crystals had all been removed at more or less the same time. If this one held such little power, the others surely fared no better. 
Before, each crystal had its own high priestess. When it came time to recharge the crystals, the priestesses would link with each other across great distances to do so. But now Jewel was alone. Could she charge and control all five crystals by herself? It seemed an impossible task. 
“Jewel, wait.” Sarvell halted in mid-step, pulling her to a stop as well. “That’s a very thick, primeval forest. The undergrowth in there is not a laughing matter. Even with me guiding you, I think you’ll be constantly tripping. Why don’t you ride on my back instead?”
Well, that did seem the more sensible approach, judging from his description. “Alright.” She felt his arm slide against her fingers as he squatted down. By feel, she found his shoulders and put her arms loosely around his neck. His arms in turn wrapped around and under her legs. With a slight heave to settle her properly around his waist, he stood again. 
“Still straight ahead?”
“A bit to the left,” she corrected. 
“You two look a mite familiar,” Rialt observed. His voice had a lilt of curiosity to it. 
“Well, how do you think he got me down that cliff face at Belthain?” Jewel asked him in amusement. 
“Cherchez’s beard, man!” Rialt spluttered in amazement. “I know she be a wee slip of a thing, but to climb that with a squirming load on your back?”
“I didn’t squirm!”
“Elahandra gave me a blessing of strength that night,” Sarvell answered, ignoring her protest. “Otherwise I probably wouldn’t have made it. You’ve climbed a few cliffs in your time?”
“A boy gets into scrapes, does he no?” Rialt returned in a tone rich with amusement. 
Sarvell laughed outright. Jewel listened to this give and take with some bemusement. They acted as if this were some ongoing joke. What had she missed? 
“Careful, now,” Rialt cautioned. “In here, tree roots do no stay properly in the ground as they should, but peek out now and again.” 
“Oh, this is going to be real fun to haul a crystal through. Rialt, for the love of the gods, why would your clan shove the thing this far into the forest?” 
“Mind, that belike was no their intent. Like as no, they simply shoved it down the hill and it came tumbling down, gaining speed as it did.” 
And no doubt carving quite the path through the forest as it went. Of course, after two hundred plus years, the path had long since grown over. Jewel extended a hand outward. “More that way.”
“We’re going to need every axe Ella can lay hands on,” Sarvell noted to them. “We’ll need to clear the path again before we even think of hauling it out of here.”
Rialt gave a grunt of agreement. 
For a time they walked in silence. The sound of foliage slapping against the men’s legs was counterpoint to the rustling of the tree leaves, the sounds of insects buzzing about, and the soft trills of birdsong. Here, deep within the covering of the trees, no sunlight warmed the air and it became very cool and damp. Jewel found herself pressing closer against Sarvell’s warm back, regretting not wearing a thick coat under her cloak. 
Without the feel of the sun she had no way of marking time. She only knew that they approached the crystal with every step until the feel of it became so clear that she felt like she could reach out a hand and touch it. “Do you see anything? I feel like the crystal should be right in front of us.”
“No crystal,” Rialt answered on a sigh. “Belike it be a bit ahead still.”
Jewel’s mouth tugged downwards. No, that shouldn’t be. It should be right there. “Rialt, describe to me what you see.” 
“Too many trees for a man’s peace of mind.”
If he’d been close enough, she would have thumped him for that response. “Let’s try this again…Sarvell, what do you see?”
“A lot of trees,” he answered dutifully, “thick underbrush, with some sort of vines forming a small rise ahead. No crystal, though.”
A small rise covered by vines? “Take me to the vines.” 
Jewel could feel Rialt’s eyes and Sarvell’s keen attention on her. “You think it be covered by the vines?”
“Like I said back at Ella’s, the crystal emits clean, holy energy.  Or it did when it first crashed here, anyway. I wouldn’t be surprised if it attracts plants.”
“Good point.” Rialt’s heavy footsteps became more marked, as if he had sped up his pace. 
She listened intently as he went ahead. A thick, chopping sound filled the air, followed by a high ringing as metal struck unyielding stone. “Well, now. Jewel, your crystal be certainly here.”
A bright smile lightened her face. “Good! How covered is it?”
“Completely,” Rialt confirmed for her darkly. “It will be the work of a full day to dig it free.”
“Well, now that we’ve found it, we can go back to get help.” Sarvell stopped in his tracks. “I’m just glad we didn’t have to walk into the very heart of this forest to find it.”
“Eh, that be one blessing.” Rialt’s tone clearly said, And we need all of the blessings we can get.
“Well. Let’s go back up and see how much help Ella was able to recruit, shall we?” Although she hadn’t the vaguest idea of how to go about finding more volunteers if they needed them. “Rialt, do you know of who else we can ask to lend us a hand?”
“Oh, I think that will be the easiest part,” Rialt answered dryly. “They be so twisted about your little finger, droves will come when you ask.”
Considering the mammoth job ahead of them, she hoped he was right. 
~*~*~*~
It turned out to be exactly that simple. They ascended the hill again to the city where Jewel told the inhabitants that the crystal had been found. She let Rialt explain what the situation was, as she couldn’t accurately describe it, and then she asked for any help that people would be willing to give. Under Ella’s practiced leadership, a practical army assembled, armed with axes and shears, vowing to help the next day. 
So the next morning, Jewel and her army of volunteers marched back down the hillside and into the forest. They set willingly to work hacking at the vines, all the time marveling at how large the crystal was, and wondering aloud how they’d get it back up to the crystal shrine. 
As they worked, Jewel pondered the situation. Elahandra had not given her any hints about how the crystal could be moved. Her memory hadn’t brought up any helpful facts about the first priestess who’d moved a crystal either. The Thornock crystal had been easy to manipulate, but she had never tried to move it. Actually, moving it had never occurred to her. 
With so many people, it took only half the day to get the crystal free. Sarvell carried her to the crystal, as the ground was so buried in bits of vine that she couldn’t hope to navigate it. Still resting in his arms, she reached out a hand and placed her palm flat against the cool, hard surface. It felt perfectly smooth against her skin, with no pits or scratches. Considering how many axes had been hammering against it that by itself was impressive. 
With a surface this slick, hauling it out with a harness would be nearly impossible. She needed it to move, but how… Jewel froze when she heard the shifting of leaves and debris against the ground. Had the crystal just shifted? Sliding her hand down the surface as far as she could reach, she pressed her palm more firmly against the surface and moved her arm forward. 
The debris rustled as it shifted forcefully aside. Some people yelped in surprise. This time, she felt the crystal move a good two feet forward. 
“Jewel,” Sarvell’s voice shook slightly, “how are you doing that?”
“I—” she had to swallow, twice, before she could continue “—I told the crystal I needed it to move, so it…moved.”
From the long second of silence, Sarvell needed a moment for his mind to process this. Even then, when he spoke, his voice sounded hoarse with incredulity. “Are you telling me that it will move to your will?”
She nodded dumbly, amazed. “It seems that way.” 
Rialt had to have been standing close enough to overhear the conversation as he bellowed, “Jewel can move the crystal on her own! I need men to clear a path! Fast and snell, now, do no carve a winding path!”
A heavy hand dropped onto her shoulder. “Well, lass, now I understand why Elahandra said no to worry.” Rialt let out a joyful laugh that rumbled deep from his chest. “Phew, it eases a man’s mind, it does. It might take the rest of the day to clear some trees, but it will no be half the work I dreaded.” 
“Or near the fashrie,” she added with a smile.
He chuckled at her use of the word. “Or that, eh, or that.”
“Do you think we can have it in place by tonight?” she inquired hopefully.
“Eh, as to that, maybe yes and maybe no. There be some mighty thick trees to fell first. Still and all, we should have it in place again afore tomorrow night, leastways.” 
That would still be a solid week ahead of the dreaded schedule they’d worked out yesterday. Good enough. She gave the crystal a happy pat, feeling like a heavy weight had suddenly dropped from her shoulders. Judging from this situation, the task of finding the crystals wouldn’t be nearly as difficult as she feared!
 
 



Chapter Eight
He saw it, but he couldn’t quite believe it. 
Sarvell matched his stride to Jewel’s pace, one of her arms linked through his for guidance and balance, with a gigantic crystal trailing happily along on her other side. It towered above both of their heads even while laying on its side, casting a shadow over them. The Thornock crystal had a red tint to it, but this one had the clear opacity that most crystals would. Jewel assured them that it would change back to red when powered. Sarvell just blessed the heavens that this crystal didn’t have an odd shape to it but was instead a single column with a slightly pointed top and a curved edge to the base. Anything wider than this would be a nightmare to maneuver through city streets. The fact that this woman-child could haul what a hundred strong men would be hard-pressed to budge set his head to spinning. The fact that she did it without strain threatened to push his incredulity past the limit. 
The crystal made scraping noises as it slid over the ground and up the hillside, leaving deep furrows in its wake. No one had any doubt as to how heavy the thing must be. Still, no sign of exertion could be detected on Jewel’s face. She had a faint smile curving her mouth, cheeks a little rosy from the cool breeze, but no sweat dewed her skin. 
All around them, the people of the city walked up and down exclaiming to each other about the sight. Sarvell saw quite a few people crying, from either relief or some other emotion, he couldn’t always tell. 
“There are a lot of people about,” Jewel observed, her words lilting up as if in a question. 
“Yes, they’re quite excited,” he responded. “Some of them are even crying, they’re so happy.”
Her smile widened a bit at that news. “Well, after centuries of facing the Daath, I don’t blame them.” The smile faltered a bit. “I’m not dragging the crystal over any of the planted ledges, am I?”
“No, you’re fine.”
“Oh good. I was afraid that in their mood they wouldn’t correct me if I did.” 
She had a point. In this exultant air, people would have likely thought that the price of the crystal being back in its proper place was cheap if they only had to replant a few rows. 
From the city gate, Rialt came jogging down, a slightly downward tilt to his mouth. “Lass, we will no be able to put the crystal properly in place today.”
Jewel stopped dead in her tracks, mouth open in dismay. “What?”
“The crystal shrine has been left to itself these past two hundred years,” he explained unhappily. “It be nigh caved in on itself. We will have to tear it down and clear it away afore you can put that in place.”
Well. That certainly would delay things. Sarvell eyed the crystal’s size and couldn’t imagine where to put it in the crowded city. “So do you know where we can park this in the meantime?”
“Eh, I asked the city council and they swore by the time Jewel reached the top, they would have a place.” He reached out and patted Jewel on the shoulder with what he no doubt thought was a gentle tap, but made her knees buckle a little. “Do no worry. When I left, there were people snatchin’ up all sorts of tools and cheerfully hacking away at the shrine. Ella swore she would no rest until it was ready. I would lay odds it will be clear afore sunrise.” 
She straightened her shoulders and gave a determined nod. “It can wait a day more. I’ll move it again when the area is clear. But they’ll have to build something around it, which might be difficult.”
“Not as difficult as hauling that thing would have been,” Sarvell pointed out. He felt like laughing for some reason at her concern. These people didn’t know how to quit—that determination had been engrained in them for centuries. It was why the Daath had never managed to conquer them. Building something around a crystal would no doubt be a lark to them. 
Jewel started walking once more, her hand flat against the crystal’s surface. It followed her up like some sort of well-trained dog, coming to heel at its master’s side. Sarvell stayed focused on guiding Jewel up the mismatched steps, keeping her clear of the planted rows. 
By the time they reached the top of the hill and the city gate, a tall, rather burly man from the city council stood waiting for them. Sarvell suspected him to be a relative of Rialt’s somehow—the prominent nose and pitch-black eyes were something of a giveaway. 
He walked directly to her, clasping a work-worn hand on her shoulder in greeting. “Priestess, I be Broeske Axheimer, City Manager.”
Jewel released the crystal, letting it come to a grinding halt, and reached out to return the greeting. Being so short, she couldn’t grip his shoulder but instead settled for his upper chest. “I am Jewel Jomadd. I am pleased to meet you, Broeske Axheimer.” 
“And I you, Priestess. We have found a good place to put the crystal tonight. I have come to guide you to it.” He leaned in closer to add in a confidential tone, “It can be moved to its proper place tomorrow morning. My word on it.” 
A sparkling smile lit up her expression. “I have no doubt of that, sir.”
He gave her a reassuring pat before stepping back. “This way.” 
The only clear space in the city turned out to be in the center courtyard not a stone’s throw from the shrine. She stopped near the fountain, head tilted as if intently listening to her surroundings. “Sarvell, how much room is left?”
Sarvell turned his head all around, estimating. From what he could see, the crystal cleared hitting any of the shops or businesses, but only just enough for people to squeak past. “Not much. People can move about and get around it, but it’s a bit tight.”
She nodded, unsurprised. “I thought as much.” Without a word, she turned to face the crystal directly and put both hands against it. Then, to the astonishment of everyone that watched her, she levered the crystal upright, walking and pushing forward until the crystal sat up on its base. 
It settled with a deep thud and slight scraping sound, but did not wobble or show any signs of instability. Jewel stepped back and brushed her hands together, satisfied. “There, that should help. Do I need to move it closer to the fountain?”
Sarvell swallowed, forcing himself not to either gibber or gape unintelligently. “Ah, no, that gives everyone enough room.” 
“Good.” She turned, seeking. “Master Axheimer?”
Broeske Axheimer had to tear his eyes away from the crystal and shake himself back into the present before responding. “Yes, Priestess?”
“Would you make sure my personal thanks are conveyed to everyone that helped today?” she requested with transparent sincerity. “I would have been lost without their support.” 
A new wave of astonishment washed over the man’s face, his bushy eyebrows nearly touching his hairline. The fact was, everything done today had been to Ramath’s benefit and not her own. There was no reason for her to thank anyone for anything. He stumbled a moment, lost as to the appropriate response. “I will do so, Priestess.”
“Thank you.” Jewel, unable to see his expression, could not detect anything from his gruff tone. 
“Priestess, I must ask, when can you put the barrier back up?” 
A shadow passed over her face. “The barrier is up, I assure you. But this crystal cannot join in and strengthen that barrier yet. You see, all of the crystals must be in alignment before their power can be restored. Until the other three are also in their proper place, I cannot do anything to the barrier.” 
That had clearly not been the answer Axheimer hoped for. He slumped in on himself in disappointment. “I see.”
“It shouldn’t take long, though,” she consoled him. “After all, this one didn’t take any time at all to find! I can feel them clearly when I get close enough. You shall not pass another winter fearing the Daath, I can give you my word on that.”
Her words brought him out of his disappointment and he straightened again, hope burning in his eyes. “Those are good words. We will bide and pray for your success.”
“While they work,” Rialt jerked a thumb to indicate the people happily hacking at the building, bits of masonry and wood flying in every direction, “we best prepare to go.”
“Go?” Axheimer protested. “You only just came!”
“Eh, and did you no hear the woman when she said we have others to find?” Rialt responded in exasperation, giving the older man a pointed look. “We have only one task left here, and that be to drag the crystal into the proper place. Jewel can do that in a snap.”
Jewel’s head canted a little to the side as she followed the conversation, nodding here and there. “A very good point, Rialt. I see no reason to stay after the crystal is moved. We might as well put our time to good use and start traveling on to Bryn.” 
Sarvell turned sharply towards her, eyes flared wide in surprise. “Bryn?! I thought surely we’d go to Jordia next.” 
“No, Bryn.” She said this with such confidence that Sarvell felt foolish questioning her. Her mouth curved up in an enigmatic smile. With that expression, he half expected some profound, spiritual reason for this decision. What came out of her mouth was, “I’d rather travel south until the weather warms up. Wouldn’t you?”
~*~*~*~
The Denzbane citizens were good to their word. When Jewel went to the square the next morning, the shrine had been completely torn down and removed. Only an empty lot remained, swept clean and ready for the crystal once more. She moved the crystal without pomp or ceremony, Sarvell on one side and Rialt on the other calling out directions. Their help turned out to be almost superfluous. She could sense when the crystal settled into exactly the right spot—it felt as perfect as a key inserted into a lock. 
The hardest part of the morning had nothing to do with moving the crystal but in trying to leave the city. They all wanted her to go, that wasn’t the issue. The sooner she found the crystals and charged them, the better. Everyone understood that. No, the problem was everyone wanted to help speed her on the way. Jewel couldn’t go five steps without being stopped and some package of food, or medicine, or some other traveling supply thrust into her hands. While she felt warmed by the gesture, the amount in her arms quickly became ridiculous. Jewel felt trapped—she had no idea how to politely turn people down in this culture. She didn’t want to offend anyone, but she couldn’t possibly accept all of this either. 
Rialt, bless him, stepped to her rescue and in his usual blunt manner shooed people off. While he dealt with the people, Sarvell snuck up behind her and towed her to a waiting horse. By the time she had been handed up into the saddle with Sarvell mounted behind her, Rialt had packed a few of the bundles onto his stallion and joined them. 
Sarvell clicked at his horse, starting them off at a slow walk. Jewel could feel the press of people’s hands against her legs, brushing against her as they moved through a crowd of people. She heard a multitude of voices of all ages call out to her, with good wishes and thanks. She waved all around, calling back with a wide smile on her face. 
Her face muscles were aching by the time they left the crowd behind them. She took a deep breath of cool spring air, smelled the vegetation of the farms, and knew they had passed the city limits. 
“It’s a shame we have to leave so quickly,” she said to Sarvell, smile dimming for a moment. “I’ve never felt so welcome anywhere in my life. I would like to stay for a day more.”
“I have no doubt, Jewel, that you’ll be welcome anytime,” he responded with a reassuring hug around her waist. “In fact, Rialt was rumbling last night that he won’t allow you to live in Belthain after this. He said it’s too dangerous. I think he has every intention to keep you here in Ramath after the crystals are restored.”
Her? Live in Ramath? Could she even do that? After all, she was Thornock’s priestess…
“Now, do no be stealing my thunder, man.” Rialt’s deep voice came from her right side, hooves clipping sharply against the stone road as the stallion caught up to their pace. “I said I would talk to her about it properly.”
“And I told you that it wouldn’t work,” Sarvell answered in a tone that clearly said he didn’t like repeating himself. “She lived in Belthain for a reason. She has to be in the center to control the barrier.”
“You do realize, don’t you, that I don’t have to be at the central crystal to operate the barrier? Any crystal will do.”
Sarvell’s head snapped to her so quickly that she could actually hear vertebrae pop. “What?!”
She could almost hear the wheels turning in Rialt’s head. “Then, you can live in Ramath and protect the whole country?”
“I don’t know,” she admitted frankly. “I am, after all, called to be Thornock’s priestess. But since I’m the only high priestess in existence right now…well, I’m not sure if I’m locked into staying in Thornock.” 
A deep chuckle rumbled out of his chest. “Sounds like wiggle room to me.”
“Now wait a minute,” Sarvell sounded startled by this abrupt agreement. “Rialt, what makes you think that she’s going to live in Ramath?”
“What are you on about?” Rialt responded irritably. 
“Jewel,” Sarvell’s voice vibrated with forced patience, “Ramath is not your only choice. In fact, I was hoping to talk you into living in Bryn. We have just as much barrier trouble as Ramath, only my leaders usually buy our way out of trouble instead of being stubborn and fighting like the Ramath do. You’d be very welcome among my clan.” 
Jewel regarded this offer in frank amazement. Never had she imagined that either of these men would want to keep her with them. It was certainly heartwarming, but at the same time Jewel was strongly put in mind of two bandy roosters in the same hen yard. Instead of trying to choose between them, she thought it wiser to side-step the issue. 
“Thank you, Sarvell. Both of you do realize, I hope, that the choice isn’t really up to me? Elahandra dictates where I need to be.”
“If herself says in Belthain, we will be having words,” Rialt growled in warning. 
“I’ll help you argue the point,” Sarvell promised in a corresponding growl. “We’re not leaving you alone again. You should be properly guarded.” 
Why did she not doubt that they both would go toe to toe with a goddess…? Jewel decided it was safer to change the subject. “So how long does it take for us to reach Bryn?”
“We’ll cross into Bryn’s borders in four days or so,” Sarvell answered. “And you’re not changing the subject that easily, Jewel. Why do you not have guards? Traditionally, there are guards specifically to protect the high priestess.”
“The Red Guard, yes,” she said on a sigh. “I only met the Ihan and Nihan once. Warlord Huero said that I didn’t need them in Belthain, and I was to call the Guard only when I left Belthain’s walls. Only I wasn’t ever allowed out of the castle,” she added bitterly. “I had no way to call them.”
“You do wonder why no one in the guard was nabbed by Elahandra to come rescue you.” Sarvell’s voice was deeper than usual, heavy with suspicion. “I wonder if they were bought off by Huero?”
“I’ve often suspected it,” Jewel admitted morosely. 
“Not all.” Everyone jumped a little when Elahandra’s voice suddenly sounded in their minds. “Jewel, there is one man that is truly trustworthy. He was sent far from you, and so could not reach you in time, hence why I called Sarvell and Rialt. However, this young man is coming even now to help you.”
“We do no need the help,” Rialt stated flatly. 
“Rialt,” Elahandra’s voice was gently chiding, “this young man swore in all honor to protect Jewel. Would you leave him forsworn?”
“Wait.” Jewel’s head started spinning. “The traditional oath of the guard swears them to the office of priestess. Are you saying that he swore directly to me instead?”
“Yes. He is like you are, Jewel; he is the best and brightest of my children. All three of you will be very glad to have him once you know him. Oh, and gentlemen, in regards to where my priestess abides?” Her voice became very tart. “You have no say in the matter.”
“Now wait just a—” Rialt started angrily, only to choke himself off when the goddess’s presence abruptly disappeared. He snarled out between clenched teeth, “It had best no be Belthain.” 
“Jewel.” Sarvell sounded a little strangled. “Does your goddess always pop in and out like this?”
“All the time,” Jewel drawled, well able to gauge how unbalanced Sarvell felt just by his voice. “You get used to it.”
Rialt heaved a sigh. “And I thought it bad enough when the wee lass did it. Now I will have a pair of voices bouncing around inside my head.”
 



Chapter Nine
There comes a time in a man’s life when it’s tempting to disregard courtesy and start knocking heads together. Chizeld had just about reached that point. 
Chizeld had been awoken in the dead of night by an irate goddess only to be informed that High Priestess was in imminent danger. Elahandra had issued assurances that help had been called—although it was unsettling that help had been called from men outside of Guard—and so Chizeld didn’t need to worry about reaching Priestess immediately. Just needed to reach Jomadd quickly to protect Priestess while Jomadd completed a task. 
What task, hadn’t thought to ask until Elahandra had disappeared in a flash of light. 
Tired, worried, and ill-prepared for a midnight departure, Chizeld had hastily thrown together some supplies, saddled a horse, and left immediately for Belthain. No doubt there’d be trouble with superiors over that, but technically, Elahandra did outrank everyone. 
After a week solid of traveling, Chizeld arrived in Belthain ragged around the edges. Barely breached the city’s gates when rumors flew about Priestess being abducted from the castle. While glad of the escape from the castle—and therefore the sword hanging overhead—Chizeld had to wonder: abducted by who? Intended rescuers? Some other party with nefarious intentions? 
Even more worried now, Chizeld found a small temple to stop in and knelt in prayer, fervently asking Elahandra for reassurance. Elahandra responded with, “She’s fine. Go to Ramath.”
The curt words lacked certain sympathy for the armsman’s taut nerves. 
Chizeld left immediately, traveling through Wexel, heading straight for the first major city in Ramath—Denzbane. By switching horses at every hostel, the three day trip had been done in two. 
Elahandra’s answer hadn’t given a precise direction. However, Order protocol stated that a high priestess had to visit both the temple of the clan’s god—which would be Juven in this case—and the nearest Temple of Elahandra before having the necessary permission to work in that clan’s territory. Chizeld’s memory was a little fuzzy on the finer details, but according to memory, only a handful of cities boasted a Temple of Elahandra. The first one within range was situated in Denzbane. Chizeld had a personal bet going that Priestess had stopped there first. If that truly were the case, then someone in that Temple would surely know the girl’s whereabouts. 
With the late night arrival, Chizeld had been forced to find an inn as the Order would have the gates locked at that hour. But first thing in the morning, the armsman had risen, eaten a hastily prepared breakfast, and gone straight for the Temple of Elahandra. The Temple looked more like an Order building really, as it stood two stories tall and branched out in an L shape, with a strong wall of stone surrounding it. Well, the difference in architecture made sense considering how far north—and how close to the Daath—this city stood. Chizeld paid it no mind and just knocked on the outer door. 
“Hello!” he called out. “Chizeld Lorin, Sanhan of the Red Guard is here!”
The door abruptly opened, almost jerked aside at full force. Chizeld blinked to see the woman standing there, who had to be a priestess with that necklace of interlocking circles on her neck, but…the male trousers, riding boots, and tight shirt all said warrior not priestess. The lethal glare in those dark eyes also had Chizeld’s survival instincts blaring for a retreat. Just who…was this woman? 
Chizeld was beyond tired, feeling sixty years old instead of thirty. Dark red and white uniform looked brown because of the multiple layers of travel dust coating it. The feel of the same grime coated skin and fair hair, sticking unpleasantly. To anyone that asked, Chizeld could easily admit didn’t look the best just then. 
That didn’t mean that the hostile, suspicious glare from this woman was deserved.
In a very thick northern accent, the Ramathan asked, “Who did you say you are?” 
Not sure if it would be wiser to draw the sword, or run, Chizeld bravely answered, “Chizeld Lorin, Sanhan of the Red Guard. Looking for High Priestess Jewel Jomadd.”
“Hooo.” The woman crossed both arms over a rather impressively muscled chest and gave him a stare that would squash a lesser man like a bug. “So you’re one of the eijits that let that poor girl suffer as she did, eh?”
Erk. How to respond to that…?
“I see Elahandra’s mantle on you,” the woman continued, a tic at the corner of the mouth, “but I willna send such a careless man to the lass. She’s a sweet one, she is, and better deserving. My friend is with her, protecting her, and he’ll do a better job than the likes of you. Go home.”
The door slammed shut again. Chizeld stared at it in absolute frustration. Did the woman not consider that if a Verisan guardsman had come all the way here, Elahandra must be behind it? It was somewhat tempting to start banging on that door and demand some answers, but…no. That woman would likely respond by gutting Chizeld. And still not answer the question either, curse it. Shards. 
Alright, change of plans. That stubborn woman had known Jewel without Chizeld having to explain, so obviously Priestess had made it here. If that was the case, then surely other people in this town would have an idea of where the woman went next. 
Determined, Chizeld turned around and headed back into the city proper, asking anyone that crossed paths about Jewel. No one wanted to talk, everyone had that suspicious look when speaking, but the armsman stubbornly stuck with it. 
Now here the guardsman stood, in one of the main courtyards of Denzbane, facing a veritable mob of suspicious Ramathans. The solid wall in front of Chizeld had been formed by every possible gender, age, and occupation. From baker to housewife to toddler, they all gave the exact same narrow-eyed look. All from an innocent query: has Priestess Jomadd been here? 
A middle-aged man that had the arms of a blacksmith and the ruddy complexion of a drunkard eyed Chizeld from head to toe and back again. “And who might you be, asking such a thing.”
Chizeld took in a deep breath for patience. “Chizeld Lorin, Sanhan of the Red Guard. Sworn to Priestess Jomadd’s protection. Searching for nearly two weeks—” although it felt like two years “—and told was coming here, to Ramath. Came?”
This openness did not win any sort of a response. The people all looked at each other silently, eyes saying a hundred words that Chizeld could not decipher. The pent-up frustration rose to another level. What was these people’s problem?

“So. You’re the one who left her to rot in that dungeon, eh?”
Chizeld blinked. Dungeon? Elahandra didn’t mention a dungeon. By me by, what was this? What had happened while Guard was separated from Priestess? Still, for this information to be known, Priestess had to have been here, or could be here still. Hope rose at this last thought. 
“Do not know about dungeon,” Chizeld answered honestly. “Elahandra said that Priestess in trouble and need to go, so came.” 
“You do no know about the dungeon, eh?” The man leaned in at a menacing angle, nostrils flaring with anger. “Well, I’ll tell you.”
Chizeld listened with a sinking heart as the full story was laid out. Never could the guardsman have imagined that the priestess would be put into such danger. Commander’s orders to go back to homeland had been suspicious, certainly, and Chizeld had fought against it. But this…this was far worse than imagined. Chizeld raised a hand and pinched the bridge of nose, hard, anger and regret forming a knot in the chest. Never should have obeyed those orders. 
The tale was not told in a few minutes. The townspeople would not let it rest with a concise summary. Chizeld was dragged over to the other hill so that the newly restored crystal could be shown off. The story of how Priestess dragged it uphill alone was told with much enthusiasm from several different people. Chizeld, standing in the crystal’s shadow, could not fathom how anyone could do that alone. There were stories passed down among the Guard of a priestess moving a crystal alone, but still… Priestess Jomadd must be a very large, strong woman to grapple with that and win. 
Story of Priestess’s stay was also told with much delight, everyone chipping in with parts of the tale. As Chizeld patiently listened, the people lost some of the anger and outrage, softening slightly. By the time afternoon came and went, some were willing to concede that Chizeld was honestly concerned about the girl’s welfare and that perhaps the guardsman could be trusted. 
No one answered the most important question, however: where was Priestess?
Chizeld was beginning to think that only a divine visit from Elahandra would make people talk when one of the city councilmen approached. Broeske Axheimer asked a few questions, validating Chizeld’s identity and mission, and then stated in plain terms, “Priestess Jomadd left early this morning, she did, with Rialt and Sarvell. She said they be heading south, towards Bryn. Hunting for crystals, she be.” 
Frustration and relief mixed in equal amounts. Finally had the answer, but…once again hours behind. Would Chizeld ever be able to catch up? 
 ~*~*~*~
By the time they stopped that night at an inn, Jewel’s head spun from exhaustion. She hadn’t really traveled much in her lifetime, not venturing farther than the outskirts of Belthain, and so hadn’t realized just how mentally taxing the constant change of environment could be. Her senses were constantly straining, trying to find something familiar, only to be confronted with things that she couldn’t label. 
When they stopped at an inn just at sunset, Jewel had a mantra running through her head of hot meal, soft bed, hot meal, soft bed. The hope for a quiet meal was dashed when a door swung open directly in front of her, letting loose a barrage of overlapping voices. The twinges at her temples developed into an outright throb at the volume. 
“Seems a mite lively,” Rialt noted as his hands spanned her waist, lifting her off the horse. 
“Rialt, you think it’s safe enough to not try a disguise?” Sarvell asked as he reached up and took her from Rialt’s arms. She reached out and braced herself against his shoulders as she was gently set to earth. 
“Eh, certainly,” Rialt assured with an amused timber to his tone. “No Ramathan would answer any question from a Thornock soldier. Matter of principal, it be. No one be looking for us here.” 
While relieved that she could walk around after a full day of riding, Jewel in no way wanted to brave the crowd she could hear in the inn’s main taproom. Traveling around like this exhausted her. Trying to deal with a press of bodies in a place she did not know at all, well, it filled her stomach with dread. 
“Er…maybe it’s safer for me to take a tray in my room.”
Rialt’s hand patted her lightly on the shoulder. “Do no worry. We will make sure no one runs you over.”
That’s only part of the problem…oh, never mind. She smiled wanly. “I appreciate that.” 
“I’ll take care of the horses and bring the bags up,” Sarvell volunteered. “If you two will get us some rooms and dinner.”
“Sure thing,” Rialt agreed as he dismounted. 
Jewel hugged Rialt’s arm tightly as he led her toward that din of chaotic noise. He must have sensed her anxiety as he placed his hand over both of hers and squeezed once in a comforting gesture. The sound of metal hinges squeaked a bit as the door moved and then she could hear nothing but a multitude of voices, loud laughter, and snatches of a musical trio.  
Jewel lost most of the exchange when Rialt called out to the innkeeper and made arrangements for a night’s lodgings. In self-defense, she tried to tune out all of the noise around her, focusing on just going wherever Rialt led. 
“—el? Jewel, lass?”
Startled, she jerked her head up. “Yes?”
Rialt’s voice was heavy with concern. “Be you alright?”
“There’s too much noise in here,” she admitted, pressing one hand to her ear. “It’s overwhelming.”
“Then we best take you up to the room,” he responded instantly. “I will get you that tray you wanted instead, eh?”
She nearly melted in relief. “Yes, thank you.” 
Rialt turned, guiding her more toward the left of the door. Jewel tried to keep up with him, but people kept bumping into her from different angles and now and again something would suddenly trip her up. The second time she staggered into Rialt, he stopped dead with a low growl of frustration. 
“Ridiculous, this be. Here.” 
Jewel emitted a half-strangled shriek when she abruptly left the ground and swung up into the air, fetching against a hard chest she knew well. “Rialt, what did I tell you about warning me beforehand?!”
“Sorry, lass, had to act quick,” Rialt apologized, disgruntled. “A drunkard nearly plowed right into you.”
“Oh. Ah, then thank you.”
“Crowd’s worse than we thought it would be,” Rialt said although this time it sounded more as if he were muttering to himself. “Stairs be nearby, so just bide.”
She grabbed his jacket lapel with both hands as an anchor of sorts as he shoved his way through the press of bodies. Jewel could feel people brushing against her legs and shoulders as they moved. Then, all at once, she could feel empty space all around them. The sound of Rialt’s boots changed from a solid thud to one with a hollow after-tone. Stairs, judging by the sound. She let out a huff of relief as the crowd fell behind them. 
Rialt paused and bent to put her gently back on her feet, although he kept an arm around her waist. “Here you be. Sarvell and I have the room next to this, I made sure of that.”
“Good.” Jewel reached out until she felt the cool metal of the door knob and then pushed open the door. “What’s in here?”
“A bed on your far right, washstand inside the doorway, and a small table with a chair to the left of the window.” Rialt led her inside as he spoke, guiding her hand to touch each piece of furniture. “Bide a while, and I will fetch us supper.”
“I will.” She waited for the door to shut behind him before letting out a long sigh. Thank the vast heavens this day was coming to an end! Jewel felt sure that if she had to deal with anything else right at this moment, she’d simply collapse. When Elahandra had given her this task, she had not imagined how difficult simply traveling would be. 
Still, she had taken the task on, and she wouldn’t start complaining about it now. Drawing upon her resolve, she took off her cloak and shoes, setting them carefully at the end of the bed, and then went to the washstand to wipe away some of the dust of the road. 
Rialt and Sarvell both popped in on her, one bearing a supper tray and the other her saddlebags. She could hear in their voices their concern for her, but she put on a brave front and shooed them off to bed. Nothing they could do would make any of this easier for her. She’d simply have to pluck up her determination and keep going, that was all. 
If a few tears of frustration and exhaustion leaked from her eyes that night, well, no one was around to notice but her. 
~*~*~*~
Hmmmm…so…warm. And fuzzy. Although something wet kept tickling her palm. Jewel twitched her hand away, but a moment later, that wet, rough thing touched her skin again. Annoyed by these odd sensations that rudely interrupted a nice sleep, she sat up a little and tried to roll over…only to come to an abrupt stop inches later. 
Wait. That warm, fuzzy thing pressing against her seemed quite solid. Not part of a dream, then? 
Cautiously, she reached out a hand and laid it against the warm bulk pressed against her. The furry texture against her skin was definitely not part of a dream. So, if not a dream, then…what was it? 
Trying not to panic, she raised her voice in something that wasn’t quite a shout. “Sarvell! Rialt!”
At her voice, the furry creature shifted closer and started sniffing against her hair. Jewel emitted a strangled shriek, not sure whether to bolt for the door or play dead. 
From next door, there was the sound of something heavy hitting the floorboards, then a door being yanked open, more footsteps, until her own door was flung wide with a crash. “Jewel, what—” Sarvell started only to stop in a huff of surprise.
Dead silence. 
Unable to take the suspense any longer, she nearly wailed, “What’s in bed with me?!”
“That is quite possibly the biggest dog I’ve ever seen,” Sarvell stated in a painfully neutral tone. 
Jewel froze, still teetering between panic or hysterics. “Dog?”
“A kuvasz,” Rialt elaborated although he sounded surprised instead of alarmed like his companion. “Good dogs, these. We use ‘em for herding or scouting dogs as they be right intelligent. Now, how by Corbard’s beard did he get up here?”
This information, so calmly delivered, actually settled Jewel’s nerves in a way that reassurances wouldn’t have. “So, he’s not aggressive?”
Rialt gave an earthy chuckle. “Bless you, lass, no. They be gentle giants unless their people be under attack. Then gods help you, because they be ferocious fighters! But all in all, they be gentle beasts. This one seems quite keen on you, the way he be watching your every move. Although for the life of me, I can no ken how he snuck in your room.”
Something hard, covered in short fur pushed up against her jawline in short bumps. “Is he nuzzling me?” she asked in confusion, sitting up enough to put both hands against the dog’s chest. 
“Yes, he is.” Sarvell sounded torn between amusement and puzzlement. “He does seem quite fond of you. Odd, I thought this breed wasn’t really friendly?”
“Oh, they be friendly enough with their people,” Rialt disagreed, “but it takes time for them to warm to strangers. Well, let us see if we can no get him off the bed at least. Here, boy.” The sound of a hand slapping against a knee. “Come on, now, and let yon lass be.”
The dog didn’t budge an inch. 
“…he just ignored me now, did he no.” It clearly wasn’t a question.
“Rialt, the dog has been completely ignoring us since we entered the room,” Sarvell informed him dryly. “The only thing he’s interested in is her. Jewel, try talking to him.”
She had never in her life been around a dog before, so wasn’t sure how to talk to him. Hesitantly, she phrased it the way she would talk to a child. “Um, can you get down? I want to get out of bed.” 
Instantly, the dog stood up on the mattress before lightly jumping to the floor. Relieved, Jewel threw the covers back and swung her legs over. The skin on her shins felt the brush of fur and she froze, toes grazing the bare wood floor. “He’s right next to me.”
“Eh, he be quite keen on no being far from you.” Rialt’s voice held speculation. “There be a collar on him. Sarvell, can you read it from your angle?”
“No, not really…wait, that’s Elahandra’s symbol!”
Jewel froze, feeling lightheaded for a moment. “Are you sure?”
“Quite sure.” 
Reaching out, she found the dog’s coat and then brushed up until she found a collar made of sewn leather and cool metal. With her fingers, she traced it around. There. Engraved into the metal was indeed Elahandra’s symbol. The five interlocking rings were unmistakable. 
Either this dog belonged to someone of her Order, or… She bent her head in prayer. Elahandra, do you know who this dog belongs to?
“I certainly do. He belongs to you.”
ME?!
“Indeed.” An undertone of laughter richened her words. “Jewel, my sweet child, do you think I don’t know how difficult traveling is for you? I recognize the challenges you are facing. While Rialt and Sarvell certainly do everything they can to help, they don’t always know what you need. This little fellow does. I trained him myself. He will be your constant and loyal companion.” 
She recognized the gift for what it was—a reward for her willingness to go. Tears pricked her eyes but she fought them back. Thank you. 
“You are very welcome. His name is Bortonor, by the way. Oh, and don’t worry…he and your other guards will come to terms eventually.”
Jewel frowned, feeling suspicions grow. What do you mean “come to terms?”
With a mischievous laugh, the presence of her goddess disappeared.
“Jewel?”
Still frowning, she turned toward the sound of Sarvell’s voice. “He’s a gift to me from Elahandra. She said that he is trained to help me.” The fact that these three wouldn’t get along in the near future…she wouldn’t mention just now. “His name is Bortonor.” 
The dog let out a soft wuff before laying his head in her lap. Considering the size of his head, that meant that he filled her lap. “Um…just how big is he?”
“Bigger than you,” Rialt answered bluntly. “He looks full grown, he does.”
Bigger than her?! Focusing, she put both hands on his head and started investigating, trying to develop an idea of what the dog looked like. His head was large, certainly, with a wide brow that trailed down into a round snout. His ears seemed to flop instead of stand straight up. She could feel serious muscle under all of the fur as she trailed her hands down a deep chest, sloping back, and powerful legs. The only thing completely soft was a thick tail. The tail wagged as her hands trailed over him. “He likes my attention, doesn’t he?”
“This breed does,” Rialt informed her. “They be a mite independent, mind, and he will no smother you with love, but they like affection. You will no find its equal in intelligence, courage or devotion. He be a good gifting.” 
Thank heavens Rialt was so very familiar with the breed. She wouldn’t have the first clue on how to go about caring for him. 
“Intelligence, eh?” Sarvell drawled. “Is that why he’s looking at me in that weighing manner?”
“Eh, just so. He be trying to decide if we be friend or foe.”
Jewel didn’t like the implications of that. “So what if he decides you’re foes?”
“He will no let us within arm’s reach of you.”
“Alright, Rialt, then how do we convince him we’re friends?”
“That will take a few days,” Rialt answered dryly. “In the meantime, Jewel will have to do the talking. He will no trust a word we say.” 
Oh…dear. 
 



Chapter Ten 
Bortonor turned out to be even more of a godsend than Jewel first realized. 
He did indeed know what she needed when she needed it. Whenever she stood up to go anywhere, he would nose his way under her hand so that her palm rested on his head. With that touch, he would guide her to wherever she wanted to go. He displayed a keen intelligence that made him several times smarter than some people she knew. When she spoke, he knew what she meant. 
She discovered another nice perk when she descended the stairs for breakfast that morning. With this massive dog at her side, people gave her a wide berth. The taproom had just as much of a crowd as it had the night before, but Bortonor encouraged them to back up and give her room to move. She could hear people muttering to each other as she passed, most in curiosity but a few in blatant worry. 
Jewel kept her hand tangled in her guide’s fur and a pleasantly blank expression on her face. “Bort, do you see an empty table?”
The dog gave a soft wuff, as if in confirmation. 
“Lead me there, then.” 
He did so, pressing his head against her midriff to stop her from bumping right into the table. She patted him on the neck before letting go, reaching out with her hands to find the edge of the table and the location of the chair. When she felt the smooth wood, she traced it about for a moment to outline the shape in her mind before maneuvering into it. 
“Well,” Sarvell said as a chair scraped across the floor, “He is good. Of course, I’m not surprised Elahandra knows how to train a dog.”
Jewel chuckled at that. “Neither am I. What should we order for him, anyway? Dogs eat meat, don’t they?”
“The kuvasz likes sweet bread, too,” Rialt put in with a slight creak of wood as he settled into a chair to her right. 
“Let’s see what the cook has to offer, shall we?” Sarvell turned and called out for a serving girl, then placed an order for breakfast. 
As they waited for food to arrive, Jewel focused on getting more information about her new companion. “Rialt, will he be able to keep up with us on horseback?”
“Eh, no worries. They be as fast as a trotting horse. If we break out into a full run, he might fall behind a bit, but will catch up quickly enough.” The table creaked as someone leaned their weight against it. “Jewel, a word of warning: this breed is the sensitive sort. He will react well to praise and badly to blame. Just his name in a scolding tone is enough to correct him. Never do more than that.”
Wise words and ones that she needed to remember. “Alright. What else?”
“Now, they be known to be very protective of children. In his eyes I think you qualify, since you be smaller than him. Do no be surprised if he overreacts to threats near you.”
“What, like you do?” Sarvell asked in blatant amusement. 
Rialt gave a huff of annoyance at the question but didn’t answer. Jewel’s head cocked a little to the side as she considered it. Actually, now that Sarvell mentioned it, the Ramath and their dogs did have certain similar personality traits…
“Just feed him when we eat, give him lots of praise and attention, and you have no a thing to worry about,” Rialt finished with a firm tone. 
The serving girl arrived at that point and set down plates with a distinct clap on the table. Jewel frowned at the quick and hasty steps the girl made as she skittered to the other side of the table. “You don’t need to be nervous of him. He’s a gentle dog.”
A long, taut pause. “All the same, miss…”
Jewel just sighed and let that battle go. “Which plate is his?”
Sarvell reached out and grasped her hand, pushing the edge of a plate into it. “This one.”
“Thank you.” Jewel reached out and found Bort’s head with her other hand. To no one’s surprise, he sat as close to her as he could. “Bort, back up a bit so I can put your plate on the floor.”
The dog instantly moved back a foot, his nails scraping slightly against the wood floor as he moved. As Jewel lifted the plate and bent to put it down, she could smell day-old bread and some sort of smoked beef. He waited for her to sit up again before digging in, making happy munching sounds as he consumed his breakfast in quick bites. 
Satisfied, Jewel focused on her own breakfast of soft bread, boiled eggs, and some sort of tart fruit that she didn’t recognize. 
“Jewel, do you have a better idea of where the crystal is?” Sarvell asked. 
“It’s getting clearer,” she answered after swallowing a bite. “Perhaps another three days travel away? That’s a guess. It might be farther than that.”
“Still, it’s closer than I feared it would be.” Sarvell sounded encouraged by her response. 
“Are there no legends about Bryn’s crystal?” Rialt asked, the sound of bread being torn accompanying his words.
“No, not that I know of. The only thing I ever heard about it is that our crystal disappeared the same year that Ramath’s did.”
“I suppose that no information is better than conflicting information,” Jewel allowed dryly. “And it doesn’t matter much anyway. We need to head more southeast now, instead of true south.”
“Well, I’ll get the horses saddled, then.”
~*~*~*~
“Dog.” Rialt’s tone had a strained patience to it, as if he were fighting to keep himself from snapping. “I do no mind you being protective of our lass, but you canna be so contrary.”
Bortonor, not agreeing, let loose another growl. 
It wasn’t nice of her, but Jewel couldn’t help but giggle. It had taken only a few minutes to saddle the horses and pack up some food. Sarvell was already mounted, ready to go. But when Rialt reached out to lift her on the back of the horse, well…Bortonor stepped forward, blocking him, and let out a snarl that said to keep the distance. 
Rialt tried reasoning, trickery, and bribes…to no avail. Bortonor failed to be moved by any of it. 
Jewel, who really should have been trying to help with the situation, instead found it hilariously funny to listen to Rialt argue with Bortonor like he was human and not a dog. Of course, with Bortonor giving growls and short barks in return, it actually did sound like an argument in progress. 
Bortonor let out another bark, the sound low and deep. 
“Oh, a fine gentleman you are!” Rialt snapped irritably in return. “Letting a lady, your lady, walk the whole way.”
Bortonor let out a soft whine. Jewel stifled another laugh behind her hand as the dog started caving. 
“You be here to protect her, be you no?” Rialt challenged archly. “And a fine job you would be doing, if you made her walk just for your convenience.”
Another soft whine that transformed into a low groan. To Jewel’s ears, it sounded like defeat. She patted him on the head. “It’s alright,” she soothed, biting back a smile. “You can run alongside and be right next to me.”
He let out a soft whine in the back of this throat. Clearly, this reassurance didn’t sit well with him, but he couldn’t find a good way to argue his point. Jewel found herself grateful that he didn’t possess the ability to actually form words. Otherwise they’d probably still be arguing at the end of the day. 
With this sorted out, Rialt put both hands around Jewel’s waist and lifted her to the back of his stallion. She held on firmly to the pommel as he lifted himself behind her, the saddle shifting a bit from side to side under his weight. With familiar ease, she leaned back against him as his arm came around to gather up the reins. With a tap of the heels, they moved off. 
Jewel’s ears were tracking all of the sound around her. At this hour of the morning, the place bustled with farmers bringing in their products for morning market, people going to work, and travelers departing for the road. With all of the noise, she couldn’t hear the click of Bortonor’s toenails as he walked. Frowning, she turned her head slightly and strained. No, she still couldn’t hear him. 
Rialt apparently noticed her actions as he queried, “Lass?”
“I can’t hear Bortonor,” she admitted with a growing frown. “He’s right next to us, isn’t he?”
“Eh, on our right side. Do no worry, he will no be more than a foot from you.”
“I’m actually worried that he might be run over,” she admitted frankly, her frown only easing a hair. “The streets sound overrun with traffic.”
“Well, there be a bit of breathing room still,” he assured her. “But do no worry about your furry friend. People be giving him a wide birth.”
Well, as long as people didn’t hit him. She didn’t want everyone to be afraid of him of course, but she preferred that over him being hurt because of someone’s carelessness. 
When they finally cleared the city’s outskirts, she breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed back against Rialt’s broad chest. As the morning passed, the air grew warmer with a gentle breeze stirring the fine hairs on her skin. The scents around her changed as well, from the crisp smell of frozen earth to the softer, tangier aroma of sunbaked dirt and greenery. She found it perfectly soothing. So soothing, in fact, that the idea of a mid-morning nap tantalized her. 
Aside from a break at noon for a quick meal, they rode straight south. Travelers on the road were few and far between and it became easier for Jewel to hear Bortonor. His breathing had a distinct rhythm as he ran alongside. It did not sound labored in any way, and she listened for any sign of it. But it seemed that Elahandra had anticipated his need for stamina and trained him in this regard as well. He kept up with perfect ease. 
They stopped for the night in a clearing off the road. Jewel, as usual, took over the task of cooking while the men saw to the horses and set up camp. Bortonor served as a guide whenever she stood up for any reason but otherwise seemed content to lay on her feet. Jewel knew full well that he chose to conquer her feet so that he could discourage her from moving. But since he also served to keep her warm in the cooling night air, she didn’t complain. 
At dawn they returned to the road and continued heading south. As they grew closer, Jewel directed them toward the east. She could feel the sun blazing directly overhead when the quick trot of the stallion under her legs slowed to a walk. “Is something ahead?”
“Well, yes and no,” Sarvell answered from her left side.  “We’re entering foothills. They’re not particularly high, not in comparison to the mountains we’ve been passing, but the initial approach is a bit steep.”
That explained the change in pace. The road apparently had more rocks to it as well as she could hear them clatter as they were disturbed by the horse’s hooves. She couldn’t smell as much vegetation here, just grass. Apparently not much grew on the foothills. 
Once they reached the top of the hill, the road meandered up and down and in gentle curves. The men chose not to assume their fast trot from before, but stay at a quick walk. It gave Jewel an opportunity to ask questions and learn more about the men she traveled with. She had just started to wheedle some family stories from Sarvell when Bortonor abruptly stopped and let out a bark of warning. 
Rialt immediately reined to a stop and twisted in the saddle with a creak of leather. His left arm came around Jewel’s waist to hold her in place as he shifted about. “Rider coming up behind us,” he reported. “Coming fast, too. Courier, mayhap?”
“For what?” Sarvell protested. “There’s nothing to report on in this area of the country. Not even the Daath are interested in this part of Ramath.”
“Eh, it be strange,” Rialt agreed in a slow, contemplative tone of voice. “Let us pull off a bit and see if he be interested in us.” 
Jewel sat taut in the curve of Rialt’s arm, ears trained on the sound of rapid hoof beats coming this direction. The tempo of the horse changed a bit, probably as it crested the slope, but then it slowed altogether. So the rider had seen them? “Rialt, where’s Bort?”
“Standing point, he be,” Rialt answered in a quiet rumble near her temple. “The rider seems intent on coming to see us. He be heading straight here.”
Stones and pebbles clattered and shifted as the rider came closer. Several feet from them, Bort let out a warning growl and the horse abruptly stopped. 
“Do not intend harm,” the rider said to them calmly, his tenor voice carrying easily in the still air. “Chizeld Lorin, Sanhan of the Red Guard, at Priestess Jomadd’s service.”
Oh! This must be the man that Elahandra said was coming to meet up with them. Jewel pushed Rialt’s protective arm aside and then used it to lever herself off the saddle and to the ground. “I am Jewel Jomadd. Sanhan Lorin, I am glad you finally caught up with us! Elahandra said that you were coming. Bort, stop growling at the man. He’s an ally.” 
Bort gave a discontented wuff before padding back to her and shoving his head under her arm. He pressed his body closely to her side, making it clear that he wasn’t budging until this strange man went away. 
Sounds of leather creaking and the jangle of harnesses repeated around her in quick succession as everyone dismounted. 
“Very glad to see Priestess safe,” Chizeld Lorin said with transparent sincerity as he approached her. “Did not know of danger until Elahandra awoke in the middle of the night.”
“Eh, she did that with all of us,” Rialt grumbled to no one in particular. 
Jewel faced in the direction she heard him and gave him a smile. “Well, I’m glad that I had at least one guard that is trustworthy.” A guard from Veris, from the sound of it. Only the Verisians had that strange speech pattern. His accent was thicker than she’d ever heard, so he must be from the very heart of the clan’s territory. To have a Verisian guard wasn’t strange. The first armsman for the Thornock high priestess had been Verisian. To this day, the largest training facility and the main headquarters for the Red Guard was in Rounsefell, Veris. “Sanhan, the man behind me is Rialt Axheimer from Ramath. The one standing at my right is Sarvell Sorpan from Bryn. My furry companion who is probably glaring at you is Bortonor. He is a gift from Elahandra and very new to this company. Do not be surprised if it takes a few days for him to warm up to you.”
“Greetings,” Chizeld offered. 
“We had best move,” Rialt said in a voice that was distinctly grumpy. “If this whelp can find us, others can.”
“Ah, no, sincerely doubt that,” Chizeld disagreed with a strange inflection. 
“Oh?” Rialt challenged openly. “Be you such a marvelous tracker?”
“Well, fair enough, but didn’t find by tracking. Did that for a week and didn’t get anywhere.” 
“So how did you find us?” Jewel queried in blatant curiosity.
“Actually broke down and prayed this morning that Elahandra would tell location,” he admitted a little sheepishly. 
“Oooh,” Jewel responded teasingly. “A man that knows how to ask for directions. Impressive.” 
Chizeld asked slowly, “Worried about pursuit?” 
“How much did Elahandra tell you?” Sarvell asked, sounding as if he already knew the answer. 
“Not much,” Chizeld answered frankly. “Priestess in trouble. Need to go immediately. Two other men called to help. That’s it.”
“Tell you what, Lorin,” Sarvell offered in a wry tone, “While we ride, why don’t I fill you in?”
 



Chapter Eleven
Chizeld Lorin turned out to be an interesting man. 
Jewel asked quite a few questions of him as they rode after Sarvell’s briefing of the situation. He was a third generation guardsman for the Order, and the only son of the Guard’s previous commander. He’d never been around someone that was blind before, and so asked a great many questions about her. Jewel liked his frankness and answered any question he posed. When they stopped and made camp for the night, he pitched in readily with a competent air that quietly stated he knew what he was doing. 
 He even encouraged her to see him with her hands, which she appreciated as she knew that doing so made most people uncomfortable. When she traced his body with her hands, she felt a strong chest and arms that could rival Sarvell’s. He sported bristle along his jawline, but when she asked, he told her that he preferred to be clean shaven. With his pursuit of her, he hadn’t taken the time to shave in recent days. He had hair cut to military shortness, a broad forehead and a nose that had to have been broken at least three times to attain that shape. 
Bortonor was glued to her side the entire time she examined Chizeld, but the guardsman didn’t seem to mind the dog’s suspicions. Like Sarvell, he seemed to have an easy temperament. But when he heard everything that had happened to Jewel, he seethed with rage. 
“Did not know of trouble,” he told her between gritted teeth. “Only knew that commander said had orders to return home. Assumed orders came from Priestess. Priestess, after all, is only one to have authority to order Guard to do anything.” 
“It might have been from the high priestess,” Jewel responded on a long sigh. She retreated a few steps to her bedroll and sat down on it heavily. “By the time I inherited the position, the Guard was already gone. I had no means of contacting you either. They blocked every attempt I made.” 
“Need to investigate this,” Chizeld determined. 
“Yes, I’d say you do,” Sarvell agreed from his place near the cook fire. “But we can do that on the way to Veris’s crystal. For now, let’s focus on Bryn’s. Jewel, how close do you think we are?”
“Close,” she answered, turning toward the crystal instinctively. “I’d say…another two days of riding, more or less.” 
“Elahandra is calling more high priestesses.” Chizeld said it as if he meant it to be a statement, but an edge of doubt crept in. 
Jewel’s brows drew together in confusion. “Why would she need to? I can charge the crystals.”
“Uhhhh…” 
At his uncertain pause, her frown deepened. “Can’t I? Chizeld, what do you know that I don’t?”
“Family has been guarding high priestesses for three generations,” he told her with slow, careful words. “Have much lore and stories about crystals because of that. A lone priestess can charge crystal without help, that is true. It would take years to do so. Charging crystal is very draining. Previous priestess that great-grandfather guarded said charging crystal was not unlike trying to strangle electric eel. In the past, priestess always chose to charge crystal weekly with sister-priestesses for that reason.”
The other occupants of the camp were obviously listening in, as Sarvell darkly stated, “Because it was easier to maintain the energy than to let it drain away and then recharge it.”
“Precisely,” Chizeld confirmed. “With four crystals completely drained…Priestess, there is no way this can be done alone.”
Jewel determined right then and there to pick this man’s brain. She’d had tomes of books and scrolls read to her straight from the Order’s library throughout her life and yet she had just learned more about the crystal’s workings from this man in only five minutes. She blew out a long breath and sat back, thinking. Elahandra, you knew about this from the beginning. 
“Of course,” her goddess answered dryly. 
So can I assume that you’ve been searching for other high priestesses?
“You certainly may. I’m afraid that I couldn’t find four worthy young women that would be right for this. But I’ve found three. One of them is here in Bryn and she is even now waiting to meet you.”
This was so typical of Elahandra, to give her the information she needed only after she knew enough to ask the question. She will be Bryn’s high priestess then?
“Yes. Her name is Clarion Hahn. You’ll quite like her, Jewel. She has spunk.”
She’d better. Otherwise she’d never be able to deal with the position of high priestess. Especially since the Order in this area of the country had long since lapsed into nothing more than an abandoned building. 
“Don’t worry,” Elahandra assured her in a gentle tone. “You won’t be doing this alone. I never intended you to.”
Thank you. Jewel let out a sigh when her goddess’s presence disappeared. “Apparently we’re three steps behind, gentlemen. Elahandra has already chosen the next priestess candidates. The High Priestess of Bryn is coming even now to meet us. Her name is Clarion Hahn.” 
“Do you know her, Sarvell?”
“Do you realize how big this clan is, Rialt?” Sarvell responded, voice heavy with exasperation. “No, I don’t know her. The Hahn name is familiar, though. We trade with that family for furs every winter. She’s probably a daughter of the family.”
“All Elahandra told me is that she has spunk.” Jewel shook her head. Typical. They didn’t really have much in the way of information. “Well, regardless, she will meet us at the crystal.”
~*~*~*~
Jewel felt very lethargic the next morning, waking with some difficulty. Her mind felt like it drifted through some kind of haze. Bortonor had snuggled himself into her bedroll at some point in the night (as he was wont to do) so she felt nice and toasty. 
“Three times,” Chizeld said with a note of disbelief. “On this long trip.”
“Three times,” Sarvell confirmed although he sounded on the verge of laughter. “And once it was only because of a cover story. You can see why I’m jumping to conclusions.”
Three times? What were they talking about? Jewel instinctively lay still, acting as if she were asleep. She’d been taught from an early age never to eavesdrop, but at the same time…
Chizeld stated slowly, “Priestess is the kind of woman that draws out a man’s protective instincts.” 
“No doubt of it,” Sarvell agreed readily. “You should have seen me after I’d just met her. But that eased when I realized just how capable she is. Rialt’s just got stronger. You think the dog is bad? Try crossing him.”
Oh. They were talking about her. And Rialt. He must’ve been down in that little creek far from the camp if they felt safe enough to talk about him. She didn’t hear him anywhere nearby. 
“The duty falls to the Sanhan of the Guard to protect the priestess.”
“Good luck convincing him of that.” Sarvell clearly put that possibility somewhere near zero, along with the chances of money growing on trees. “It wasn’t personal, not at first. She’s the first priestess to stand against Belthain and their agendas to protect Ramath. I think if she’d been a troll, he’d still guard her because of that alone. But you’ve seen for yourself what she’s like. Now, for him, it’s very personal. Gostrum’s right hand, but truth is, for me it’s personal.”
“High Priestess should have a full complement of guards around her.” Chizeld came mightily close to a whine saying this.
“It’s not going to happen, not until Elahandra has vetted every single one of them,” Sarvell informed him bluntly. “And Jewel certainly isn’t going to ride with you, not until Rialt and Bortonor trust you. You might as well get used to that right now because I doubt it’s going to change in the next few weeks.” 
What a fascinating conversation. Jewel had assumed that at some point the men had sat down and worked out a plan of action to protect her. Her riding with Rialt every time had been some sort of safety protocol, or so she’d thought. But apparently she’d thought wrong. 
Should she ask Rialt if Sarvell was right? Somehow that seemed the wrong tack to her. Rialt had been consistently better at showing how he felt about things rather than speaking of it. Perhaps it would be wiser for her to start paying better attention to her companions and not focusing as much on what they said. 
Rialt’s long, heavy stride coming back into camp abruptly ended the conversation, somewhat to Jewel’s regret. A saddlebag thumped heavily to the hard packed earth as Rialt asked, “What, she’s still abed?”
“Neither of us are brave enough to reach over Bortonor to wake her up,” Sarvell drawled. “Since we know that he won’t take off your hand, why don’t you do the honors?”
Rialt gave a deep chuckle but didn’t deny it. The ground crunched under his feet as he came and knelt down next to her. Beside her, Bortonor abruptly stiffened at the other man’s proximity, but did not make any noise. He had indeed come to a grudging truce with Rialt. A hard but warm hand landed lightly on her shoulder. “Wake now, lass. Yon road beckons, and we had best be about it.” 
She took a deep breath and let her eyes open, as if she truly had just awoken. “Good morning.” 
“Morning,” he responded. “Come, I will walk you down to yon creek—”
Bortonor let out a very unhappy growl in the back of his throat. 
“—oh, so that be your job?” Rialt challenged. “You watch her step, then. Mind, the way be steep for her.”
The dog let out a huff as if insulted by this unnecessary reminder. He rose from his comfortable spot—which let a blast of cool air in to chill her side—and shook himself from head to tail. Having lost her heat source, Jewel sighed and climbed to her feet. As she found her boots next to the blankets and slipped them on, she couldn’t help but reflect on Sarvell’s statement. He was right. 
Rialt truly was worse than the dog. 
~*~*~*~
When riding through largely deserted foothills covered in nothing but unending waves of tall grass, there wasn’t much to do to pass the time aside from conversation. Jewel rode in front of Rialt (as usual) with Bortonor trotting along on one side and Chizeld on the other. She took advantage of the proximity and the relative peace of the morning to pepper the man with questions. 
“I’m starting to question everything that was read to me, everything that I was taught in the Order,” she admitted to Chizeld frankly. “I’ve encountered too many contradictions in my travels to what I was told. And I learned very little about the crystal while growing up. In fact, it’s only experience and vague instructions from Elahandra that has taught me as much as I now know. You seem to know more than I do. Start from the very beginning and tell me everything you know.”
“Everything?” Chizeld asked in bemusement. “Even from the time Elahandra decided to give the crystals to the clans?”
“From the very beginning,” Jewel repeated firmly. Rialt and Sarvell didn’t say a word, but she could feel their keen interest in the conversation. Rialt twisted ever so slightly in the saddle to face Chizeld more directly. 
The horses’ hooves thudded against the packed dirt for several moments before Chizeld snorted. “From the beginning, then. When the Father God of this world created it, each fledgling god was assigned certain people to guide and protect. This would be the gods’ testing ground, a place to learn how to govern mortal men. At first, the gods did well with the new role. But as time went on, some of the gods grew weary of the task. Other pursuits were found and attention deviated from the humans the gods were supposed to guide and protect. Broeske, the God of Learning, was the first to ignore people in favor of experiments. Baurthan, the God of Order, soon lost all patience with the chaos that mortals create and followed Broeske’s example.”
So far she found no difference in the story he told than the one she had grown up hearing. She waved a hand for him to continue when he paused. 
“Then Cherchez, the God of Tricks, begin to stir up people against Evard. Cherchez was bored with the relative peace of the land, and convinced the Daath that conquering Evard’s people would make life easier. The Daath began to come against Evard’s citizens and the Jordia Clan was the first to suffer from Daath armies. Elahandra, Goddess of Light, saw what was happening to the people because of sibling’s neglect. It angered the goddess and Elahandra resolved to help. Could not do anything directly because Elahandra had no power outside of Jordia’s territory. Went to siblings and urged to help people, but to no avail.
“Then Ramath was invaded by the Daath. The goddess, Juven, had gone on a hunting expedition and thoughts were far from people. Elahandra could not stand to see the war rage on, even though it did not affect own people, and tracked sister down. Juven was remorseful and came to help Ramath, but many lives had already been lost. 
“To prevent this from ever happening again, Elahandra called the brothers and sister together in council. There it was decided that Elahandra could establish one Order in each territory that would provide a strong barrier to protect the entire country. Only through called servants would Elahandra be allowed to act. Goddess of Protection constructed large crystals to store power in and fuel the barrier and called a priestess to manage each one.” 
“Wait, wait,” Sarvell interrupted from behind them. “Now, I was told that none of the other gods were interested in protecting their people and so Elahandra took on the task for them.”
Chizeld’s saddle creaked as he turned in it. “No, not so. The other gods wanted people to be protected, but were afraid that didn’t have the concentration necessary to keep up with it. Elahandra did. That’s why task was given to the Goddess of Protection.” 
“Sarvell’s version is the one I heard as well,” Jewel admitted slowly.  “It’s because of the other gods’ neglect that Elahandra’s Order has the right to interfere in other clan’s territories, or so I’ve always been told.” 
“Lorin, you be sure of this?” Rialt asked in a soft, neutral tone. 
“Very sure,” Chizeld answered firmly. “The book this story comes from has been in the family for seven generations. Very old. It is the truest version.”
“So the question stands, why was the story changed?” Sarvell clearly meant this as a more rhetorical question. “Was it simply altered through time, depending on who was copying it down from one book to another? Or was it purposefully changed for more political reasons?”
“I think political,” Rialt growled. 
“I’m inclined to agree,” Jewel said in a matching growl. “Cherchez’s beard! No wonder things have become so chaotic. There’re too many agendas that are making a mess of things.”
“I feel sorry for the new priestesses about to be called,” Sarvell remarked on a long sigh. “They’re going to have their hands full. With the newest version being the accepted truth, they’re going to be facing a lot of political upheaval.”
“Except with Ramath,” Rialt reminded him.
“Well of course except Ramath. Ramath is against anything Thornock says!”
“Eh, well…we be tired of dealing with the Daath too.”
Jewel rubbed at her temples, feeling a headache coming on. “One problem at a time, gentlemen. Alright, so putting the crystals back in the right position is actually the first step of the solution. Having a high priestess called for each crystal is the second. But she can’t do the job alone—” as Jewel had learned painfully well “—so she’ll need to call in help. Either a guard of sorts or something similar.”
“Priestess Jomadd cannot do this last task, not in the other territories.” Chizeld’s tone brooked no disagreement. “For one thing, not enough time. Building an Order takes years before fully operational. For another, do not have the authority. High Priestess of Thornock only has authority in Thornock. Already operating outside of jurisdiction just to find crystals and put them back,” he admitted. 
Lovely. Hence why Elahandra was calling other priestesses, no doubt. Jewel hated to just find the crystal, slide it back into place, give the newly called priestess a crash course of the job and then run. But it looked like she didn’t really have much of an option. Chizeld was right about the authority and the time restraints. As High Priestess of Thornock, she really shouldn’t be outside of her clan’s territory. And the crystal in Thornock barely had any energy left in it. She had a limited amount of time to put everything back where it should be and recharge the crystals otherwise the barrier, weak as it was, would fail entirely. 
Weren’t impossible tasks supposed to get easier over time? 
 



Chapter Twelve
Rialt kept a close eye on Lorin as they travelled. Sent by Elahandra or no, he did no know the man, and he did no trust him quite yet. Jewel did no seem to have the same hesitation—she readily accepted him as she had he and Sarvell. In fact, as they rode, Jewel’s focus had narrowed specifically to the location of Bryn’s crystal and pumping Chizeld for information. A whole day had passed as she satisfied her curiosity. 
He almost blessed her distraction, for he did no want to worry her, no without cause. But he knew full well that the safety of being in Ramath had passed. They were nearing Bryn’s borders now, and Bryn had close ties to Thornock. A trade clan by nature, they had close ties with everyone, but Thornock had more sway here than any other clan’s territory. Here, he expected trouble.
They did no dare discuss it openly, but a glance at Sarvell conveyed the idea well enough. The merchant’s son looked grim, as if he expected trouble around the next bend. Lorin picked up on it as well, and he started paying better attention to their surroundings. But no trace of it entered his voice as he answered the lass’s questions and Rialt silently blessed him for that. 
If worst came, Rialt could likely trust Sarvell to take her and run. Fighting on this open place would no be his first choice, but here he likely could no pick the battlefield. He kept sneaking glances at Lorin as they rode. The man looked strong enough, and Elahandra would no send a weakling to guard the lass, but that did no mean he knew enough to trust the man to guard his back if a fight did break out. 
Lovenanty, but he did no like this. No one bit. 
They started the second day of traveling with Lorin, no trouble on the horizon. But that meant they were that much closer to Bryn. If something were amiss, Rialt would no be able to spot it. He did no know the area well enough for that. But Sarvell would…maybe he should send the man ahead to scout a little afore they reached a town. 
After traveling a good portion of the day this way, Jewel demanded, “What? What’s wrong?”
“No one said a word about something being amiss.” 
“I’m blind, not oblivious,” she snapped back, turning in his arms so that she could hear his voice better over the sound of hoof beats. “You keep loosening your weapons in their sheaths. All of you are on edge. Why?”
“Observant,” Chizeld approved. He sounded strangely proud of her, too. Rialt’s eyes cut to him. A small smile played along the man’s lips and he truly did look pleased with her. “Good. In answer, Ramath’s border is behind. In Bryn now.” 
“No Thornock soldier be daring enough to hassle us in Ramath,” Rialt elaborated in clipped words. “But Bryn be another duck. They will no hesitate to engage us here. We be expecting trouble.” 
“Oh. That’s vastly unreassuring. What do I do if we are attacked?”
“You grab the saddle horn and hang tight, even if I dismount,” Rialt ordered. “You be aboard a warhorse, see. He will protect you even if I be down.” 
“Alright.”
Rialt knew that his answer would no really solve the problem, no if they were outnumbered. That sounded all well and good in theory, but what if all three men were injured? Or driven away from her? The only thing she knew about horses was how to mount and dismount. She had no a clue how to lead one. If all of her guards were defeated, she likely would no stand a chance either, warhorse or no. 
They rode the rest of the day in uneasy silence. 
The sun had started its decent toward the horizon when Jewel sat up abruptly in front of him, head snapping to the left. “Oh!”
Had she heard something? Rialt came alert, hand automatically reaching for the haft over his shoulder. “What?”
“The crystal is there!” she said in excitement, pointing to her left. “It suddenly feels very distinct instead of vague. Oh good. We won’t have to go to the temple and search through the records here either.” 
They must be close if she could feel it distinctly. Rialt heaved out a sigh of relief and lowered his head. One less temple to go to sounded grand to him. “That be good, lass. How far, do you know?”
She pointed in its direction and said, “It’s there. Just there. No more than an hour’s travel away, I would think.” 
“Fruithy is that direction,” Chizeld noted thoughtfully. 
She cocked her head, puzzled. “Fruithy?”
“Famous vineyard,” Rialt explained. “The sweetest wine be said to come from Fruithy. I have never been this far south, so I had no notion we were that close. Lorin, you know the place?”
“Been there once,” he confirmed. “Not a large town, but it spreads out over the foothills.” 
“How far?”
“About an hour,” Chizeld answered dryly. “Crystal likely buried in foothills somewhere.”
“Eh, belike it be buried,” Rialt grumbled. “But no in rocks. Lass, how much would you care to wager it be buried in grape vines?”
 “Oh dear. You’re probably right. The vines would be attracted to the crystal as a matter of course over the years.” 
“Like Ramath’s crystal?” 
“Heard about that, did you? Eh, it was a right mess to hack it clear. Mind, Jewel pulled it easily back into place once we freed it, but…” Rialt’s voice trailed off in a resigned grumble. “If that crystal truly be buried in Fruithy’s precious grape vines, it will be a fashrie to pull it free. The local people belike will no view the enterprise kindly.” 
“That sounds like a terrible understatement,” Jewel sighed. 
“Sarvell,” Rialt turned with a creak in his saddle to look at the man riding behind him. “Have you been here before?”
“It’s been years,” Sarvell admitted frankly. “We normally just have an agent come and inspect the wine for us. But I remember it well enough, I think. You want me to scout ahead?”
“Ah. If there be lookouts, I want to know. We do no need to go to Elahandra’s temple but—”
“Actually,” Jewel interrupted apologetically, “We will.”
Rialt turned back around to stare at her in puzzlement. Her expression had screwed up into an anticipatory grimace. “Eh?”
“I am the high priestess for the Order in Thornock,” she explained with a shrug. “But I am also the Guardian of the Barrier. Because of that, I’m rather like a dignitary. Whenever I visit another territory, I must visit at least one temple of Elahandra.”
“Protocol,” Chizeld agreed although he looked like his head hurt just thinking about it. “No other choice.”
Jewel clasped her hands together in prayer-fashion and lifted them to the heavens. “Please, please, don’t let them talk my ear off.” 
“Who is the prayer to?” Lorin inquired dryly.
“Any god listening,” she grumbled, letting her hands abruptly drop back to the saddle horn. “It’s been decades since any high priestess came around and visited the other clans. They’re likely dying to talk.”
“Probably.” Lorin seemed to find this amusing. 
Rialt personally did no find it so. After all, if Jewel had to sit there listening to a bunch of ninnies yammering on, so did he. Temple or no, he could no leave her side with strangers about. Shards take it. 
“So we need to visit the temple of either Thaazan or Morchel first and then Elahandra’s,” Sarvell summarized. “Alright. I’ll go take a look.” 
Rialt watched as Sarvell kicked his horse up into a fast trot, quickly outpacing them. He prayed for a miracle as the other man rode away. 
~*~*~*~
Sarvell’s memory of Fruithy turned out to be hazier than he expected. It had indeed been a few years since his last visit. And he’d normally been running around in the dark at the time, to boot. (The hazards of being under Liam-the-Smuggler’s tutelage.) So he actually didn’t remember the town much at all. He ended up riding all along one main street and up another before he found a Temple of Morchel. As no one would find it strange that a Brynian would stop at their god’s temple to offer a prayer, he dismounted in front and took a careful look around. 
The temple couldn’t have been described as large or glamorous—none of Morchel’s temples were, as he was the more practical of the twin gods. It sat on the corner of the main street, as large as any inn with an open and sparkling fountain of water dominating the front courtyard. Three wooden doors, pointing in an arch fashion, were behind the fountain and supposedly led inside. Those would be the prayer rooms, built so that anyone could confer aloud in prayer while maintaining privacy. In this new sunlight of the year, the whiteness of the building nearly blinded him and he had to keep a hand up to shield his eyes from the worst of it. 
He stepped around the fountain and up to a prayer door. Of the doors, only one had a red ribbon still hanging outside of it, indicating it was empty. Sarvell snagged the ribbon as he opened the door and stepped inside. He didn’t close the door all of the way but left it open a crack so that he could intently study the outside. 
Sarvell didn’t have Rialt or Lorin’s military training, but he had developed an eye for people after so many years in the merchant line. He knew how to spot troublemakers. And those two idiots, loitering about in front of that pub, were trouble. They were too well dressed for being drunkards, but at the same time any man able to afford good clothes wouldn’t be just lounging about in the middle of a work day. They didn’t particularly look Thornockian to him, but that didn’t mean Thornock didn’t own them. 
So the temple here had watchers. Shards. Someone in Thornock clearly knew protocol well enough to predict what Jewel would need to do in each clan’s territory. 
Marking those two in his memory, he opened the door and stepped out, re-hanging the ribbon on its peg as he did so. Casually, he walked back to his horse and remounted, turning to continue his path up the street. The two at the pub never gave him a second glance. Whatever descriptions they’d been given weren’t much on details, then. Good. Maybe they could use that. 
As he rode, he passed the Temple of Elahandra. Like Morchel’s, this building also had a modest size to it, only one story tall. Clearly, it had never been the site for the crystal—it didn’t have the height for it. But it had been constructed of the same blinding white stone, likely granite, although there were no prayer doors here but a single entrance. A small courtyard lined with flowerbeds and small fountains led the way to the front door, and while well-tended, the temple still had an air of disuse to it. Perhaps he only felt that way because absolutely no one approached it. Well, that only made sense. Why pray to a foreign god when you could talk to your own? 
But it also meant that no amount of disguises would get them into this temple. He didn’t see anyone watching it, however. Perhaps Thornock had no idea where the crystals were? Perhaps they could only afford to post one or two men in each city? That would explain why they focused on watching one place and not both. 
He shook his head and continued riding. He half-remembered an inn ahead that Liam used here. He’d book them two rooms before going outside of the city to wait. They couldn’t be that far behind him after all. 
He met them on the outskirts of the town, patiently sitting off to one side of the road. Once they were within earshot, he called out to them, “Safe to enter!”
Rialt waved a hand back in acknowledgement, but didn’t try to hold any sort of conversation until they were within a few feet of each other.
“What does the place look like?” Jewel asked him. 
“It’s not a large place,” Sarvell answered almost absently. “There’re two, long main streets that has various businesses and shops on it. Several dozen houses surround the shops on the main square. Nestled against the foothills there’re several very large warehouses. Where they store the wine until it’s properly cured, I would think. All around us there are rows upon rows of grapevines, still dormant from the winter cold.” 
 “What be it like inside?” Rialt asked.
“Rather what I expected,” Sarvell grimaced and ran a hand through his hair. “There’re two watchers on the Temple of Morchel, which apparently is the only Brynian temple in this town. No one’s watching the Elahandra Temple that I could see. If we pass Jewel off as an invalid seeking Morchel’s blessings, carrying her in and out, we might buy some time.”
 “Sounds like a fine plan,” Rialt approved. “Lass?”
“I have no objections.” She added firmly, “We’re walking to find the crystal.” 
Sarvell gave a hearty chuckle at her statement. “Tired of being on a horse?”
“Sick of it.” 
Bortonor let out a bark that sounded eerily like agreement. 
“Eh, well, we know where you stand on the matter,” Rialt assured him wryly. “Alright then.”
They rode toward the inn first as they needed to wash the dirt of the road off before they could pass as an average Brynian citizen visiting a temple. Sarvell’s ears caught snatches of conversations from the local townsfolk as they rode in. Most of it dealing with this strange group passing by them. Granted, they were an odd party for this place. Only merchants really had reason to come to Fruithy. But three soldiers, a blind woman and a dog? Well, they were another kettle of fish entirely. It made Sarvell think that they should avoid moving about in a group like this, but…if anything did go wrong it would take all three of them to protect her.
It was quite the predicament. 
The inn seemed eerily similar to the inn they’d stayed in at Givch. It stood two stories, with the rooms on the second floor. The main door let in to the taproom with kitchens hiding somewhere in the back of the building. Even the rooms they were given had the same feel to it—a single bed, washstand, and small chest of drawers. The baths were hotter than usual, being as they were just filled with steaming water. 
The heavenly water must have felt marvelous to Jewel as she was frankly loathe to get out. They had to speak honeyed words through the closed door just to coax her out of the tub.
While they waited for her to get dressed, Sarvell held a whispered conference in the hallway with the other two. “I think I should go with her to Morchel’s Temple. Alone. All three of us would attract the wrong attention.”
Rialt’s mouth opened with an objection, but he paused before he could utter a word and then closed it again with a troubled frown. Sarvell eyed him sideways, waiting. The Ramathan had been growing more protective of Jewel by the day. If Sarvell hadn’t known better, he’d swear that they’d been lifelong companions instead of…what was it, only a week? 
Chizeld Lorin watched Rialt with the same expected caution, as if waiting for a protest. If Sarvell had said that Lorin needed to go with her, and the other two wait some distance away, Rialt probably would protest as he didn’t completely trust the man yet. But Sarvell he did, apparently, as he closed his eyes in defeat. 
“Eh, be truth,” he agreed with a year’s worth of sighs. “We be an odd party. Alright, Sarvell, you go with her. You should carry her in, like as no. She will seem more sickly that way, and the story more credible.”
Sarvell nodded in agreement. “Alright. If you stay further up the street, out of sight of that pub, I think you can wait nearby without those two watchers spotting you.”
He looked more heartened at that. “Eh, a fine plan. We will do so. Er…can you take a dog into the temple?”
“Not Morchel’s,” Sarvell answered dryly. 
“The dog will attract unwanted attention,” Lorin agreed, rubbing at his chin thoughtfully. “Shouldn’t pose a problem at Elahandra’s temple, though.”
“Because he be a gift from herself?” Rialt finished the thought with an amused shake of the head. “Well, that be fine. But how will you explain that to him?”
Truly, the dog put up a fuss just having Jewel up on horseback where he couldn’t immediately reach her. Having her out of sight completely wouldn’t go over well. 
Jewel chose that moment to exit the bathing room, her hair still damp and laying over one shoulder, dirty clothes and towel bundled in the crook of her arm. Her free hand tangled in the base of Bortonor’s head. 
Sarvell looked down at the dog, scratching at the back of his head. He’d managed to convince one guard dog to stand aside. Now how to convince the other…
~*~*~*~
They visited Morchel’s Temple without mishap. Sarvell carried her from horseback all the way to a prayer room without their watchers becoming suspicious. Jewel knelt in front of the small altar and offered a simple prayer, formally asking permission to work in his territory to put the crystal back in place. 
Sarvell almost had heart failure when Morchel—a god that had never spoken directly to him—actually appeared in the small confines of the room. Jewel clearly felt his presence, as she turned sharply to him, half-rising from her kneeling position. Morchel looked like a waifish child, with blond hair waving wildly about his head and blue eyes glinting with mischief. He wore a simple tunic and short pants—with what looked like dirt stains on the knees, no less. Just what had he been doing before coming here? 
He beamed down at Jewel, and reached out long enough to give her a pat on the head. “Granted, Priestess! Go forth and conquer!” With a carefree laugh he disappeared as abruptly as he’d appeared. 
Jewel blinked several times, almost disoriented. “Well. That was…easy.”
Sarvell had to swallow twice to get his mouth to work. “Easier than I expected, certainly.” And less terrifying than Juven’s appearance had been. The lack of threats and swords probably helped. Blowing out a breath, he shook himself back to the present. “Alright, let’s go to Elahandra’s Temple.” 
He opened the door and replaced the red ribbon, and then turned back to her. As soon as she put a foot outside, he bent far enough to lift her into his arms. She put both arms around his neck and hid her face against his shoulder, acting for all the world as if she were sick, while in reality making sure no one got a clear look at her. Sarvell kept one eye on the watchers as he stepped around the fountain and walked to his horse, but they were so bored they were actually ordering tankards of ale now. 
“Well?” she whispered against his shoulder. “Are they watching us?”
“Not at all. We might have bought a day or so this way.” Sarvell snorted as a thought occurred to him. “I think the hardest part about today was getting your dog to go with Rialt and Lorin.”
Jewel snickered. “He was very hard to persuade. I’ll have to remember that threatening to make him sleep outside is effective, though.”
Truly. Now if she could come up with a good threat for the other watchdog, life would be easier all around. 
They mounted up and turned toward the north, as if they had every intention of riding out of town. Sarvell never turned his head, but he watched from the corner of his eye. The two never looked away from the temple doors. Sloppy, sloppy. They weren’t worth their pay, not even close. 
Rialt, Lorin, and a sulking dog were waiting at an open café two stores up. They perked up the moment that Sarvell passed the watchers, an obvious question on their faces: any problems? Sarvell flashed them a victorious smile. 
Bortonor darted for them at full speed, then danced around the horse with his tail wagging at full speed. 
Jewel must have heard him, as she lifted her head and leaned forward slightly so she could speak down to him. “Yes, Bortonor, I’m back. Were you good?”
The dog gave a bark of confirmation.
“Lies, lass, lies,” Rialt disagreed in a slow drawl as he approached. “He whined and fretted the entire time.”
Sarvell glanced at Lorin and then inclined his head toward Rialt, silently asking: He did the same, didn’t he?
Lorin nodded in wry confirmation. 
“Well, but he stayed put,” Jewel reasoned with her mouth twitching into a crooked smile. “So I suppose he can sleep with me after all.”
If Sarvell didn’t know better, he would swear that Bortonor looked relieved to hear this. He studied the dog thoughtfully for a moment. Just how much did he really understand, anyway? Sarvell had owned a few dogs as a child but he didn’t remember them being that smart. Had Elahandra enhanced the dog’s intelligence? What was he thinking? Of course she had! 
Shaking his head, he put the thought aside to be chewed on later. “Alright, let’s get your formal visit out of the way,” Sarvell said, getting them back in motion and out of a busy street. 
Jewel once again lifted her hands in prayer fashion. “I pray to any god that is listening. Please, please don’t let them be bored old women who have nothing to do but gossip.” 
~*~*~*~
Three hours later, they finally managed to escape from the Temple of Elahandra. Jewel rubbed at her temples with both hands, shoulders sagging. “The gods weren’t listening,” she bemoaned. 
Sarvell shared the sentiment, as he had a stabbing pain in between his eyes from listening to such shrill voices for so long. “If it wasn’t for Chizeld, I’m not sure if we could have escaped at all.” 
Chizeld flashed him a weary smile. “Knowing Order protocol helps sometimes.”
“Truly.” Rialt gave him a suspicious look. “Although I think you made that particular rule about the length a High Priestess can stay on the spot.”
“Did not,” Chizeld denied calmly. After a moment, he added, “Might have misquoted it, though.”
Jewel spluttered, and then a laugh tumbled from her mouth. “I had wondered as I didn’t remember a rule like that at all. Chizeld, you wonderful man.”
Rialt rolled his eyes toward the sky, in either a heavenly appeal or in a bid for patience. “Next time, misquote those things sooner.”
Chizeld gave him a mock salute. “Will do so.” 
“I’m rather curious by something they said, though,” Jewel admitted. “But let’s walk that way,” she pointed toward the foothills, “as we talk. I don’t want them to think of an excuse to drag us back inside.”
A very good point. Sarvell led them away at a fast walk, Rialt and Bortonor flanking Jewel’s sides to guide her back onto the street and away from the temple. 
When they were off the main street, Sarvell slowed the pace so he could talk freely with everyone. “You said you were curious about something they said?”
Her forehead wrinkled up slightly in concentration. “Mmm. They said they weren’t sure what Elahandra was thinking, calling her to be the High Priestess of Bryn. This woman doesn’t meet their approval for some reason.”
“It could simply be because she’s younger,” Sarvell observed. “Women like those, the ones that have been in a position of power for a long time, don’t like to see younger people advance ahead of them.”
“Whatever the case, the disapproval will bring trouble,” Chizeld noted and he cast a dark frown over his shoulder in the direction of the temple. “The temple priestesses are there to support the high priestess. Those four will not do jobs properly with that attitude.”
Good point. But they couldn’t do much about that. “Let’s not borrow trouble before it comes our direction,” Sarvell cautioned. 
The group lapsed into silence, everyone focused on their own thoughts. Or maybe they were all equally tired after three hours of senseless yammering and repetitive questions. Jewel directed them out of the city and onto a rough road that weaved its way into the vineyards. The further they walked, the more Jewel muttered under her breath, “It should be right there.” 
The stone under their feet turned into packed dirt, then slowly progressed into loose soil. The scent of earth and vegetation grew stronger until it seemed to fill his head. 
“Are we in the vineyards?” Jewel suddenly asked. 
“Yes,” Sarvell confirmed for her.
 “Do you see any small hills?” she asked hopefully. “It should be dead ahead.”
“Jewel…this whole area is nothing but small hills.”
She growled low in her throat. “Not helpful.” 
They walked on for an undefinable amount of time. Bortonor led her around several different bends, the land sloping upwards as they walked. Then a flat, almost plateau like area, and another short hike up a slope. Jewel started to take another step when Bortonor blocked her, making her come to a quick stop. Rialt dragged her to a halt at practically the same time. 
She put out her hands cautiously, flat out, until they encountered a very large surface not even an arm’s length away. “This is it.” 
“Good thing didn’t take wager,” Chizeld observed to no one in particular. “Axheimer right. Completely covered in vines.” 
Jewel’s hands explored the surface in front of her. Her fingers kept tangling with the vines and leaves that were knotted together. “Alright, gentlemen, how bad is it?”
“We’re smack in the middle of the vineyard,” Sarvell told her on a long sigh. “And this patch seems to be the oldest of the vines, judging from their root systems. Getting this thing out of here is…will be difficult.”
“Permission to dig crystal free will not be easy to obtain,” Chizeld agreed. His tone indicated that he was getting a headache just thinking about it. 
“Even once we get permission, you’ll destroy several dozen rows just dragging it clear,” Rialt informed her on a dark growl. “It was a wanton fit of folly, putting it here.” 
Chizeld’s headache might still be in the developmental stages, but hers had clearly already arrived. She raised both hands to her temples and started rubbing in small circles. “One problem at a time.”
“Hey! The woman with the dog!” 
Jewel’s head turned at the hail, from a female voice. It came from some distance ahead, but accompanied with rapid, heavy footsteps that said the woman was running toward them while she called out. Sarvell raised a hand against the late afternoon sun so that he could see. 
“Who is that?” Jewel asked in interest. 
Rialt answered slowly, “A young woman, about your age. Does no look like from the vineyard, though. Dressed like a huntsman, she be. With that fair skin and hair, must be Brynian.” 
The footsteps abruptly came closer and then slid to a stop. Only slightly short of breath, the newcomer asked, “Are you High Priestess Jomadd?”
Jewel’s eyebrows rose in sharp surprise. “I am. Who might you be?”
“Clarion Hahn. I am the newly called High Priestess of Bryn.” 
Jewel lit up, a bright smile on her face. She held up a hand in greeting. “I am so very glad to meet you!”
“I’m glad to see you, too!” Clarion assured her in transparent sincerity, lifting a hand to return the greeting. “I was called about a week ago, and Elahandra told me that you were on your way, but I hadn’t heard anything about you since. I’ve been up top, trying to clear out the site for the crystal and keep a lookout for you. You didn’t run into trouble, did you?”
“Not once we reached Ramath,” Jewel assured her. “It’s just hard to travel with me. I can’t move as fast as everyone else in a foreign environment.”
“That’s understandable. In fact, I think it’s amazing you got here as quickly as you did, all things considered.” She paused for a moment before asking, “And who are your companions?”
Jewel quickly introduced everyone, ending with, “We cannot stay long in this area, but please ask as many questions of us as you can while we are here. We will try to explain how the Order works.”
Sarvell didn’t think Jewel offered out of politeness sake. With those old biddies at the Temple clearly prejudiced against Clari, the poor girl would probably be figuring a lot out on her own. She needed all the help she could get. 
“I appreciate that,” Clari replied sincerely. She reached out a hand and patted the covered crystal, her hand rustling the leaves as she did so. “I see you found the crystal quickly enough.”
“Yes,” Jewel agreed ruefully. “You said you’ve been clearing the site. Is it ready?”
“I wish, but no,” Clarion refuted on a heavy sigh. “Part of the collapsed structure is just too heavy for me to shift by myself. Unlike you, no one was called to help me. I’ve been muddling through on my own. I don’t suppose I could borrow you handsome, strapping gentlemen?”
All three of them laughed at her mock-flirtatious invitation. “Eh, lass, we would be glad to,” Rialt assured her. “Afore we tackle that, who be the owner of this vineyard?”
“The respectable Mr. Braun,” she answered sourly. “He actually owns, or is partners with, half of the vineyard owners. I’ve been arguing with him off and on all week about moving the crystal. But really, I don’t have the faintest idea of how we’d move this thing without destroying most of the vines in this area.”
“It’s not as difficult as it looks,” Jewel assured her. “But I’ll tell you how we’ll manage on the way. Right now, we need to go speak with this Mr. Braun.” 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Clari, after speaking with Mr. Braun most of the week, knew exactly where to find the man. Everyone followed her back down the slope and to a wooden business office that stood next to one of the warehouses. If the office could be used to measure the success of the business, then Mr. Braun was doing very well indeed. 
Rialt eyed the large glass windows, fancy trim work, and the pristine paint on the building with a sinking sense of misgiving. In his time, he had had to argue with merchants a time or two. Based on that experience, he knew that the more successful the merchant was, the more stubborn he became. For Braun, moving that crystal would no be a matter of profit loss—it would be a matter of power.
He eyed the young woman striding confidently along at his side, her hand resting on Bortonor’s head. Perchance, if they failed to convince Braun, she might need to become a skulker. At least for a night. 
The huntsman-turned-high priestess would likely be quite good at skulking. She moved like a mountain cat, that one. All grace and agility. He could no ken why Elahandra would choose a huntsman to call, though. The leathers she wore had signs of wear to them, but he knew how expensive her clothes were. She had to be good, very good, to afford such things. The bow on her back, twin daggers on her thighs, and the hunting knife riding along at the small of her back were no cheap, either. She could no be a handful of years older than Jewel, by his guess. To have that kind of skill and equipment at her age…eh, she’d be a force to reckon with. 
Whether or no she had the skills to be a priestess, now, that would be another matter. 
Upon reaching the door to the office, Clari did no pause and knock, but simply grasped the handle and pushed her way inside. Perforce, they all trailed in after her. Rialt had to blink a few times before his eyes adjusted from the brightness outside to the dimmer office. 
Two men were seated at the same table, a large amount of paperwork strewn in front of them. Several others were scattered around the large room, either conferring over a map on the wall, pulling records from a bookcase off to the side, or seated patiently near the door. They all looked up, some in surprise, others in resignation, at Clari’s entrance. 
A man with very dark skin, bushy mustache, and receding hair stood up. Judging from the nice suit he wore, this would be Braun. From the way his eyebrows slammed together, he was also clearly no pleased at their entrance. “My dear Miss Hahn—”
“I am not here as Clari Hahn, Mr. Braun,” she interrupted, arms crossing over her chest in a gesture of stubbornness. “I am here as High Priestess Hahn of Bryn. Before you start arguing with me, know that the woman behind me is High Priestess Jewel Jomadd of Thornock.”
That certainly made Braun pause, and he shot Jewel a considering glance. “Forgive me, but do you have proof of such a claim?”
“I certainly do,” Jewel responded calmly. From under her shirt she drew out the seal of her office and displayed it clearly in front of her. Rialt had known that she wore it, but he’d no seen it afore this. It was simple enough—five interlocking rings made of silver hanging from a single chain. 
Braun took a long look at it, then glanced back up at her face. His expression was impassive, but the way his eyes darted back and forth made it clear he was unnerved. 
When there was no audible response, Jewel’s head tilted a little to the side. “Are you satisfied?”
“…yes.” 
With a nod, she put the seal back into the front of her shirt. “Mr. Braun, I do understand your reluctance to move the crystal. We will have to hack it free to do so. But I assure you, we will do everything in our power to minimize the damage done.” 
“I cannot consent to it,” Braun riposted without hesitation. “As I have stated before to Mi—Priestess Hahn, those vines are the ones that produce the sweetest grapes. It would be disastrous to lose them. You will simply have to leave the crystal where it is and find some other way to work with its new location.” 
“We cannot.” Jewel took two steps forward, her own face set in a stubborn expression. Even though she could no see them, the way that she faced Braun gave the impression that she was facing him head-on. “The crystal is not in the proper place. We cannot work with it where it is. Do you honestly think that we would go to the trouble of moving it if we could simply use it where it lay?”
“If your goddess is so insistent that it must be moved, then work a miracle,” he responded with a casual, dismissive wave of the hand. “Now, excuse me. I have work to do.” 
Rialt could no help but shake his head a little at the man’s stubbornness. He had no idea who he’d just challenged. Jewel had locked horns with Thornock’s ministers after all. She would no hesitate dealing with obstinate merchants. 
“Oh, we’ll excuse you—for now.” Jewel gave him a sweet smile, making her look like a young, innocent angel. “But you best convene at the town center this evening. We will be discussing this there with the general populace.” 
He spun back around on his heel, mouth curled up in a snarl. “If you think you can threaten me—”
“Threaten?” she repeated mildly. “Heaven forbid! You are failing to understand the larger picture, merchant. I am going to put everything in perspective for you. Quite frankly, your opinion does not matter. The safety of this entire clan, no…the entire country of Evard hangs in the balance. Your opinion is of no consequence.” Without waiting for his response, she turned to Clari. “Sister, we are done here. We must speak with the town’s mayor. Do you know the way?”
Clari stared at Jewel in frank amazement for a long moment before a slow smile grew on her face. “Why yes, I do. Shall we go there now?”
“Certainly.” Jewel gave a wave of her hand, indicating for the other woman to lead the way. 
Braun was still spluttering as they turned smartly around and exited the office as abruptly as they entered. 
They were barely five feet away when Clari asked, “Is that really true? That we can overrule him?”
“Of course,” Jewel assured her, as if surprised by the question. “I spoke the absolute truth in there, Clari. The safety of the entire country lies in the balance of this task. I must get all crystals into proper alignment.” 
“Alright, keep in mind that I’m very new and Elahandra didn’t tell me much. Why must they be moved?”
Rialt did no pay much attention to the explanation that followed, as Jewel and Chizeld caught their newest member up on the basics. He had already heard all of this afore after all. Instead he watched Jewel from the corner of his eye, his mind fixated on a mental picture. Is that what she had looked like when she had faced down the Thornock ministers? In that moment, she had radiated calmness and authority like a queen facing down her errant subjects. 
There were too many facets to this woman: blind, but not helpless. Young, but not powerless. Kind, but not weak. When he compared himself to her, he could no help but feel that just perhaps Elahandra had no been as choosy as she should have been. 
“What are you saying, Rialt?” Elahandra’s voice suddenly appeared in his mind, gently chiding. “You are exactly what she needs.” 
Think of the goddess, and she apparently would appear. Lady, I be a warrior with blood on my hands. She be…well, she deserves better than the likes of me. 
“Rialt, you have only killed in the line of duty. In our eyes, there is no sin in that.” 
And the rest of my bad habits? he inquired dryly. 
“If you feel guilty about them, why don’t you redeem yourself?” she suggested mock-sweetly. “You can begin now, in fact.”
He snorted. 
“I chose you because you are a good man, Rialt Axheimer. But I also chose you because I’d hoped that you’d be fond enough of Jewel that you would forever protect her.”
The idea took such strong root in his mind that his stride actually faltered for a moment. As Chizeld will?
“Or even more. I cannot call you to the position because you are Juven’s.”
He finished the thought without trouble. But if I volunteer, her hands are tied? 
“I didn’t say that,” Elahandra retorted primly, a soft echo of laughter in the background. 
Did he really want to tie himself to her like that? True, he had dreaded the future day where he would be forced to separate from her and return home. Leaving her with just Chizeld as protection had no set well with him. But…to be forever at the call of another person’s needs, constantly on watch for danger from any side, could he agree to that? Although, he reflected to himself wryly, it be no different than the life I have led so far. In fact, the only difference he could see was that instead of answering to a whole chain of command for marching orders, he would be following just one woman. He had no cavil to serving Jewel instead. 
He stole another glance at the woman so calmly walking at his side, heading for the center of town. He simply could no leave her safety and future happiness in the hands of another person. His very soul rebelled at the idea. So to the goddess, he said, Eh, Elahandra, I will volunteer. But only, he hastily added, if you make a way for her to live in Ramath. She be no safe in Thornock. 
“You stubborn child,” Elahandra sighed, but he sensed she was no upset but simply resigned. “Oh, very well. I will make a way for that to happen.” 
A feeling, no unlike pure light, flooded through him. He stopped in his tracks as his heart and soul rang like a bell, a joy so strong that it threatened to sweep him under, flooding every fiber of his being. The feeling was so immense that it brought tears to his eyes and he had to blink hard, several times, to keep them from spilling over. 
“Welcome, my child,” the goddess whispered just inside his ear. 
“Thank you,” he whispered back. 
Jewel’s hand abruptly grabbed his arm, holding fast. “Rialt, what did you just do?!”
He blinked again, to clear away the tears, and looked down at her. She appeared stunned, like someone had just slapped her on the back of the head. “You can feel it, then?”
“Feel it?” Clari parroted in disbelief, her green eyes wide in her face. “I can see it! A mantle of power just settled around your shoulders. It’s so blinding white, a blind person couldn’t miss it!”
“True, because even I can tell it’s there,” Jewel reinforced with several adamant nods. “What did you just do?”
“I struck a bargain, I did,” he informed her with a crooked smile. 
“Struck a bargain,” Clari repeated in a tone that indicated she was waiting for the punch line of a joke. “Struck a bargain with a god?”
Jewel heaved a resigned sigh. “That’s nothing. I was actually there when he argued with a goddess in person. And he won. I don’t put bargaining past him. Alright, Rialt. What were the terms?”
He did no answer immediately, but instead reached out to cradle her face in his palm. She startled a little at the unexpected touch, but a slight smile tugged at her mouth as she leaned into the caress. “I will serve as your armsman all the days of your life,” he answered simply, “but in return, you will be able to live in Ramath.”
Everyone stared at Rialt as if he had either grown another head or they were afraid lightning would strike him at any moment. A startled, half-laugh tumbled from Jewel’s lips. “I know you didn’t want me to return to Thornock, but…”
“Herself agreed,” Rialt assured her with immense satisfaction. 
Chizeld was the first to get past his surprise and laughed outright, nearly doubling over with the force of it. “Always heard Ramathans more stubborn than mountains,” he choked out after a minute. “But Rialt can teach mountains a few tricks.” Managing to get hold of his mirth, he added more seriously, “Rialt, only way for Jewel to not return to Thornock is if recalled as Priestess of Ramath.” 
Jewel brightened instantly. “That’s true. Oh, thank all of the gods! I don’t have to go back and deal with those thrice-cursed ministers.” She let go of Rialt’s arm only to fling herself at him and hug him tightly. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
Rialt hugged her back with a silly smile teasing his lips up. (Fortunately for his reputation as a tough warrior, the beard mostly camouflaged this.)  
“Um.” Clari held up a finger to get their attention. “I have the feeling that, once again, I’ve missed something.”
“You certainly have,” Sarvell agreed with a dark look in the direction of faraway Thornock. “You know how Belthain likes to dictate edicts to the rest of Evard and use the barrier as leverage to make everyone else comply? Well, the way they managed that is—”
Rialt only listened with a half an ear as they continued for the town center once again. This time, however, Jewel wrapped an arm through his and fell into step with him, beaming so brightly as to appear a second sun. Bortonor trotted along at her other side, eyeing Rialt suspiciously. But since Jewel had reached out first, the dog did no protest his mistress’s wish. 
By the time that Clari had been caught up on recent events they had reached the town center. At high noon, the town square had quite a bit of traffic going in every possible direction. Of course, most of the traffic had business with the selection of stores on all sides—bookstore, general store, clothing, grocery, etc. At least half of the traffic, however, came from the Town Hall that sat squarely in the middle of the square. 
“Clari,” Jewel turned to the right, where the other priestess walked. “You said that you grew up here?”
“Well, generally. Very generally. My childhood home is here, but ever since I could run, my father has been taking me on hunting trips. I’ve spent most of my life wandering around Woodmanse Forest, really.” She gave an unconcerned shrug. “Why do you ask?”
“Is there a particular procedure you follow to put an issue before the town?” Jewel lowered her voice to a more conspiratorial tone. “Despite what I said back there, I have no idea how to do that.”
Clari’s eyes widened and she slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle laugh. “So it was a bluff. Oh my. And you looked so innocent saying all of that.”
“She be a chicane,” Rialt agreed readily. 
Without pause, Clari slipped into a Ramathan accent. “Eh, she be that.” When Rialt choked at the precise mimicry, she flashed him a quick smile before dropping the accent. “There is a way to put forth an issue and it’s actually quite easy. All we need to do is go inside the Hall. There is a table there, just inside the door, that has a record book on it. We’ll write down what issue we want to discuss, who’s putting it forth, and that’s that. All we have to do then is wait until 6 o’clock. That’s when all town business is discussed.” 
“Easy enough,” Chizeld approved. “But doing so will undo hard work earlier to evade the attention of the watchers.”
“Mayhap no,” Rialt ventured slowly, thinking everything through. “If Clari is the one to write the issue down and address it, it should no catch their attention.”
“I give it fair odds of working,” Sarvell seconded with a wry shrug. “Those two seem particularly lazy. If it doesn’t directly involve Jewel, I don’t think they’re going to pay any attention.”
When they started actually moving the crystal, they were bound to take notice, and everything they did now was only buying them a little time. If they moved fast enough, they could leave the area before Thornock could send people after them. Everyone recognized this but no one said it aloud. 
“Priestess Hahn will go write down issue?” Chizeld asked. “The rest go to good restaurant for lunch.” 
Sarvell clapped an approving hand onto his shoulder. “Sound plan. Clari, is that little café across the street a good place?”
“I like it well enough,” she answered easily. 
“Then we’ll meet you there.” 
~*~*~*~
When the party arrived at the Hall for the appointed time it seemed to be filled almost to the rafters with people. Jewel could hear the murmur of many voices overlapping as they approached the building, but she didn’t realize how packed the place had become until they actually tried to clear the doors. It took Rialt, Sarvell and Chizeld acting as a vanguard to break a trail inside that didn’t end in the first two feet. Bortonor let out little warning growls here and there as people got too close to Jewel, which won her some space as well, but still—the press of bodies was amazing. The smell inside overwhelmed her, too. Her nose kept picking up little wafts of sun, dirt, dust, metal, smoke, and food that indicated every possible profession had a representative here tonight. 
“Clari.” Jewel had to raise her voice just to be heard. “Is it normally like this?”
“I’ve never seen it like this,” the other girl responded, sounding flabbergasted. “Word must have gotten out, somehow, about what we wanted to say.” 
Jewel couldn’t decide if this response from the town was a positive or negative sign. She really hoped that Thornock’s spies hadn’t picked up on this and were hiding somewhere in the crowd.  
“WOULD CLARION HAHN COME FORWARD!” a deep, male voice boomed out. The voice had a recognized ring of authority to it—the entire room fell silent almost instantly. 
“Well, Judge, I would!” Clari called back. “But I can’t get up there!”
“Clari,” the Judge’s voice called back, “We know you got elbows. Use ‘em!”
Several people chuckled at this, but the banter between the two apparently worked, as Jewel could hear people shuffling and moving good-naturedly aside to give them room to pass.
Clari grabbed Jewel’s hand and pulled her closer. “Jewel, do I dare introduce you or not? I mean…I wasn’t expecting this…”
Jewel hadn’t either, but perhaps she should have. Regardless, there were so many people in this crowd that had already taken note of a blind woman with a dog that even if the spies weren’t in this crowd, they’d hear about it. Their time of avoiding trouble would come to an end by early morning, at the latest. So she reached up and patted Clari on the shoulder. “It’s pointless to keep hiding. I’ll speak with you.”
“Alright.” Clari turned and led her forward and up on a slightly raised dais. “Can you all hear me?” Muttered consents came from the crowd. “Good! The woman next to me is Jewel Jomadd, the High Priestess of Thornock. She’s come here on very specific orders from Elahandra—to find every missing crystal and put it back in place.” 
“Why?” a voice from the distant back wanted to know. “Past few months, the barrier’s been up!”
“The barrier will fail in the near future,” Jewel answered in the loudest voice she could muster. Her throat felt stretched from the novel experience of yelling. “You must understand, the crystal in Thornock just doesn’t have the energy to keep going. It must be charged with its sister crystals, and to do that, we must find all of the crystals and put them back in place.” 
A wave of muttered comments and muted questions flowed through the room. Jewel strained her ears, but she couldn’t pick up enough specific commentary to understand what was being said. All she heard were tones of concern and unease. 
“What this woman isn’t telling you,” Braun’s voice came from the door, growing in power as he forced his way to the front, “is that this crystal of theirs is buried in my vineyard! And that in order to get it out, they’ll be cutting down the sweetest patch of my grapes. Our grapes!”
The responsive wave this time came like a roar of noise. Jewel instinctively flinched from it, feeling oppressive force closing in on all sides. 
From beside her, Clari growled, “Oh for the love of—MASTER BRAUN! I’ve told you again and again that we will do everything in our power to not trample on those grapes. Anything covering the crystal is going to have to be cut away, that’s unavoidable. But we have to move that crystal!”
“And lose all of those grapes?” someone in front of Jewel demanded incredulously. “Those are the best producing vines in the area!”
“Which would you rather do, forfeit a couple of cases of wine or your lives?” Clari snapped back, the wooden floor creaking as she shifted back and forth. “Don’t you understand me? The barrier is failing. There is nothing we can do to prevent it unless that crystal, all of the crystals, are in their proper places!”
Many people responded to that, all at once, but Jewel couldn’t distinguish one from another. She didn’t need to, though. It all boiled down to the same sentiment: find some other way. Jewel lifted her head to the heavens and resisted the urge to bang a few hardheaded heads together. 
The sound of two quick thuds, which reminded Jewel remarkably of someone that had just quickly climbed on top of a table, and then Clarion’s voice came out strong and clear over the muttering. “I am Clarion Hahn! You all know me as a huntsman. I have been bringing meat, furs and news to you for many years, just as my father did! I’ve been reporting signs of Daath scouts for the past two years, and we’ve all talked about what that could mean. 
“But we know what it means! It means that Daath is tired of throwing themselves at Ramath and being defeated generation after generation. They want results, they want to conquer and they know that if they simply march further south, to Bryn, they can have that victory! We are not soldiers—we’ve never needed to be! Ramath has always guarded our northern border even when Thornock’s ministers have denied us the safety of the barrier.” 
Her voice stayed loud, but now it was more pleading. “That barrier won’t even be an option soon. It’s failing. The High Priestess of Thornock is standing at my feet, and she tells me that it simply doesn’t have the energy to sustain a barrier anymore. We need our crystal back in place. We won’t be able to protect ourselves without it.”
“Then simply connect the crystal where it lays,” Braun argued.
“We can’t,” Jewel refuted, praying for patience. “It must be in directional alignment with the other crystals.”
“Merchants, let me put this to you in more mathematical terms: thirty-five feet of mature vines or the whole vineyard. Which would you rather forfeit?” In this room of heated tones and flaring tempers, Sarvell’s cool logic sliced through in a moment. 
“You’re exaggerating—”
“No, little man, I wish he were.” Rialt’s deep voice rumbled to every corner of the room without any effort on his part. “I stand before you as a seasoned commander that has been battling the Daath since I was waist high. Your huntsman speaks golden truth. If you be seeing Daath scouts now, there will be troops heading your direction before spring thaws.” 
Rialt’s words had more of an affect than almost anything else said. After all, the Ramath were considered to be the authority on the Daath. If a Ramathan said that invasion was imminent, then…
“Well,” the Judge said in slow, measured tones behind them. “For my part, I think I’d rather avoid fighting the Daath. Anyone in the mood to fight a losing war? No? Then I think a majority has been reached. Priestess Hahn, Priestess Jomadd, you have permission to move that crystal.” 
“Judge!” Braun protested in a penetrating near-whine. 
“Oh hush, man, you won’t even really feel the loss. You own half the land around here anyway. I’m not about to let your profit margin interfere with our lives. Now. Priestesses…what can we do to help?”
Jewel turned to smile in his general direction. “Two dozen volunteers with sharp axes would do nicely, sir.” 
 



Chapter Fourteen
Clari joined them for dinner that night, partially to plan out how to move the crystal the next day, but in part so that Chizeld and Jewel could train her as much as possible. As no one particularly wanted to move far from their awaiting beds, they voted unanimously to simply have dinner at the inn. 
The crowd in the main taproom seemed a sizeable one. In between the different wafts of divine scents carrying from the kitchen, Jewel could pick up traces of earth, metal, sweat and that distinctive smell of human from all around her. The amount of sound generated from many people moving about and conversing told her that most of the chairs had occupants. 
“We’re getting a lot of curious looks,” Sarvell commented after their food had been set in front of them. 
“Are we?” Jewel cocked her head, straining to hear any comments made about them. The muted din of sound was such that she couldn’t really pick out more than bits and pieces. “No one’s approaching us, though.”
“Bet that will no last the night,” Rialt grumbled under his breath. 
Clari gave a soft, amused chuckle. “You can’t blame them for their curiosity. I mean, in this area, you don’t just charge in like we’ve done. It usually takes several weeks of debate before we get any kind of decision.” She paused for a moment before adding in a puzzled tone, “I’m not sure why that worked as well as it did.” 
“Oh, Elahandra leaned on him,” Jewel answered casually. 
“Leaned on?” Chizeld repeated, as if doubting his own ears. 
“I’ve seen her do it before,” Jewel responded, a resigned smile tugging at her lips. “When something very important needs to be done quickly, she’ll step in for a moment and lean on the people involved to be more helpful. Not making decisions for them, you understand, but encouraging them to be more receptive. The Judge, I think, was getting a little divine guidance.” 
Clari processed this for a moment before asking, “I don’t suppose she’ll help me re-build the Order here, then?”
“Oh, she probably will,” Jewel assured her. 
“Eh, no doubt,” Rialt agreed readily. “Herself be the meddlesome sort.” 
That, to Jewel’s mind, was a vast understatement. 
“Priestess Hahn, when did Elahandra issue call?” Chizeld asked. His words were accompanied by a clink, as if he’d set his cup down while speaking. 
“Well, it’s been seven days. For some strange reason, she woke me up in the dead of night to ask me.” Clari added this detail in a sour voice. 
“Eh, lass, we ken,” Rialt consoled her with an equally sour tone. “She called us that way as well.” 
“It’s because we’re the most receptive at night, while we’re sleeping,” Jewel explained calmly although she had to bite back a smile. “We’re not distracted by daily tasks then, so she has a better chance of having our undivided attention.”
“Herself be a prankster at heart, that be why, and you will no convince me otherwise.”
Jewel spread a hand, palm up, in a small shrug. “And that.” 
Every man at the table grumbled. Clari just snorted. “I believe it. Anyway, why do you ask, Chizeld?”
“Keeper of Records,” he explained. “When possible, gather firsthand accounts of callings and doings of priestesses. More accurate that way.”
“Wait,” Sarvell requested, “I’m a little confused. Chizeld, I thought you were the priestess’s personal guardsman?”
“Yes, that too,” Chizeld answered steadily. “Other tasks in Order that must be done as well. Since priestess usually not in constant danger, all guardsman have two duties. The pay is well earned that way.”
“Makes sense,” Rialt allowed. “Military works the same way. Usually one job does no fill a man’s time the way it should, so we all juggled multiple duties.” 
“Hmmm… I’ll keep that in mind when I start looking for men to call into the Order. Alright, how do we move that crystal tomorrow?”
Sarvell answered slowly, “Well, when we moved the crystal in Ramath, the hardest part was actually cutting it free. It had been covered in vines as well. Once it’s free, you should be able to just drag it into place.”
“Where is the proper place, anyway?” Chizeld asked both priestesses. “With that size, crystal couldn’t have been moved far.”
“You’d be surprised.” Jewel shook her head in renewed aggravation. “The Ramathan crystal had tumbled quite some distance away. It took several hours to drag it back up that hill. Clari, you said you found the original spot?”
“Yes, and it’s actually not that far off. Eight hundred strides up to the top of the hill, maybe.”
Jewel sank back in relief. Oh good, that wasn’t far at all. Maybe this wouldn’t be the battle she’d half-dreaded. “Is there enough room between the vineyard’s rows that we can squeeze the crystal through?”
“I don’t know,” Clari admitted frankly. “It’s hard to judge the size of that crystal because it’s so thoroughly covered in vines. Right now, I’d guess not.”
“It will no fit,” Rialt said adamantly. “If it be the same size as Ramath’s, it will no fit. We will need to carve a path for it.”
Jewel’s brows drew together as she thought about that. “I’m not sure if they are all the same size. I never had cause to move the Thornock crystal, so I never got a very good sense of how large it is. Chizeld, is there any lore that suggests all of the crystals are exactly the same size?”
There was a long, ruminative pause before Chizeld slowly responded. “No. Don’t believe there is. All lore simply said crystal was very large.”
Very large could hardly be considered a precise measurement. “Well,” Jewel commented to the table in general, “I guess we’re just going to have to wait until that crystal is uncovered and then plan from there.”
~*~*~*~
Rumor mill must have been working overtime during the night, as a good three dozen men with sharp axes and knives showed up the next morning. Some of the earlier arrivals actually started hacking away without any direction or supervision. They were quite enthusiastic in their work, so much so that by the time Jewel and everyone else arrived on the scene, patches of the crystal were visible. 
From some of the comments Jewel overheard as the men worked, she guessed that not everyone here had the purest of motives. A few of these men held obvious grudges against Mr. Braun and were taking this opportunity to get a little of their own back. Jewel frankly didn’t care what their motivations were as long as they were willing to work. 
“While the men are working, why don’t I bring you up to the crystal’s proper spot?” Clari invited. “That way you’re more familiar with where we need to take it.” 
“That’s not a bad idea,” Jewel approved. 
“Um…do you think your guard dog will mind?”
“Which one?” Jewel asked her dryly. “I have four of them, after all.” 
“Ah…I meant Rialt.” There was a hum of amusement in her voice when Clari added, “He is the worst of the lot, after all.”
“No,” Jewel denied with a resigned shake of the head, “he’s not. He’s just more straightforward about it, is all.”
“That I be,” Rialt agreed from behind her. Jewel jumped slightly, as she could have sworn he was working with the men cutting the crystal free until he spoke. Just when had he arrived? “Now, where be you pretty lasses headed?”
“Up top,” Clari answered easily, as if she hadn’t been talking about the man behind his back. “I thought Jewel would like to get a better sense of where the crystal needed to be before we moved it.”
Rialt played along, his voice cheerful. “Splendid notion. Since I will be helping to guide you both, I will come along.” 
He caught Jewel’s hand with one of his and guided it through to rest in the crook of his elbow. She went along with it easily, keeping her other hand solidly planted on top of Bortonor’s head. Flanked by both guard dogs, she started walking toward the top of the hill, guided by Clari’s lighter footsteps and clear voice. 
The path was not a steep one (fortunately) but had a steady incline that quickly induced an ache in the calves and knees. From the way that Clari bounded forward, she was apparently used to navigating the trail as nothing about it bothered her. Jewel used the fact that she couldn’t see to buy her a little breathing room. In truth, by the time they reached the top, she felt a little winded. 
“Here it is!” Clari announced. “Do you feel it?”
“Oh yes, easily,” Jewel assured her. It had that same sense of rightness that every crystal’s place did. Strangely, though, she could not detect any structure nearby. A small breeze drifted over the hill, ruffling through her loose hair. If a building were nearby, that breeze would carry the scent of wood, or paint, or perhaps stone. Here…nothing. “There’s no building?”
“How can you tell?” Rialt asked in surprise. 
“I couldn’t smell it,” she answered simply. 
“That’s quite the nose you’ve got,” Clari observed. She sounded surprised as well, but also a little…envious? “No, the building is long gone. They couldn’t figure out a way to get the crystal out of the building two hundred years ago, so they just burnt it to the ground before shoving the crystal over the side.”
“You’re going to have to build a new one.”
“You don’t want me building anything, trust me on that,” Clari refuted with a warm laugh. “But I’ll draft lots of help and get it done. Ready to go back down?”
“Yes.” Jewel followed them back down, her mind whirling as she thought. The positive part of the building being gone was that moving the crystal back into place would be a snap. She felt sorry for Clari, though, who was faced with the task of rebuilding it. 
“Jewel, Clari!” Sarvell hailed from ahead of them. “We’ve nearly got the crystal free!”
“So I see!” Clari called back to him. “That was quick work!”
“Three dozen determined men have that kind of effect,” Sarvell responded easily. “Now what?”
Clari didn’t respond immediately but when she did, she did not sound pleased. “Rialt, it doesn’t look to me like that crystal will fit through the rows.”
“No, it will no make it.” Rialt heaved a heavy sigh. “Braun will no be pleased.”
  They reached the bottom of the hill in time for Sarvell to say in a lower tone, “It has to be as large as Ramath’s crystal or perhaps a mite larger.”
“No way crystal can be moved without carving new path,” Chizeld observed from somewhere nearby. He sounded more distant than Sarvell, so Jewel assumed he stood closer to the crystal. 
“It would be smack in the middle of the vineyards,” Clari bemoaned. “Well, this is a fine pickle we’re in. And here I swore we wouldn’t damage more than the vines that covered the crystal.” 
Jewel frowned thoughtfully. “There really is no path we can take? Are we completely surrounded?”
“On all sides,” Sarvell confirmed darkly.
Hmmm… “Clari, you know how I said that the crystal will move as long as we put a hand against it and will it to move?”
“Yes…”
“Did I tell you that I was also able to push it up so that it sat on its base?”
“No…why is that important?”
“Well,” Jewel paused a moment to find the right way to phrase her words, “I was only able to maneuver it that way because, to me at least, the crystal was light. It felt more like I had a fifty pound sack of potatoes to haul around: awkward and unwieldy, but not impossible to shift.” 
A digestive moment of silence passed before she ventured, “You think that we can put this thing up on its base and not cause as much destruction as we tow it out of here?”
“No,” Jewel denied, frustrated that she hadn’t managed to pass along the image in her head, “I think that between the two of us, we can pick it up entirely and carry it over the vines.” 
Clari let out a short, incredulous burst of laughter. “Great gods, but you’re not kidding! You really think that will work?”
“You did no see her, lass, haul Ramath’s crystal up a steep hill as if it were nothing but an errant dog.” Rialt sounded distinctly amused. “Eh, I have no doubt that between two priestesses, the crystal will hop on command. The hardest part belike be already over.” 
“Well.” She let out another laugh, this one more bemused than anything. “We certainly don’t have anything to lose by trying.” 
“You get on the front end,” Jewel directed. “That way I can simply follow you up. Gentlemen, I’m trusting you to guide my steps.” 
“Always,” Rialt assured her gently. “Chizeld, Sarvell, if you will keep an eye on the crystal’s path? I will watch her feet.”
As the men sorted out who would take what side, Jewel had Bortonor take her to the back end of the crystal. When Jewel reached it, she put both hands against its hard surface and just felt it for a moment. Yes, this one was completely depleted of energy like the Ramath crystal. She did not envy Clari the task of recharging it, either, not after Chizeld’s accounts. It also had the same sense of lightness, however, which made her think that her unorthodox plan would work. 
“Ready back there?” Clari called out. 
“Ready when you are!” Jewel responded loudly. She waited as Clari pushed the crystal up to where it was at an incline from the ground. The watching workmen muttered to themselves, gasping or cursing in amazement to watch a single young woman maneuver such a massive crystal. 
“Alright, Jewel, your turn!”
Jewel took a breath before pushing the crystal’s surface up. She walked her hands along the surface until she could put them underneath, maneuvering herself to be directly under it. It was not unlike two women shouldering a yoke with pails strung between them. The weight and distribution of the crystal’s mass reminded her of it, at least. “Rialt, am I in the center?” Jewel asked. 
“Eh, close enough,” he assured her. “Clari, we be ready!” he boomed out. 
“Then let’s walk!” she called back. 
In deference to the woman walking along behind and the men that were trying to guide them safely out, Clari kept the pace to a moderate walk. Jewel was extremely grateful for this. Just walking up the hill had almost winded her. Carrying a crystal as big as a house was sure to tax her stamina even more. 
“I’m going to have to get you to yell for me more often,” Jewel teased her companion. “My voice is too soft, I’m afraid. You’re easily heard, though.”
“A commander has to be heard on the battlefield,” Rialt responded neutrally. 
“Ah.” A point she had not considered. 
They made steady progress out of the vineyard. Jewel’s ears were trained on her surroundings, but although she heard many leaves being brushed, she didn’t hear anything snap. They must be barely clearing the vines. 
“This is quite the sight,” Chizeld observed, a timber of amusement in his voice. “Two women hauling up the crystal while the men watch in admiration.”
“It’s a legend in the making,” Sarvell agreed from the other side. “I trust you’re taking notes, Chizeld?”
“Of course.” 
“Watch your step now,” Rialt cautioned. “We be going up.”
They were indeed. She could feel the incline. Slow and steady, they made their way up the slope. Jewel’s arms started to ache at the constant weight above her head. Her legs, already having made this hike once today, were starting to shake at the effort of doing so again. 
“You be looking a bit tired, lass.” 
“I’ll make it,” she gasped out. “Just tell me we’re almost there.”
“We be almost there,” he parroted, deadpan.
“Say it like you mean it!” she groaned in exasperation.
“You actually are almost there,” Sarvell assured her. “Just a dozen paces more.”
She could do a dozen more paces. Maybe. 
From ahead, Clari shouted in exaltation, “I’m at the top!”
Thank all of the gods for small miracles. Jewel grimly forced her legs forward until she felt herself walk onto more level ground. Then without any ceremony or fanfare, she put her end down. It was Clari’s crystal. She could shove it in the right place. 
She listened with half an ear as Clari dragged the crystal along, the gravel grating against the smooth edge of the crystal. Mostly she focused on getting her breath back. 
Rialt gave her an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “Two down.”
Jewel straightened up and gave a satisfied nod. “And two more to go.” 
 



Chapter Fifteen
With the crystal in place they really didn’t have any reason to stay longer. In the back of Jewel’s head a mental clock relentlessly ticked, reminding her of the quick passage of time. The barrier might last another year, but that was only if no one tested its strength by slamming against it and wearing it down faster. She also shuddered to think of what Belthain’s politicians were scheming in her absence. No, the sooner all of the crystals were in place—and safely regulated by the various high priestesses—the better. 
Since they planned to leave the next morning, Clari spent the night in Jewel’s room. They stayed up until the wee hours of the morning talking. Jewel tried to impart everything she could to Clari but was woefully aware that Clari would have to learn her duties as she went. After all, the situation in Bryn was very different than the established Order in Thornock. 
Needless to say, they got a slow start the next morning. Jewel managed to drag herself out of bed when everyone else did, but she sleep-walked downstairs and yawned all of the way through breakfast. Most of it passed in a blur. In fact, the only thing she truly remembered out of the morning’s events was a promise to Clari to keep her updated on their progress. 
Her guards took pity on her and handed her up into Rialt’s waiting arms. She cuddled into the crook of one arm, head on his chest, and let the rocking gait of the horse lull her back to sleep. 
She awoke around noon when everyone dismounted to stretch their legs and eat something. “Where are we?” she asked as Sarvell lifted her down. 
“On our way to Hawleywood,” he answered. “We’re only about seven, eight hours away from it. My family is based out of that city and we thought it wise to stop there to get supplies. Besides, I only sent a very brief letter to my parents from Wexels. They’re sure to be worried at this point.” 
She turned her head this way and that as her feet settled gently to earth. “We’ve left the foothills.” 
Sarvell let out a short, incredulous laugh. “Alright, how can you possibly know that?”
“It’s the sound of the wind, and the scent of the air,” she explained with a mischievous smirk. Surprising people like this simply never got old. “The wind over the foothills had a certain sound to it. The scent of sunbaked rock was very strong there, too. Here, all I can hear is tall grass rustling back and forth and I can’t smell the earth at all.” 
Rialt dismounted with a thump next to her. “You know, lass, if it was no for your explanations, a man would think you use magic to know what you do.”
She made a mental note to try playing that angle the next time someone asked a question. “Alright, so we’re heading to Hawleywood. Any other decisions made while I slept?”
“Eh, a few.” Rialt took her arm and guided her several steps away from the horses before encouraging her to sit down. She could hear and smell fresh bread being cut, so assumed that Chizeld was preparing some sort of sandwich for lunch. “Between Hawleywood and Parod’s Ford there be no much of anything.”
“A few towns and villages scattered here and there, but not any major cities,” Sarvell input from behind her. 
“Right,” Rialt agreed before continuing, “So we thought, we will stop for supplies at Hawleywood and lend an ear to the local gossip. Thornock no doubt has soldiers stationed at every river crossing. But some might be more heavily guarded than others, depending on where they thought we were headed.”
Made sense. The Hatton River went the entire length of Bryn. They had to cross it sometime. But if she remembered her geography right, they had limited choices on where to cross. The river generally had too many rapids or was too wide most of the time. Only two places were passable—either Parod’s Ford or the major trading city, Zarraga. 
“Where we go from here depends on the crystal’s location.” Sarvell came to sit down next to her. 
“The best records in Veris are kept in Rounsefell,” Chizeld chimed in. “Also has the only Temple of Elahandra.”
“So we absolutely have to go to Rounsefell,” she concluded thoughtfully. “How far away is that?”
“Rounsefell is at the bottom of the territory, about a day’s travel east of the Honorvar River,” Sarvell responded instantly. 
 “So due west and a little south,” Chizeld noted. “Zarraga would be adding days to the trip. Parod’s Ford is a better option.”
“If it be no heavily guarded,” Rialt corrected. “It might be easier to blend in with Zarraga’s crowded streets. We might even want to catch a boat and ride the Honorvar down. It would make an easier trip that way. Faster too, belike.” 
Jewel had never been on a ship before. She had no idea if it would be easier on her or not. But if it was safer and faster, she’d certainly be game to try. “I’m amiable to either plan. Whatever way works best.”
“It depends on what my father has heard. He’s got ears all over Evard, so he’s sure to have heard something.” Sarvell’s boots made crunching noises on the grass as he shifted his position. “Chizeld, hand me that sandwich. I suggest we eat quickly. If we push it, I think we can make Hawleywood by evening’s fall. Personally, I think we should avoid being out in the open like this until we know what’s going on in Belthain.”
~*~*~*~
Sarvell once again went ahead, entering the city alone as a scout. This time he felt far more confident about spotting the dangers. Hawleywood, after all, was basically his hometown. The family business had its base here and his parents had a house here. 
As he entered the front gates, the guards there waved in recognition before letting him go through. He smiled and waved back, as if he were just returning on some errand or such. Then he went straight for the town center. 
Hawleywood had always been a sort of trade hub between Thornock. Because it connected two major highways, a lot of traffic came through it, and with that traffic, a lot of information. Four large post-it boards were in the town square for this reason, where anyone and everyone could post information. If Thornock had posted a bounty on Jewel’s head, this would be the place to look. 
As expected of the spring season, most merchants were already gathering up last-minute wares before putting together a trade convoy. As Sarvell rode through the main market roads, he could hear haggling all around him in practically every accent. He turned right, going up the slight hill to the main square. Almost instantly the smell of food washed over him. Despite the fact that he had eaten two hours ago, his stomach gave a petulant rumble. 
Sarvell shook his head in disgust at himself. Had he really been gone from home so long that he’d forgotten that all of the good restaurants were on this street? Even if a man had a full belly, he’d be starving by the time he got to the other end of the road. 
Clamping a hand over his nose, he tried to breathe through his mouth as much as possible. As much as his stomach complained, he couldn’t just sit down and have a four course meal here. 
Despite his best efforts, he still felt like he had been starved for a year by the time he made it to the main boards. Clamping down on his impulses, he slung himself off the horse and tied it to a nearby hitching ring. This time of the day most people were out and about getting business done. Only a few men were intently perusing the information tacked to the boards. 
It took time to really find anything on the boards just because only the most basic sense of organization existed. One board dealt with travel, another with goods, another for services, and the last for anything that didn’t fit in those categories. Sarvell started with the miscellaneous board as most bounties were posted there. If he didn’t see it there, he’d go to services next. 
The flyers overlapped in crazy patterns, some of them so old that they had been rained on multiple times, which had made the ink run, so they were impossible to read. Sarvell had to shift some aside so he could read everything. Even with just scanning the headers he stood there for a good half hour before finding the right flyer. 
Oh-ho. So they had indeed posted a bounty. A rather generous one, to boot. Sarvell quickly read through the description. Small woman, eighteen years old with dark hair, blind. Taken by a Ramathan and a man with blond hair who was either Thornockian or Brynian. Woman to be treated with all care and brought directly back to Belthain. 
Sarvell blinked at the description and read it through again. That was it? That’s all the information the bounty hunters had to go on? In that case, they might be able to walk through the front gates without pause. After all, with Chizeld and Bortonor added to their party they didn’t fit the description anymore. Especially here, where everyone knew him, they likely wouldn’t get more than a second glance. 
Thank all the gods for small favors. 
Sarvell didn’t expect this lull to last, as surely they would get a more accurate description out there, but for now they had a little leeway. They might as well take advantage of it while they could. 
Satisfied, he remounted and headed back toward the main gates, carefully avoiding that sinfully tempting road. He should probably send some message home that he had arrived, but he didn’t dare spend any more time here than he already had. He didn’t like leaving everyone outside of the city in plain view like that, even if the description was lousy. 
Well, in another two hours or so, they’d know. That was soon enough. 
The sun steadily set over the horizon as he rode through Hawleywood. By the time he made it out of the front gates, it had become a very pretty sunset. Fortunately, the group had made decent time reaching the city so he didn’t have to go far to fetch them. 
Rialt reined to a halt in the middle of the road, forcing Chizeld to stop as well. Sarvell came in close before stopping, careful to avoid letting Dan’s head anywhere near the other two stallions. The horses had gotten to be friends, of a sort, but three stallions near each other was asking for trouble that he’d rather avoid. 
“Well?” the Ramathan asked patiently. 
“It’s impossible to see if there’re any Thornockian spies lurking around in Hawleywood,” Sarvell reported with a shrug. “There’re too many foreigners. I didn’t even try. But I did look at the posted bounty and the description there is vague at best. Small, blind girl stolen by a Ramathan and a blond haired man that might or might not be Brynian.”
Chizeld and Rialt looked at him with twin looks of disbelief. Sarvell shrugged, half-agreeing with them. “It was dark when we busted her out,” he pointed out mildly. 
“No that dark!” Rialt protested. 
“Did they have my name on it?” Jewel asked, worrying at her bottom lip.
“Just the High Priestess of Thornock. I really have to wonder what information the bounty hunters themselves are being told. It’s got to be more information than that flyer, surely.” Sarvell intended to ask his father at the first opportunity too, as Pop always kept track of any and all information. 
Rialt turned to look at everyone in turn. “We do no fit the description.”
“No,” Chizeld agreed thoughtfully, also studying the group. “A simple disguise might well be enough to fool most watchers.”
Sarvell hoped so, but not all bounty hunters were foolish enough to be fooled by a disguise. He looked over the group again, this time focusing on other things. Chizeld still looked tired, as he had cause to be. The man had ridden hard to catch up with them, but hadn’t gotten a full night’s rest since then as he took turns standing watch. Rialt had just come off a three month campaign against the Daath before being called to a rescue, and he had been mentally and physically taxed ever since. The fatigue could be easily seen in the deepening lines around his eyes and mouth. Sarvell probably had more energy than either man, and even he felt like just sleeping a full day. 
They needed at least two or three days of peace. Staying with his parents would win them that, as no bounty hunter would dare cross the Sorpan family, not if he wanted to keep doing business. But three days of rest would mean that Thornock had more time to get better information out there, and recruit better watchers. 
Shaking his head, he turned the horse about. Even if they rode their horses into the ground, trying to stay ahead, they wouldn’t get anywhere. Two days of rest and a day of shopping would likely do them more good. “Let’s go. We can stay with my parents.” 
~*~*~*~
Hawleywood, to Jewel’s senses, seemed very like Wexels. They arrived at the city’s gates soon after the warmth of the sun had disappeared behind the horizon. But even at this time of the evening, the place thrived with sounds of all sorts. There were still merchants at this time of the night, bartering deals, their voices rising and falling as they bargained. People were going this way and that, walking, talking, or riding along in wagons. The only difference that she could detect was through the scent of the place—she smelled the faintest hint of the putrid stink of tanneries, the smoldering tang of smithies, and the peculiar chemical odor of dyes. This city’s livelihood depended on craftsman and their wares and the scent of their work lingered in the air even after they’d stopped working for the day. 
Sarvell greeted the gate guards by name, passing pleasantries with them as they went through the gates. Jewel supposed that being part of a merchant family meant that he went in and out of the city all of the time. Over the years, he’d inevitably met all of the city guardsmen at one point or another. 
A shiver ran along her skin. The days were warming quickly as winter lost its grip on the land and spring took over, but the nights still had a distinct chill. Rialt must have caught her reaction, as he opened his coat and pulled the edges of it around her shoulders. She leaned back into his chest and reached up, grasping the lapels and holding them shut. His body heat felt perfectly delicious and she smiled at the pleasant sensation. 
“We will be inside soon enough,” he murmured against the top of her head. 
She simply nodded in agreement. 
They travelled for some time along crowded streets at a moderate walk. They left the more crowded streets for a quieter section of town. She didn’t hear as much foot traffic here, and the strong scents of the craftsman’s section faded. “Are we in a neighborhood?”
“Eh, and a fancy one at that.” 
“Here we are!” Sarvell called from up ahead. “The stables are around back.”
“What does it look like?” she asked Rialt quietly. 
“Three stories it be, made of brick and columns,” he responded just as quietly. “Sits on a pretty piece of property with flowers and trees and the like in the yard. If I did no know better, I would say it be a noble’s house.”
So Sarvell’s family was that affluent? Interesting. His clothes and speech said that he was well to do, but she hadn’t realized just how well. “Your descriptions are getting better, Rialt.” 
A soft chuckle rumbled from his chest. “It be all the practice I am getting.” 
The echo of the horse’s hooves changed to a more repetitive sound, making Jewel think that they’d moved into a more enclosed space. The stable yard, likely, considering the smell that had just entered her nostrils. The odor wasn’t overwhelming, someone obviously kept the place clean, but horses were definitely kept here. A door opened from somewhere to her right and a female voice called out, “Sarvell!”
“Torilee!” Sarvell responded with obvious affection. He dismounted quickly, landing with two simultaneous thumps, and then strode forward. Jewel smiled when she heard the girl launch herself into the air, and the slight grunt when Sarvell caught her. This must be his younger sister that he’d told so many stories about. 
“I’m so glad to see you!” Torilee said, her voice slightly muffled. (Head buried against her brother’s shoulder, perhaps?) “Where have you been, anyway?”
“On a rescue,” he responded simply. “Here, Tori, let go. I’ll introduce you—”
“Sarvell!” this time it was a male voice, loud and slightly gravelly. 
“Pop.” The smile could be heard in Sarvell’s voice as he greeted his father. 
“A fine hello it is, to be skulking around the stable yard at this time of night!” the older man scolded, half-teasing. “Where have you been, anyway?”
Jewel didn’t need to hear Sarvell’s answer, so she half-turned to Rialt and asked, “What do they look like?”
“Clearly related, these three. The girl be slender and pretty, but she has got Sarvell’s fair skin and hair. I would judge she be near your age. His father be a bit more stout but he be so akin to Sarvell’s looks as to make no never mind.”
Well, that gave her a better idea of his family. After all, she knew very well Sarvell’s appearance. 
“What’s all this commotion?” another female voice, slightly deeper than Torilee’s demanded only to gasp in surprise in the next instant. “Sarvell! Oh, sweetie, we were so worried! Where have you been?”
That simply had to be his mother. The maternal tone could not be mistaken for anything else. 
“She has got a plump, motherly figure to her, but with dark hair and a pretty smile,” Rialt murmured, unprompted. “Sarvell does no look a thing like her.”
Must be from his father that he drew his looks then. 
Sarvell answered his mother’s question, but only with the bare essentials before turning his attention back to them. “Come on, don’t just sit there. Wait, Jewel, I’ll come get you.”
She actually could have gotten down herself—not that she’d ever been able to convince these three of that—but she chose to wait until Sarvell reached up for her. When she felt his hands on her waist, she put both arms around his neck and leaned against him as he pulled her free of the horse. Bortonor immediately pressed up against her side. She reached down with one hand and ruffled his neck (which he liked, judging by the tail thumping against the back of her legs). 
Sarvell released her just enough for her to stand on her own, but he kept a supportive hand on the small of her back. “Everyone, this is Jewel Jomadd, High Priestess of Thornock. Jewel, this is my mother Pursa, my father Stalton, and my younger sister Torilee.” 
She smiled in the direction that she thought they were standing and gave a nod in acknowledgement. “I’m glad to meet you.”
“And this is Rialt Axheimer and Chizeld Lorin,” Sarvell continued. 
“It be sorry we are to drop in unannounced,” Rialt rumbled. 
“No, I’m very glad you’re here,” Pursa responded and by her tone, clearly meant it. “Stalton, help them with the horses? And Priestess Jomadd, you come with me. It looks like you’ve been traveling all day, and I’m sure you’d like a chance to wash up and have a decent supper.”
Sarvell might not have inherited his mother’s looks, but he’d certainly inherited her charm. Jewel’s polite smile became more natural. “Thank you, that does sound wonderful.” She half turned to the man standing behind her. “Rialt, my saddlebag?”
“Do no worry, lass, I will bring it,” he assured her. 
Well, if he insisted… “Let’s go, Bort.”
The dog started walking at a steady pace, which she easily kept up with. She could hear Pursa walking ahead and a door open. After a dozen or so paces Bort paused, indicating that there was a step in front of her. Jewel paused as well, cautiously feeling forward with her toe until she could discern the height of the step. When she found it, she stepped up, giving him a pat on the head in thanks. 
Thankfully, it was only the one step up, and then the floor became level again. Bort maneuvered her through the door without pause. 
“Priestess…forgive me for asking, but are you blind?” Even as Pursa asked, it sounded as if she were doubting herself. 
“Yes.” Jewel smiled at her to show that she didn’t mind the question.
“Oh, that son of mine!” Pursa grumbled. “He should have warned me. I’m so sorry, I’ll do a better job of guiding you. Here, give me your hand.”
“Actually, it’s easier for me if I can put my hand in the crook of your elbow,” Jewel corrected. “It gives me a better sense of where you’re going.”
“Oh. Well, let’s do that, then.” Without ceremony, Pursa guided her hand to rest on her arm. Jewel could feel the slender strength under her hand and felt a measure of surprise from it. She’d half-expected a pampered matron considering the wealth all around her. But this woman clearly knew how to work. “Now, the bedrooms are to the right and up a flight of stairs.”
With Bortonor on one side and Pursa on the other, Jewel had no trouble following them around the house. As they walked, Pursa said, “Sarvell said that you’d had a rough time of it and that he had to rescue you from Belthain’s dungeons. We’ve heard such wild rumors about you being abducted. I don’t suppose I could have the true story?”
“Of course.” Jewel filled in her hostess as they walked up the stairs and into a guest bedroom. Pursa guided her around the room and silently showed her where things were even as Jewel explained. She’d only gotten half-way through the story when Rialt’s heavy tread approached the doorway. 
“There you are, lass. Here be your bag.” 
Jewel stopped mid-sentence and held out a hand. “Thank you.”
As he put the leather strap in her hand, he continued, “Ma’am, if you do no mind it, I will take yon bedroom. It be best for one of us to be next door, do you see.”
“That will be just fine, Master Axheimer. Priestess, I do want to hear the rest of your story, but I have a feeling it will have to wait until dinner. Is that alright?”
“Perfectly,” she assured the matron. “We should probably wait anyway. I’m sure your husband and daughter also want to hear the tale.”
“That’s true. I’ll have water brought up for both of you. Now, what should I have prepared for the dog?”
“Scraps are fine,” Jewel assured her, belatedly realizing that most people wouldn’t allow a dog inside of the house. “He likes breads and meats of all sorts. Actually, the only thing he won’t eat is lettuce.”
“Smart dog,” Rialt muttered. 
Jewel bit her lip to keep from snickering. 
“I’ll have a plate made up for him,” Pursa assured her. “Come down when you’re ready. Oh, and Priestess, call me if you need anything.”
“I will,” Jewel assured her. 
Rialt gave her a pat on the shoulder after their hostess had left. “I will be next door.”
“Thank you,” she said simply. After he left she brought out the one clean dress she had from the pack and laid it on the bed. It probably had more wrinkles than an old man’s face but she couldn’t do anything about that. A quiet maid brought up a large pitcher of warm water. Jewel took a few moments to wet a towel and wipe the travel dirt off. Then she shinnied into the other dress, brushed out her hair, and headed back downstairs. 
Sarvell must have been lying in wait for her, as he appeared before her feet even touched the bottom floor and escorted her. He gave her a brief tour of the ground floor so that she had it mapped out in her mind before taking her back to the table. She felt more comfortable in the house now that she had a general layout memorized. 
Dinner passed pleasantly enough. She, Sarvell and Rialt took turns telling the story of the rescue and everything that happened after that. With three of them talking, Jewel managed to find time to eat before her food became cold. 
“Quite the tale,” Stalton stated when they were done. “Doesn’t resemble what I’ve been hearing, either. Only thing the rumors got right was that the Priestess was absconded out of Belthain in the dead of night. They’re still not sure who kidnapped her.”
“Good,” Sarvell said blandly. 
“I’ve still been seeing a lot of Thornock soldiers coming through and there’s quite the bounty price on your heads,” his father warned. “You can’t relax yet. You’d best come up with some sort of disguise.”
Chizeld let out a gusty sigh. “Suggestions would be welcome.”
“Disguising me is challenging,” Jewel bemoaned. 
“I’ll think on it,” Stalton promised. “But for tonight, rest. I’ll talk to a few people tomorrow and see if I can’t get a better idea of what’s happening out there. You all look like you could use a day of rest anyway.”
“It wouldn’t hurt,” Chizeld agreed. “Many thanks.”
“Not at all.”
~*~*~*~
Everyone went to bed that night with relish, anticipating nice, soft beds and no smoke blowing in their faces in the middle of the night. All three men poked their heads into her room to make sure she had everything she wanted before turning in. She shooed them all out, calling out good nights, and snuggled into bed with Bortonor stretched out at her feet. 
She awoke with a scream tearing from her throat, face drenched with tears, and a hard hand shaking her shoulder. 
“Jewel, wake up! It’s just a nightmare, wake up!” 
Sarvell. She flailed upright and grabbed his arm with both hands in a vise-like grip. “Sarvell, where’s Rialt?!” she demanded in panic. 
“Here, lass.” Another hand reached out to grasp her left shoulder. 
She instantly released Sarvell and followed Rialt’s arm up until she could throw both arms around shoulders. The dream was still with her, each terrifying second of it flashing through her mind, and she held on to him with every ounce of strength she possessed even as aftershocks trembled through her body. 
“Whoa, lass, what be this now?” he asked in alarm. His large hands came up and started making soothing circles against her back. 
Alive. He was alive. She took in a deep breath, letting the scent of him fill her head. His body felt reassuringly solid and warm against her. The vestiges of the dream fell away and her tremors eased to little more than a memory. 
“That must have been quite the dream,” Chizeld stated. His tone invited Jewel to talk about it, if she so wished.
 Her hands clenched even tighter in the collar of Rialt’s shirt as she whispered into his shoulder, “Foretelling dream.”
Chizeld hissed in a sharp breath. 
Rialt went very, very still against her. “What now?”
Jewel took a deep breath to steady her nerves. She still felt like curling up under a bed. Or maybe finding a place to throw up. But she couldn’t do either one of those things, and she couldn’t keep clinging to Rialt like a dependent child. Every man in the room was very worried about her and just as importantly, they needed to know what the dream meant. Taking another breath, she made herself lean back, untangling her hands from his shirt. 
Rialt, bless him, did not say a word to her but simply helped her shift so that she sat on the edge of the bed. When she settled, he sat down next to her with an arm around her shoulders. She appreciated the comfort he offered and leaned into it. 
The wood floor creaked slightly when Chizeld knelt down in front of her and took up one of her hands in a gentle grip. “Priestess, please describe the dream.” 
“Cherchez is not pleased with our progress,” she reported as steadily as she could. Her voice was raspy but she couldn’t do anything about that, and continued gamely. “It should not come as a surprise that he is not pleased that we will strengthen the barrier soon. If we do so, after all, Daath will lose its chance to conquer Evard. In the dream tonight, he promised—no, threatened—that if we continue to find the crystals, he will send Daath assassins after me.” Jewel smiled grimly when Sarvell and Chizeld gave an angry hiss. Rialt just started cursing under his breath. “Actually, he showed me exactly what it would be like. The assassins came, Chizeld grabbed me and started to run…” here her voice broke and she had to strangle the urge to cry “…and Rialt rushed them. And then somehow, I lost Chizeld and I was in the middle of…nowhere. I couldn’t even sense anything around me. But I could hear,” she put a hand up to her ear, instinctively wanting to block that sound even though it didn’t exist in the real world. “I could hear weapons sliding from their sheaths, and the sounds of fighting, and screams of pain and I didn’t know who was injured.” That, really, terrified her more than anything. The not knowing whether she’d lost someone important to her or not. With every word, she was reliving the scene more and more. They likely didn’t need to know all of this anyway. The fact that the dream terrified her right to her bones was enough. She finished with, “Sarvell, you woke me up just as I heard him die.”
“Jewel, I wouldna die that easily.”
“Says the man that thinks taking on a whole castle full of guards is just a bit of fun,” she growled in aggravation. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t be that reckless!”
Sarvell gave a dark chuckle. “She’s got you there, my friend.”
“If receiving dreams now, it means that Cherchez is becoming irate, yes.” Chizeld said slowly, clearly thinking aloud. “But also means that actions are effective.”
“Yes,” Sarvell agreed slowly. “It means we’re being effective, but it also means that things are sure to get harrier from now on. He’s not going to rely on dreams to scare her into line.”
“So our window of opportunity is closing.” Jewel soaked up the silent support from all around her, knowing that she’d need every ounce of their strength in the months to come. Then she lifted her chin in a gesture of defiance and determination. “I think we’d better pick up the pace, gentlemen. We’re running out of time.” 
 



Chapter Sixteen
After everyone had gone back to bed, Jewel’s mind kept revisiting the scene over and over again. She awoke the next morning with throbbing temples, sore eyes and a knot coiled in the pit of her stomach. 
Someone had been kind enough to leave a new dress on the foot of her bed. The feel of fine linen met her fingertips. With a smile on her face, she put it on and found that it fit tolerably well. Well, that was nice of someone. Sarvell’s mother, perhaps? 
Feeling a little better about facing the day, she had Bortonor lead her downstairs. She’d barely gained the stairwell when voices from somewhere on the main floor drifted up. 
“—cannot believe that any son of mine could show a young woman such discourtesy!” Pursa said in a very disgruntled tone. “And a high priestess at that!”
“Mother,” Sarvell let out a gusty sigh. “We’ve been just a little busy with dodging Thornock soldiers and finding lost crystals. Shopping wasn’t really a priority.”
“Well it is today! That poor girl is not going to run around the country with only two dresses to her name. The very idea is preposterous. Go get dressed. As soon as we’ve eaten, we’re going out.” 
“Don’t you think you should ask her first?”
“Actually,” Jewel said as she cleared the steps, “I wouldn’t mind the outing. I won’t be able to pay for it, though, unless we go to an Order Temple first.”
“Don’t you mind about how to pay for anything,” Pursa assured her firmly. “But oh my, that dress does become you. I knew red would be a good color, what with your dark hair and fair skin.”
Since color meant absolutely nothing to her, Jewel just smiled and responded, “It fits quite well. Thank you.”
“My father is out now gathering information for us,” Sarvell volunteered. “Rialt and Chizeld have plans to get the horses re-shod. I wouldn’t mind picking up a few supplies while we have the time. If you truly want to go shopping, I will be very happy to accompany you.” 
The very last thing that she wanted to do was sit around the house with only her memory of that dream for company. “Yes, please.”
“Alright, then.” 
~*~*~*~
Re-shoeing the horses actually wasn’t that high of a priority, but considering that the party would be riding the width and breadth of Evard in the upcoming months, everyone thought it prudent to get it done now. Chizeld kept an eye on Rialt as the men followed Sarvell’s directions to a nearby smithy. The Ramathan had clearly not wanted to separate from Jewel and had only acquiesced upon the priestess’s calm insistence. 
Not much passed between the two as both horses were handed over to the blacksmith. 
“Can a man borrow your grinding wheel for a space?” Rialt asked the smith. “My axe be a bit dull.”
The blacksmith waved a hand over to the far corner, where a grinding wheel sat. “Feel free.” 
Chizeld followed Rialt over and watched silently as the Ramathan wet the stone, pulled up a stool and started the wheel moving. Propping both shoulders up against the wall, the guardsman just watched and let the mind spin free. 
A week ago, when Chizeld had finally caught up with the party, these two men seemed strange. Unwelcome interlopers in a way, yet Chizeld knew full well why both men had been called and not the rest of the guard. Trusting in Elahandra, had kept an eye on things and tried to analyze the Ramathan and Brynian. 
Hadn’t taken long to realize that both were good, honest men who cared deeply for Jewel. The young woman’s safety was the top priority, with happiness being a close second. Chizeld was not surprised by this. After all, Elahandra would be very picky on who to call for aid. Still, not many men would drop everything and rush off in the dead of night without feeling some regret or frustration. Chizeld was more surprised both willingly stayed even after the rightful guardsman showed up. Most would have taken that moment to make excuses and go back to normal life. 
Chizeld had been doubly surprised when Rialt had chosen to be a permanent armsman. No, that wasn’t quite correct—had argued for the right to be one. Chizeld had realized in that moment that the level of affection Rialt had for Jewel went far deeper than first supposed. This wasn’t mere affection, but a fiercely deep love and loyalty. This level of commitment was what Jewel should have had all along. 
When Rialt accepted the mantle of armsman, all of Chizeld’s reservations fell away. This man could be trusted with anything. In that moment, Chizeld stopped viewing Rialt as a man shouldering a temporary duty and started to see the brother-in-arms the Ramathan had become. 
It was to this new brother that Chizeld quietly asked, “Last night’s dream still bothers?”
Rialt let out a heavy breath, but neither eyes nor hands left the wheel. “No. I knew the Daath wouldna sit still, no for long, so it nay comes as a surprise. What troubles me be Jewel.”
Chizeld’s eyes narrowed, head canting slightly. “Reaction was normal enough, considering.”
“No man, it was no normal at all.” This time, Rialt did sit back, taking the axe off the grinding wheel to look at Chizeld directly. “I have seen the lass face ministers, gods, and un-scalable cliffs. She has never once flinched. Corbeird’s beard! She has faced dangers any grown man would pause over, and her no able to even walk about without aid. I know the courage of her heart like no other. And to see her that shaken…” he trailed off in an unhappy scowl. 
Good grief, did not see the obvious? “Rialt, any heart would be shaken to see a loved one die. Even if only a dream.”
Rialt gave a scowl as if Chizeld were purposefully prodding at an open wound. “That be no the point. Shards, man, but we be here to help and protect her. No to add to her troubles!”
“Can’t have one without the other.”
Steam started coming out of Rialt’s ears. “Chizeld.”
The Verisan could only shrug helplessly. “Life is trouble. Cannot protect Jewel from everything. The morning light helped to banish the night’s dream anyway. Jewel seemed well enough this morning.”
Rialt harrumphed and went back to his sharpening. “She was putting on a front, she was.”
“Mayhap,” he agreed, spreading both hands out in an open shrug. “But does not a person become the mask donned?”
Rialt lifted the axe from the grinder again, seeming to mull that over for a spell, before blowing out another heavy breath. “Eh, there be truth in that. Chizeld. This foretelling dream business—do you know something of it?”
“Yes, some,” he admitted. “Foretelling dreams only warn of a possible future. Not absolute.”
The Ramathan gave a nod as if this only confirmed suspicions. “Although I would lay odds that Corbeird has already dispatched one team to make that dream reality.”
Probably. The God of Misfortune was very predictable in that aspect. “Need to keep one eye over the shoulder.”
“Eh, watching our backs be a good thing.” Rialt hefted the axe in his hand and stood up. “Want to sharpen that sword of yours while we be here?”
Having a sharpened blade didn’t seem a half-bad idea at that. Chizeld wordlessly unsheathed his sword and took over Rialt’s spot at the wheel. 
~*~*~*~
Rialt entered the Sorpan home with every expectation that he had beaten the shopping party home by a good two hours. (He did, after all, have four sisters. He knew good and well that a bit of shopping could take all day.) So it came as a surprise when he heard Jewel’s voice laughing from up ahead. 
Good front or no, she had obviously been a bit depressed this morning, so hearing her laugh out loud in true delight startled him. But he smiled as well to hear it, glad that the outing had brought her usual good spirits back. 
It did no take him long at all to find her, seated in the family room, with Sarvell’s mother behind and fussing with her hair and Torilee laying one piece of clothing after another in Jewel’s hands for her to feel and discuss. The shopping trip had obviously been a successful one, as Jewel had on new black boots, a black riding skirt and a dark green shirt that fit her perfectly. She looked prettier than he had ever seen her. 
The scene was so familiar a one, reminding him of his own family, that he smiled without intending to. 
“Rialt,” Jewel greeted happily. “Ah, Chizeld’s with you too. Good. We found the perfect thing!”
“Wait,” Torilee interrupted with an incredulous look at her. “How did you know it was them?”
“They have a very distinctive walk,” Jewel explained easily before turning her attention back to the hat in her hands. “This is the latest fashion from Zarraga. It’s a new woman’s traveling hat. The veil comes down over the eyes like this,” she put it on her head in demonstration. 
Rialt stepped in closer for a better look. The hat was more of a slim fitting cap that fit snuggly over the crown of the head, but had a rim that went out over the forehead. From the rim a black swatch of almost transparent cloth was draped so that it covered her eyes. “I can barely see your eyes.”
“It’s marvelous, isn’t it?” she asked, face lit up in childlike glee. “Apparently, someone designed it for traveling so that the sun doesn’t glare into your eyes all day.”
He nearly nodded in approval afore he remembered she could no see such a gesture. “It be a good finding, that. You will need your hair pulled back to wear the cap, though, it seems.”
“But you can do that,” she responded airily, as if this was already taken for granted. 
Both Pursa and Torilee paused and gave her odd looks. “He can?” Pursa inquired with a dubious look at Rialt, as if she could no imagine him doing anything without a battle-axe involved. 
Rialt could no help but grin at their unconvinced expressions. “Four sisters.”
“Ah,” Torilee nodded wisely, as if all were now explained. 
“So how does this contraption work?” Rialt came around the chair to peer over Pursa’s shoulder. “Ah, it clamps into the hair.” 
“I’m so glad you understand that thing,” Sarvell stated as he walked into the room. “I was there for the sales pitch and I still don’t see how it manages to stay on her head. We bought clothes that match the latest style so that it doesn’t seem out of place. But that means that she looks like a wealthy young lady.”
“Which makes us her guards?” Rialt responded thoughtfully. 
“Idea a sound one,” Chizeld approved. “But more believable if Jewel has own horse.”
“At the very least her own horse,” Sarvell agreed on a long sigh. “It’d actually be better with a carriage or something along those lines, but…that’s too cumbersome if we have to make a run for it. Pop tells me that there are Thornock soldiers and bounty hunters all over the place. Even with this disguise we’re bound to run afoul of them eventually.”
Rialt wished he could disagree, but past experience said Sarvell was likely right. “So horse it be. Jewel, if we throw you on top of one, can you stay on?”
“Oh certainly,” she assured them. “But someone’s going to have to take a lead rein.” 
“That can be done easily.” Chizeld nodded in satisfaction. “Sarvell, where’s a good place to buy a horse?”
“I was actually going to step out and do that right now,” Sarvell said with an inviting gesture towards the door. “If you want to come along?”
Chizeld gave a nod and headed after Sarvell. Rialt stepped out into the hallway long enough to call after them, “A short mare!”
Both men laughed and Sarvell responded, “We know what we’re doing, worrywart!”
Eh, well, he would see about that. If they did no bring back something perfect, he was sending them straight back. When he turned back to the room, Pursa caught his eye and gestured him to go out into the hallway. 
“I’ll be back in a moment, dears,” she said to the girls before heading straight for him. 
Rialt knew that look well. He had seen it many a time on his own mam’s face. She had the look of a woman who was no pleased, and he would be shortly hearing all about it. He shambled into the hallway as ordered and watched in resignation when she pulled the door shut behind them. 
“Sarvell filled me in on some of the nitty details you left out of the story last night,” she started without preamble. “I am not at all pleased with Elahandra for making a young, sweet, blind girl take on such a dangerous mission. I saw just how difficult it is for her to move in areas she’s not accustomed to today. Now, I realize that none of this is your idea, but I don’t like the idea of her traveling around with only three men and a dog. Isn’t there some other way for the crystals to be moved?”
He set himself into a patient stance and answered her calmly. “I wish there were. Mind, I had no hand in forging this mission. We would no be scrambling about like we are if I had. But Jewel’s task be more than just unearthing lost crystals and hauling them back in place. She needs to meet and train the new high priestesses as well, or all might well be lost. I will help in every way I can.” 
Pursa lost some of her indignation and her shoulders slumped slightly. “I know. I’ve seen how protective all three of you are of her, it’s just…this is so incredibly difficult for her.”
“Eh, it be that. But afore you feel pity for her, mind this: Jewel chose to take on this task. She did no have to. As difficult as the road ahead be, she knew it would be, and chose to go anyway. Everything we do be to protect her—but every action she takes be to protect us as well.”
Pursa gazed up at him for a long, wondering moment. “You don’t pity her at all, do you?”
“Pity?” He snorted at the very idea. “She be no weak child, that one. I have seen her take on ministers, businessmen, and thrawn townsfolk—and win. The lass has the heart of a warrior. There be nothing to pity.”
Pursa’s tight expression finally melted into a soft smile. “It’s true. Even when I dragged her from one end of the market to the other, she never once complained.”
“Bad habit of hers, no complaining,” Rialt commiserated. “I have done my best to break her of it, but, well…”
The matron stared at him oddly for a moment before breaking out into a soft laugh. “Rialt, I do feel better after speaking with you, I must admit. I do have one more thing I’m worried about, though. Are you sure it’s safe for her to live in Ramath?”
“Eh, it be the safest place for her,” he assured her, glad to see her worries eased. “The Daath will no be a threat with the crystals fully up, and she will see to that. When we passed through, and my people met her and heard her story, they took her in as kith and kin. Quite upset they were, too, that I took her away again. I have no doubt that if any dastard raised a hand to her, he would get quite the drubbing for his efforts. When she does return and lives among them, the whole clan will look out for her. Do you ken?”
“I ken,” she answered with a dimpled smile. “But if living in Ramath doesn’t work for her, for whatever reason, I want you to promise me that you’ll bring her down here. We’ll gladly have her.”
Rialt frowned down at her suspiciously. “Sarvell put a bug in your hair, did he?”
“He didn’t need to,” she responded primly. 
The door abruptly opened and Jewel stuck her head out in the hallway. “If you two are done talking about me, I’d like to have Rialt try on his new clothes. We need time to make alterations if need be.”
Rialt blinked at her in astonishment. “You bought clothes for me?”
“Well, of course! You only had two changes of clothes too. Besides, you’re going to need them. After you try everything on, you’re going to help me give Bortonor a bath. You’re going to need a fresh change of clothing after we get done wrestling with him.” 
Eh, likely he would. Dogs and baths were no generally friends. “Alright then, lass, lead on.” 
As he re-entered the room, he spied Bortonor lying flat on the wooden floor, dozing. If the dog knew what he did, he would make a quick exit out farrest door. He considered prodding the dog and giving him a warning…and then realized that he would be the one chasing Bortonor down. 
Well, a bath would no kill him. 
~*~*~*~
Sarvell found his father in his study, which was typically where the man chose to be at this time of the day. Pop had a very nice office in the Sorpan Trade building, but the older he got, the more he preferred to work from home. Everyone had adjusted to the boss’s preferences and simply sent runners several times a day with paperwork that needed to be assigned or with a list of goods to be checked. 
Maybe it was because of this that the office looked even more cluttered than before. Ever since Sarvell could walk, it had been a hodge-podge of maps tacked to the walls (and ceiling), stacks of reports covering half the desk, and trial goods dominating every corner of the room in a haphazard jumble. Only one chair had been kept clear, directly across from Stalton’s own, so that any visitor that stopped by would have a place to sit. Pop referred to his office joking as “organized chaos.” His mother called it a pig-sty.
But to Sarvell, he didn’t really feel like he was home until he’d sat in his father’s office for a space. So while he had a very important question to ask, and information to gather, a smile broke out as he slung himself into that empty chair. 
“Have a minute, Pop?”
“Sure, son.” Stalton tossed down the pen he’d been scribbling with and rubbed at his eyes with one hand. “I can use a break from these lists. I swear, every year these thrice-cursed merchants are trying to peddle me the same products that are just called a different name.” 
Sarvell tried not to smile. His father had been saying that ever since he was knee high. 
“So, you’re here about the bounty.” Dropping his hand, Stalton leaned forward, bracing both forearms against the desk. “I’ve still got a few feelers out, but here’s the gist of it: the bounty’s a generous one. That’s going to attract a lot of attention from every two-bit scunner that wants to try a bit of bounty hunting.”
He nodded sourly. “Yes, I thought as much. Do they have more than that basic description I gave you?”
“A bit more, yes. They know that the other man with her is Brynian. They know that she was placed in the dungeon by Thornock’s ministers, hence why they want her back so badly. But no one knows your names or has much of a better description.”
Well, at least that was going in their favor. 
“Your main problem is going to be the Thornock Guard,” Stalton added with a troubled frown. “They’re being dispatched as we speak, going to every corner of Evard. Those men have actually seen Jewel before, after all. They don’t need some half-witted description to recognize her.”
“True enough.” Sarvell had no idea how to get around that, either. “How far have they come?”
“Oh, they’re in every major city by now.” Stalton sounded quite confident about that. “And for some reason, they’re hanging about the temples. Especially Elahandra’s?” 
Sarvell grimaced and answered his sire’s unspoken question. “In order for Jewel to be able to do any work in a clan’s territory, she has to first get the permission of that clan’s god and she also has to make a formal visit to the nearest Temple of Elahandra to report what she’s doing.”
Stalton stared at him in dismay. “That’s like painting a target on your back!”
“I know,” Sarvell groaned. “But there’s no way around it. Both Chizeld and Jewel insist that this has to be done.”
“Under the circumstances, I think protocol can go hang, don’t you?” Stalton responded in exasperation. 
“I really wish it was just that. But if Jewel doesn’t gain the permission of that clan’s god, she literally cannot do anything. And because she is not a worshipper of that god, the only way she can contact him is by going to his temple. Maybe she could skip the visit to Elahandra’s temple, but the problem is we don’t know where the crystals are. We have to visit the temple anyway and check their records just to get an idea of where to start looking. She can sense them, but only when she’s about twenty miles away from them.  So far we’ve been lucky that the crystals have been easy finds, not needing to do research for them.”
Stalton’s eyed closed in resigned understanding. “So visiting the temples are not an option. Dross and dreck, no wonder they’re just hanging about the temples! It’s a sure thing that you’ll show.”
“We’ve managed to trick the watchers so far, but I don’t expect our luck to hold forever.” Sarvell added plaintively, “Pop, I came to you for good news!”
“Well, son, I wish I had some to give you.” 
There was a quick knock on the door before Sarvell’s mother strode inside. “Oh good, Sarvell, you’re here.” She didn’t look surprised to find him sitting there, which indicated she’d had a good notion of where he’d be to begin with. “You did tell your father that we had to dodge some Thornock soldiers today, didn’t you?”
Sarvell rubbed at his chin. “Actually, I forgot to mention it.” To his father he added, “We ran into a few of them while shopping today. With their uniforms they’re fairly easy to spot. We were able to take Jewel out of sight quickly each time, so I don’t think they saw her.”
“I’m not sure if Jewel even realized they were there,” Pursa added thoughtfully. “You re-directed her so smoothly each time, as if it were just normal to be pulled this way and that.”
“I didn’t want to worry her,” Sarvell admitted. Especially after last night, he didn’t want to place another worry on those thin shoulders. 
Pursa’s mouth was in a flat, worried line. “Sweetie, I don’t like the idea of just having you three to protect her. Those soldiers are running around in groups of six or more. What happens when they see her and a fight breaks out? You’ll be outnumbered!”
“We’re heading straight for Rounsefell from here,” Sarvell answered soothingly. “Chizeld tells me that the Center for the Red Guard is in that city. We’ll be able to get reinforcements there, don’t worry.” 
“Well, that does make me feel a little better,” Pursa agreed although the worry didn’t leave her face. “But that’s such a long ways away!”
No choice. They had to go anyway. “That new disguise we picked up today will throw them further off our trail, I think. With a little caution and some quick traveling, we’ll make it safely to Rounsefell.” I hope.  
 



Chapter Seventeen
They left the Sorpan house and the city of Hawleywood early the next morning. They drew lots to decide who would lead Jewel’s horse for the day and then mounted up. The extra horse actually came in handy—Pursa and Stalton had loaded them with so many new supplies that only a merchantman would be able to tie it all on. 
Rialt silently decided that all of the packing and unpacking for the next week would be done by Sarvell. They would no stand a chance otherwise. 
The roads were clear and hard after a week’s absence of rain. As the day wore on, they exchanged the sweeping emptiness of grasslands for more fertile land spotted with groves of trees here and there. About mid-afternoon, Rialt noticed that Jewel was standing in her stirrups, or shifting about in the saddle with an uncomfortable grimace to her mouth. An expression caused, no doubt, by cramping legs that were no used to riding astride.
Most of the traffic in this season on the road had gone north, towards Zarraga. They’d gone south, towards Parod’s Ford, and so the roads were largely empty. Rialt saw no harm in dropping their guise for the space of an afternoon on a deserted highway. 
They changed up so that Jewel was once again riding with him, her horse being led by Chizeld to give Sarvell a break. Rialt was secretly pleased by this but was no about to admit that he preferred Jewel riding with him. 
Evening started to creep up on them, the sun taking to its bed, but with no city or town to speak of, they were left to looking for a good campsite. At least, with all of the supplies on board, they’d have a better camp this night than any time Rialt could remember. 
Rialt had his hopes on a stretch of forest up ahead. The trees there looked nice and thick, perfect shelter from the wind, and with lots of deadfall for a campfire. It would have to be this place or another soon after, as the sun was nearly gone, the shadows stretching long and deep over the land. A chill was starting to set in too, and he knew from experience that Jewel would soon be freezing without a warm fire to huddle next to. 
Bortonor was the first one to sense the danger. 
He stopped dead in his tracks, head turned to look directly into the woods on their right, and his mouth curled up in a menacing growl. 
Rialt reined in and gave the woods the same suspicious look. His eyes were no as good as the dog’s, but he could make out shadowy movement in between the trees. 
“Ho,” he murmured to his companions, “it seems we have company. Chizeld, how much experience do you have with assassins?”
“Not a bit,” Chizeld admitted. 
“We will leave it for another time then.” Rialt could feel Jewel’s tension as she took in his words. “You take her, and I will take them.”
She latched onto his coat, rapidly shaking her head. “Rialt, no! It’s just like the dream—”
“It will no be,” he corrected her. “I know they be there, see? So it can no be a surprise this way. This will no be like the dream.” He put a soft kiss against her forehead. “Go to Sarvell, now.”
She did no budge. “You’re not facing them alone!”
“Who says I planned to?” he refuted mildly. “Bort, you have my back.”
The dog let out a short bark, sounding eerily like agreement. 
“See?” he gave her a quick, hard embrace before he handed her over to Sarvell. As he did, he met the other man’s eyes. Sarvell clearly did no like the situation any more than Jewel did. Rialt gave him a nod of reassurance. “It will be fine,” he promised. “This be no the first time I dealt with Daath assassins. I know their tricks.”
Sarvell clearly did no buy this reassurance completely. He let out a resigned sigh. “Just remember, if anything happens to you, Juven will come after Jewel’s head.”
“Eh, I mind it.” With his hands free, he slid the axe from its holder on his back and comfortably hefted it. “Now, go along at a good pace and steer clear of the woods.”
He breathed a soft sigh of relief when they obeyed him. He no doubt would get an earful from Jewel later for this stunt, but she could never be put at risk. 
When they stated moving away from him, the assassins realized that their ambush was foiled. Without a sound, three of them burst free from the woods and started riding full out for the group. Rialt had expected this and placed himself squarely in their path. 
“Bort,” he called to the dog as he tapped his heels to the stallion’s sides, “harry the horses!”
The dog darted forward in a streak of white in the twilight, going for the legs of the first horse he could reach. Warhorses were trained to either dismiss or handle almost anything on a battlefield, but no one really used dogs in war, so they reacted as any other horse would: they crow-hopped to the side and panicked. 
With Bortonor throwing the horses into confusion, Rialt had an edge over their riders. He could feel the adrenaline in his blood flow, the world coming into clearer focus as he gave himself over to battle-hardened instincts. He met the first assassin with an overhead swing, which the other man ducked. 
The assassin knew better than to stay on a half-panicked, bucking horse and try to fight an experienced Ramathan at the same time. He quickly threw himself off the horse and got his own feet under him. When he did, he took a swipe at Rialt’s mount. 
Rialt would put up with a lot of things in the heat of battle, but having his favorite stallion crippled did no appear on the list. With a growl of anger, he threw a leg over the stallion’s head and jumped quickly to the ground. The warhorse would still guard his back, as he was trained to do, but this way he had a better chance of fighting anyone that came near him. 
The assassin took a swing at him, which he blocked with his axe handle. Quickly throwing the man off, he swung the axe up and around again, narrowly missing the assassin’s head. The Daath soldier came at him with his sword held off to the side and low, no doubt intending to slash Rialt’s gut wide open. Rialt stepped into the attack and checked the action, then threw him bodily off. With a grunt of impact, he flew back, landing on the ground in a sprawl. 
Rialt knew he only had bare seconds to deal with the other assassin that had joined his companion on the ground. Bortonor still had one occupied, barking and snapping at the horse’s legs so that the other man could no dismount without risking being kicked by his own mount. He did no expect the dog to be able to handle two opponents at once. 
So he turned and faced the second assassin that had been trying to close in on his unprotected left side. With two hands on the haft, he swung the axe upwards, closing on the other man’s chin. The assassin ducked backwards, his balance upset, but he quickly came back in. Rialt detected the sly movement of the man’s hand as he reached in his pocket for some devilry trick. He had been waiting for just such a movement—this was what he had meant earlier. The Daath always had some shenanigans up their sleeves. Anything from a powder bomb to a flask of poison could be tossed in Rialt’s face. 
In the same movement, he dropped the axe and used it like a battering ram, knocking directly into the man’s sternum. All of the breath in the Daathan exploded in a whoosh of displaced air as he crumpled backwards, struggling to breathe. 
No forgetting the man that had only been temporarily knocked down, Rialt whirled to confront him again. The man closed in with a ferocious battery of swings, which Rialt met instinctively, paring each with the hilt of his battle axe. As he parried, he stepped into the man’s reach, closing the gap between them, giving him enough leverage to catch the hilt of the sword with the haft. When he had a good lock on it, he jerked the axe’s haft up and over, yanking the sword out of the assassin’s hands. With the man neatly disarmed, Rialt slammed his elbow into his nose. 
With a grunt of pain, the assassin dropped heavily to his back. With no hesitation, Rialt brought the axe up and around again, ending the assassin’s life with a sickening crunch. 
One down. Rialt spun on his heels, looking at the other two. The one he had hit in the chest earlier was blowing blood bubbles from his mouth. Rialt had apparently hit him harder than he had realized—the man’s lung was punctured. He would no survive the night. 
Bortonor’s prey still could no manage to get off the horse without risking his own life in the process. But his blood had been fired up seeing his companions so neatly dealt with by Rialt. Choosing to risk it, he kicked both feet free of the stirrups and threw himself to the ground. 
With his sword free in his hands, he landed lightly to his feet and darted straight for Rialt. He did no make it more than three feet before Rialt’s stallion charged him and ran him down. 
Rialt let out a breath he did no realize he was holding as the last assassin died. Daath assassins were generally deployed in three man teams. He had no doubt that this group had been dealt with. But they could have deployed two teams… Worried, he whistled for the horse and dog. Both obediently trotted to him. 
Rialt bent enough to give Bortonor’s head a pat before he gave another pat to his horse’s neck. They both seemed to preen a bit under the silent praise. Keeping the axe in hand, he quickly remounted and turned back toward the road. 
The fight, as short as it had been, had still taken a good candle’s mark. The other three were well down the road. Rialt had to go at a flat run to catch up with them and even then it took long minutes afore he caught sight of them. 
He did no relax until he saw that they were alone and unharmed. Apparently it had simply been that one team. Letting out another breath of relief, he sent a silent prayer of thanks to the heavens, and any god that happened to be listening. 
Jewel must have been listening hard, as she turned afore any of her escorts did, head popping up over Sarvell’s shoulder. “Rialt!”
“Eh, lass, I be fine. So be your dog.” A smile tugged at his mouth when she openly beamed at him. “He put up a good fight, he did.”
“We’ll find him a proper reward later,” she responded easily as if having Bortonor fight off Daath assassins was no remarkable thing. “You’re not even scratched up?”
“No. They were good,” he admitted with grudging respect, “but I have been targeted by the likes of them since my voice started cracking.”
“Which means, what? Fighting Daath assassins for the past ten years?” Chizeld turned to regard him with open curiosity. “Why?”
“Ah, well, that be about the time I became an officer. They always target the officers.” Rialt shrugged as if this was common practice. For the Daath, it was. The easiest way to cause confusion in the ranks was to eliminate the officers. 
With no apparent threat to face, the axe did no need to be in his hand. He slung it back into its holster with the ease of long practice. Jewel turned her head, tracking him as he came up along Sarvell’s side. With silent appeal, she leaned forward and held both arms out to him. 
He knew that signal well enough. Looking up at Sarvell, he saw the other man’s open amusement at her actions. Well, if he did no mind…Rialt kneed his stallion to come in closer and reached out, transferring Jewel back over to his lap. She had barely settled before her hands were roaming all over his chest and arms. 
Rialt blew out an exasperated breath. “Fine, I said.”
“Your definition of ‘fine’ and my definition of it are worlds apart,” she informed him tartly. “I do not believe you. But it’s true, I’m not finding any wounds. Sarvell, have I missed something?”
“Not a thing,” Sarvell assured her, eyes crinkling with repressed mirth. “He’s truly fine.”
Finally satisfied, she responded only with, “Good.” Slipping both arms around his waist, she snuggled into him, head buried in his chest. 
Rialt could sense it even if she did no say it. Her worry over him was only part of it. She also felt very frustrated that she could no do anything to help in those moments of danger. He returned the embrace with one arm around her shoulders and lowered his mouth to her ear. “Sorry I be to have worried you.”
“Sorry enough not to do it again next time?” she asked against his coat.
“Ah…no quite.”
For that, she punched him as hard as she could in the ribs. 
 



Chapter Eighteen
They travelled for four uneventful days to reach Parod’s Ford. No other Daath Assassins appeared, and with the deserted highways they didn’t even encounter any Thornock guards or bounty hunters either. While Jewel appreciated the peaceful days, she felt nervous about it as well. Her fears of other assassins appearing out of the woods were not dismissed because of one victorious encounter. She knew Cherchez better than that. Any god that could encourage a three hundred year war, a war that had never once succeeded, wouldn’t give up after a single failure. 
She also wished that they’d had the chance to test her disguise on strangers at least once. As it stood, they would be at Parod’s Ford, a sizable town, without knowing if other precautions needed to be taken or not. 
After riding so much, Jewel’s body had slowly started to adapt to being on horseback. Still, she also felt very sore. Her legs felt stretched and tingled with the unaccustomed exercise. They planned to stop and stay the night at Parod’s Ford, and personally she looked forward to a hot bath to ease the aches and a soft bed. 
“See it,” Chizeld announced from beside her. “Should reach town soon.”
Right as Sarvell had predicted—the sun had just now started to wane, setting for the night. She could feel its warmth withdraw as it sank beyond the horizon. That meant she only had to stay strong for another hour or so. Jewel blew out a covert sigh of relief. 
Without warning, Elahandra’s voice spoke into her mind. “Jewel. Once you’ve crossed the Hatton River, I need you to go to Wheelock.”
Jewel started slightly at the abrupt order. Certainly, but why?
“There is a former guardsman there called to serve as an armsman for Clarion. His name is Ian Kaelberer.” 
Jewel broke out into a relieved smile. So Clari wouldn’t have to face building the Order in Bryn by herself after all. I’ll find him. Does he know that we’re coming? 
“Yes. He wants to speak with Chizeld before going to Clarion. He has a very limited idea of what his new duties entail. Right now, he is preparing to go.” 
Good.
We’ll be there in three days or so.
“I will pass that along. Also, I believe that I have found another young woman that will accept the calling of High Priestess of Thornock. I might be able to release and re-call you as High Priestess of Ramath soon.”
If her smile grew any wider, her face might split. You’re just full of good news for me. 
Elahandra gave an airy laugh. “Rialt especially will be pleased. I’ll let you break the news to him.”
Then she was gone, leaving that wide smile on Jewel’s face. 
Chizeld must have sensed somehow that something had happened as he asked cautiously, “Priestess?”
“Elahandra has imparted some good news to us, and a new direction,” she informed him, aches and pains momentarily forgotten. 
Sarvell, riding ahead, must have heard her as he called back, “And what’s that?”
Raising her voice so everyone could hear her, she relayed what she had been told. 
“Well,” Rialt observed in a very pleased tone, “that be news to be noised abroad. I hope that yon lass takes up Thornock.”
“I also hope that she wields a certain amount of political power on her own, otherwise she’ll have a rough time of it,” Sarvell added. “But we’ll have to see on that end. For now, I suppose we better change our plans and head more towards Wheelock.” 
“Eh, fortunately it be no far from our planned path. Although it will still be a delay. Chizeld, how much time do you need to train these new ‘uns up to snuff?”
“Six months,” Chizeld answered dryly. 
“Shorten it to three days, will you?” Rialt requested. “We be on a schedule.” 
The saddle leather creaked as Chizeld leaned in closer to her and requested confidentially, “Rialt should help, right?”
“Oh, absolutely,” she agreed with a winsome smile. 
“Worrisome, it be, when you team up against me,” Rialt bemoaned. 
~*~*~*~
Jewel held her breath as they went into Parod’s Ford, but no one seemed to pay her any real mind. Sarvell, their expert guide on travel, went ahead to find an inn for them. He came back and met them on the main street to guide them in. 
She more or less stopped paying attention to her environment as soon as they entered the city’s limits. Her mind was exhausted from the constant exposure to a changing environment. If she didn’t start tuning things out now, she was afraid that she’d fall into a daze. It felt like she was in one already.
So it startled her when the reins of her horse were jerked out of Chizeld’s hands and they abruptly went right. “What?” she asked in alarm, tightening her grip on the saddle horn.
“Something’s off,” Rialt answered in an almost abstracted manner. “Sarvell, were those three there before?”
“No, I didn’t see them,” Sarvell denied in frustration. “Shards! They’ve got bounty hunter written all over them.”
“Could be after a different target,” Chizeld pointed out neutrally.
“Eh, but we can no take the chance,” Rialt sighed. “Sarvell, did you already pay for the room?”
“Yes, unfortunately.”
“It gets better and better, it does,” Rialt complained to the world in general. 
“I know of another inn on the far side of the town.” Sarvell blew out a weary breath. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll scout it out.”
“Eh, we will bide here.”
They sat on their horses in silence. Jewel’s dazed mindset from before had completely vanished and now she had her ears and nose strained to their limits trying to sense everything. They apparently sat in either an alley or a small side street of some sort, as every sound had the echo of being in a small space. The smell of water and fish seemed to prevail in the air, smothering most of the other smells, but there had to be a bakery nearby somewhere as she could smell bread baking. She couldn’t really discern much more than that, which frustrated her. 
It seemed an eternity, but Sarvell returned and this time sounded a bit happier. “I got the last two rooms at the inn, so there’re not going to be any bounty hunters staying there. We’re safe for the night.”
“Good,” Chizeld responded. “Lead the way.” 
 They rode to the other side of the city, learned when the ferry ran, and ate dinner. The only dicey situation that occurred the entire evening happened when Jewel headed for the baths. The men, after all, could hardly follow her into the women’s bathing room. Fortunately, no one seemed to find it odd that she wanted to take Bortonor in with her to “wipe off some of the dust from the road” and so she didn’t have to flail around in a foreign environment. 
The men played the part of very attentive and loyal armsmen, never leaving her side for more than a moment, and they were able to leave the next morning with no one the wiser. 
Now, if only the ferry ride could’ve gone as smoothly. 
They’d loaded on board the ferry for the first crossing that morning. Jewel, never having been on anything river-related, didn’t really know what to expect. After the first few seconds of having her feet on the wooden planking of the ferry, she decided she’d rather swim than use this contraption. 
Rialt had been playing the part of “escort” for her, with her hand tucked into his elbow. His focus had been keeping her and Bortonor clear as the horses were loaded on, but that obviously didn’t keep him preoccupied, as he picked up on her unease quickly. 
“Something wrong?”
“I don’t like this,” she whispered, biting her bottom lip and tightening her grip on him. “The way this thing bobs about is very disorienting. I can’t seem to find my balance.”
“Ah. You have no gotten your sea legs. Takes a bit of adjustin’ for everyone, the first time.” He paused a moment before adding thoughtfully, “Although for you, it would be more of a trial.”
“Understatement,” she grimaced. “Can’t I swim across instead?” she asked, half-teasing. 
“Ah…no.”
“Spoilsport.” 
His arm vibrated with a subterranean chuckle. “I be glad now that we didna choose to go by boat from Zarraga. No with you this fussy a mere foot from shore.” 
She had a childish urge to stick her tongue out at him, which she fortunately bit back. Jewel couldn’t imagine that a proper lady stuck her tongue out at people, and she couldn’t risk that anyone watching her might start questioning her adopted persona. “I’m glad we didn’t either, now. What is that smell? Fish?”
“Eh, fish and black silt and garbage the river has no yet washed away.” 
“Remind me to never live near a river.”
“Most of ‘em are no so bad as this,” he assured her. “This one be a bit ripe even for my nose.” 
At that moment, the ferry pushed off from the shore with a massive heave of the oars. Jewel felt her balance abruptly pitch forward and tightened her grip on Rialt to keep from falling. He stood like a rock under all of the movement, as if nothing had occurred. 
With every dip of the oars, and the farther from shore that they got, the more haphazardly the ferry rocked back and forth. Jewel felt her stomach start to pitch and heave. 
“Jewel?” Sarvell appeared beside her, voice concerned. “You’re turning green.”
“We are never getting on board any kind of boat again,” she moaned. 
“Not unless the fate of Evard hangs in the balance,” Chizeld promised her. 
Somehow…that failed to be reassuring. 
~*~*~*~
They camped that night in a shallow depression with only a smattering of trees around them. The men assured her that the Darwall Mountains were within sight, but she had to take their word for it. At this point, she could neither hear a change in the wind nor smell any difference in their environment. 
As they tended to the horses and generally went about making camp, she sliced up meat and vegetables for a thick stew. She’d performed the task before a thousand times and so paid little attention to what her hands were doing. Instead, she took the time to consider something that she had been unconsciously avoiding. 
Chizeld in Ramath.
Rialt had been advocating her return and permanent stay in Ramath from the very beginning. He hadn’t been shy about voicing his opinion either. After staying there and being so warmly welcomed, Jewel could admit to herself that living in Ramath for the rest of her days sounded rather ideal. She certainly preferred that over returning to Belthain. 
But what about Chizeld? Sarvell had never hinted that he wanted to assume the position of her armsman. After this task was completed, he would no doubt go back to his life in Bryn, perhaps stopping by now and again to see her if he were nearby. But Chizeld had made an oath to her and not the office of High Priestess of Thornock. He, in all honor, could only follow her no matter where she went. Even to Ramath. 
“Jewel, the young woman has accepted. There is a new High Priestess of Thornock now,” Elahandra announced in her head. The goddess sounded very smug and pleased. “I now release you from that position.”
Jewel’s hands froze mid-motion, her knife resting just below the peeling of the potato in her hands. She accepted. I hope, for her sake, that she’s not a complete political novice like I was?
“No, indeed. She is Judge Matthison’s daughter.”
Tamarra Matthison? Jewel couldn’t help but try to clarify that. She knew the woman—frankly, only the clinically insane or foolhardy would dare cross Tamarra Matthison. Never mind the political power she wielded, but the woman had a tongue sharp enough to flay a man alive. 
“The one and only. I daresay that the ministers in Belthain will behave themselves with her in charge.”
Jewel could almost feel sorry for the pompous, self-inflated windbags. Almost. Um. Do we need to stop by and train her at all?
“No, the Order in Belthain is even now filling her in. She’ll be fine. In fact, more than fine. She asked that I pass along a message to you.”
Oh?
“She said, and I quote, ‘Don’t worry about the bounty hunters. I’ve taken care of it.’”
Jewel thought about that for a moment. She took care of it? How?!
“She tracked down the idiots that signed off on the bounty and gave them a death stare, I believe. It’s remarkable how afraid people are of her when she’s such a sweet young woman.”
She refrained from commenting on that last part. Jewel had, after all, met Tamarra on several occasions. The woman was only sweet when she was in the mood to be. Sensibly, she responded with, Please tell her thank you on my behalf.
“Of course. Now.” Elahandra’s tone changed from one of evil glee to brisk business. “Jewel Jomadd, I release you from the position of High Priestess of Thornock with thanks. Will you accept the calling to be the High Priestess of Ramath?”
She smiled at the formal phrasing, one that she had heard almost verbatim nearly four months ago. I will. 
“From this time forth, you hold the mantle of authority and with it, the responsibility of this position. Serve with honor.” The formality dropped and Elahandra whispered, “Thank you, child,” before she departed. 
Chizeld dropped down next to her, boots crunching on the slightly sandy soil, and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Jewel?”
She heard the question in his voice and said simply, “Elahandra has released me and recalled me to be the Priestess of Ramath.”
“Ah. Who did Elahandra call as replacement?”
It took great muscle control to not let an evil smile slip as she answered neutrally, “Tamarra Matthison.” 
Chizeld choked. “Those poor ministers.”
“You say that,” she observed, mouth twitching, “and yet you’re smiling.”
“Can’t prove that,” he retorted, amusement richly coloring his words. 
“Don’t need to.” She went back to peeling her potato and struggling not to laugh in evil glee. To say that the ministers had met their match would be an insult to the new high priestess. Jewel could not have been more delighted and had this insane urge to dance around the campfire in sheer joy. 
“So. Will be living in Ramath after all.”
Jewel’s hands paused once again, head canting slightly to the side as she listened to his tone, trying to analyze how he felt about this. He did not sound resigned, or disappointed, or…well, anything, really. “I’ve never really asked this, Chizeld. How do you feel about living there?”
“Relieved,” he admitted frankly. “Hated the politics of Belthain.”
“Well, yes, that’s understandable.” She felt exactly the same way. “But most people, by choice, do not want to live in Ramath.”
“Priestess does,” he pointed out. 
She couldn’t refute that. “Ramath made me very welcome there. You didn’t have that experience.”
“Things will be different upon return.” He sounded rather certain. “Besides, only reason why people do not want to live in Ramath is because of close proximity to Daath border.”
Her brows quirked into a bemused frown. He had another good point. “I just don’t want to force you to live in a place where you’re unhappy.”
“Priestess…” he corrected himself as his voice gentled, “Jewel’s happiness is armsman’s happiness.”
“Chi~zeld,” she complained, frustrated in trying to get a straight answer out of him.
His hand on her shoulder tightened slightly in a reassuring way. “Ramath is a good place. Ramathans are good people. No regrets in spending the rest of life there.”
And that, obviously, was the best she could get out of him. She blew out a breath and mentally let it go. “Alright. In truth, I’m glad you’re going to stay with me. I’d miss you.”
“What about Sarvell?”
“Oh, I’ll no doubt see him from time to time. He’s a merchant man’s son after all. But I’ll miss him too, in between visits.” Lowering her voice she confided, “I’m also counting on you to check Rialt’s more outlandish protective instincts.” 
“Check or help?” he retorted dryly. 
“Are you teasing a woman with a knife in her hand?” she parried dryly, lifting the knife and giving it a small wave in the air. 
“Uh…no?”
“Good answer.” 
 



Chapter Nineteen
Ian Kaelberer turned out to be a very kind man with a steady personality. He had retired early from being a guardsman, so he wasn’t as ancient as Jewel expected him to be. He had, in fact, retired early to take over the family farm for his ailing father. Now, without any qualms, he handed the farm over to his oldest son to run. 
They stayed for three days at the farmhouse while Rialt and Chizeld taught him everything they could. Jewel listened in, and sometimes chimed in with some personal experiences, but mostly she puttered around the house and helped out where she could. She felt very blessed to stay in the same place for three consecutive days. Being constantly exposed to new environments had overextended her brain, so staying in a single house gave her a much needed break. 
She did take a few hours to go and visit the nearest Temple of Learning as the God of Learning, Broeske, was the god for Veris. But even though she stayed for an hour within the temple’s prayer room she didn’t get a response. The size of this temple was small, true, but size had nothing to do with it. Sacred ground was sacred ground. Jewel had heard rumors that Broeske didn’t really pay attention on a daily basis to his people. After having the Guardian of the Barrier call repeatedly for his attention for an hour without getting a response, Jewel could believe it. 
Resigned to having to try again later, she finally gave up and went back to the house. 
After three days, they left and went back on course to find Veris’s crystal. 
Chizeld knew the area they travelled in and so counseled that they stay on the flats instead of traveling into the Darwall Mountains. According to the Verisian, the capitol city of Rounsefell sat at the curve of the mountain. The city had, over time, started to spread out over Darwall’s slopes, but the main part of it still rested on the valley floor. They would not save any time by traveling through the mountains. 
Jewel harbored secret relief at this information. She detested forests with a passion for one simple reason—she had no way to predict where all the trees were. Not to mention their roots. Or deadfall, for that matter. Actually, everything about a forest had a chaotic nature to it. Disorganized environments were the bane of her existence. No, give her a nice, flat patch of ground any day. 
It took an uneventful two days to reach the outskirts of Rounsefell. As they approached the east gates, a loud voice boomed out, “Everyone dismount! No one may ride through the gates! Dismount!”
Jewel, puzzled, cocked her head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. Why would they want us to dismount?”
“Security precaution,” Sarvell answered promptly from behind her. Creaking leather accompanied his words as he dismounted. “Whenever there are smugglers or criminals that they’re looking for, they make everyone dismount. It’s harder to break into or out of the city if you’re on foot.”
Now that made sense. Shrugging, she threw a leg over and slid cautiously to the ground. Her feet were barely touching earth when Bort pressed his head into her hand. Absently scratching behind his ears, she turned her head this way and that, trying to get a better sense of the situation. She heard a lot of people muttering to each other, hooves clopping against the packed dirt of the road, and the jangling of harnesses. This thoroughfare had a considerable amount of traffic on it. Dust seemed to be constantly thrown up in the air, as she could taste it on her tongue and feel it against her skin. A hot bath tonight would not be amiss. 
Rialt’s heavy stride could barely be discerned from all of the other foot traffic around her. But she sensed his approach and held out the reins silently for him to take. He did so without a word, taking over leading her mare. “How long is the line?” she asked in concern. 
“Long,” he sighed. “We will do well to find an inn afore the sun deserts us.”
“Guards are processing people through quickly,” Chizeld disagreed from a little further ahead. “Might make it through before sunset.”
“Let’s hope so,” Sarvell said on a heavy sigh. 
Hmmm. Jewel felt like she was missing the obvious, an instinctive feeling more than anything. She turned this way and that, senses stretched to their limit, trying to place it. Whatever it was, it didn’t seem obvious, but more like something that lingered just off to the side of her perceptions…oh. “I think,” she said slowly, “I think I feel Veris’s crystal.”
The gravel under Rialt’s boots crunched as he spun quickly about, his hand landing on her shoulder. “You sure?”
“Not quite,” she admitted. “I think it’s there,” she lifted a hand and pointed in front of her, “but it’s so faint, I’m not sure if it’s my imagination or not.”
Without a word, he led her off the road and several feet ahead. “What about now?”
As insignificant as the distance was, just being that little bit closer helped. She had a firmer mental grip on it now.
“It’s there. Probably a good twenty miles away, considering how faint it is, but I feel it.”
“Phew,” Sarvell let out a sound of relief from somewhere behind her. “At least now we don’t have to go hunting through all of those records to find it.”
“Oh, you’re here!” an excited, high-pitched female voice called from some distance away. 
“Veris High Priestess…?” Chizeld stated slowly, as if disbelieving his own eyes. 
“Where?” Sarvell demanded. 
“There.” 
Rialt and Sarvell both choked at the same time. Jewel, turned in the direction of the voice, sensed that another priestess was coming their direction. Since they’d been searching for the other woman for nearly three weeks now, her guards should be relieved instead of…perturbed? “Rialt, is something wrong?”
“Well, lass, it just be…” he trailed off on an inarticulate groan. 
“She can’t possibly be the new priestess,” Sarvell stated definitively only to add uncertainly, “Can she?”
“Is,” Chizeld affirmed shortly. “Not expected.” 
“No, she be no what I had in mind,” Rialt grumbled. 
Jewel took in a breath and reminded herself to be patient. “What’s unexpected?”
“She has the looks of a flibbertigibbet, that one,” Rialt explained, still in that disgruntled tone as if his view on the universe had taken an abrupt left turn. 
“She’s acting like one too, running like that,” Sarvell added. 
Jewel raised a finger in the air. “Can I get a more accurate description from someone?”
“Buxom figure, wavy blond hair and tanned skin,” Chizeld responded promptly. “In a frilly dress. Looks like a spoiled rich girl.” 
Well, looks must be deceiving then because Elahandra would never call a spoiled girl to be the priestess of a clan. Part of the advantage to being blind was that Jewel could never be fooled by someone’s appearance and misjudge them from that. 
The half-running footsteps were now much closer. The wearer must’ve been wearing heels of some sort to make that half-staccato sound. Jewel’s head instinctively cocked when she realized that the other person’s pace hadn’t slowed even though she had to be almost right on top of her. 
An armful of excited female abruptly grabbed Jewel around the shoulders and proceeded to squeeze the life out of her. 
“You’re here!” she announced happily right into Jewel’s ear. A strong whiff of rose petals swept past Jewel’s nose. “I’m so glad. I’ve been afraid for weeks you wouldn’t make it. But Elahandra didn’t mention you had such handsome men with you. Oh, and a puppy!”
As abruptly as she had arrived, she detached herself and dropped to the ground. Before Jewel could issue a coherent warning about Bortonor, she heard the other girl throw her arms around the dog. 
“Oh, aren’t you the most handsome, sweetest thing!” she cooed. 
Jewel froze in astonishment when Bortonor’s tail started hitting the back of her thighs in a happy rhythm. Never, in all the time she had been with him, had he liked anyone at first sight. “Um, that’s Bortonor.”
“Bortonor, is it? You’re such a good dog, yes you are.” 
The tail thumps, if possible, started going even faster. In fact, they were hard enough to upset Jewel’s balance. She retreated two steps to the side to avoid being knocked flat. A little unbalanced by this unorthodox meeting, she ventured, “I’m Jewel Jomadd and you are…?”
“Chantel Moltabon,” the other woman responded promptly. “I’m actually glad you arrived when you did. I’ve been out of town with Daddy the past few weeks at a very boring formal dinner in Zarraga. I only got back this morning. Now, who are your…I assume you’re guards?”
“We are,” Sarvell answered neutrally. “I’m Sarvell Sorpan, this is Rialt Axheimer and Chizeld Lorin.”
“I am very pleased to meet you, gentlemen. You look road weary. Why don’t you come down to the mansion and rest up before we go treasure hunting?”
“Mansion?” Chizeld asked in a neutral voice that rivaled Sarvell’s. 
“Why yes,” she responded in an air-headed, vapid way. “I’m the mayor’s daughter.” 
Much is now explained, Jewel couldn’t help but think. No wonder she had that air of a spoiled little girl—that’s how she had been raised. It also explained the very cultured speech patterns (which varied from the typical Verisian accent) and the smell of expensive perfume on her skin. Despite herself, Jewel started to find the whole situation amusing. With a half-smile tugging at her mouth, she said, “Why yes, Chantel, we’d love to rest a bit before treasure hunting.” 
~*~*~*~
With Chantel leading the way through the gates, the guards let them pass without a word. They didn’t speak much—the noise from the pedestrians and street vendors prevented any conversation that lasted more than two sentences. Jewel took many deep breaths and kept her ears open. This city, or at least this section of the city, didn’t have anything to do with craftsman. The air had a slightly damp feel to it and floral scents seemed to be everywhere. 
She had decided to forgo riding her mare into the city and simply mounted up with Rialt. Since she had a pair of eyes near her, she turned and asked, “Why do I smell so many flowers?”
“We be surrounded by ‘em, that be why,” he responded dryly. “Streets are lined with planters and the like.”
That explained the strength of the scents, then. “I’m hearing many accents as well.”
“Lots of merchants and the like.” Rialt’s chest moved upwards in a slight shift, as if he had just shrugged his shoulders. “Rounsefell be a trader’s city. Shipp be no more than a two day’s travel north, and the Honorvar River winds its way near here. Then there be the traffic from Ronin, coming over the Ziehr Pass, with all of their goods.”
Three different direct sources for trade, in other words. Well, four, if you included nearby Bryn. Wheelock, as she well knew, took only two days to travel to from here. No wonder she heard so many different accents and languages around her. 
“Ho, we must be getting close. I see a mighty large mansion yonder.” 
Jewel imagined that the mayor of a trader’s city could afford a very luxurious place to live. She had no doubt they were heading for a mansion. 
They travelled on in silence for several more minutes at a moderate walk. Jewel didn’t need anyone to tell her when they entered the mayor’s courtyard—the difference was like night and day. The noisy din of the streets faded to a background murmur within moments of a gate rattling open. 
“Welcome, Miss Chantel,” a tenor voice called out. “Forgive me, were we expecting guests?”
“Oh don’t worry, Piers, I didn’t tell you about them,” Chantel responded airily. “In fact, I didn’t know they were even going to arrive until today.”
Yes, and just how had she known? Jewel hadn’t thought to question it before but now she did wonder. Had Chantel been on the lookout like Clari had? Or had Elahandra given her new priestess a nudge and a hint? 
“I do need rooms prepared for everyone though,” Chantel continued as if she weren’t just handing the man a great deal of work. “Everyone, this is Piers. He runs the house. If you need anything, just ask him, and he’ll get it for you.”
Piers, no doubt used to impossible demands, simply responded with, “I will see to the rooms. Miss Chantel, your father is looking for you. He’s in his study.”
“Oh excellent, I need to speak with him.” 
The horses stopped, so Jewel assumed they were near to the house at this point. Rialt shifted her slightly, giving his arm as a support so that she could slide down. She started to, only to be quickly caught by someone else who lifted her the rest of the way. “Thank you.”
“Welcome,” Chizeld responded simply. 
“Now don’t worry about the horses and the luggage,” Chantel directed from somewhere up ahead. “The servants will take care of it. Just follow me. We need to go speak with Daddy.”
Jewel tucked her hand in the crook of Chizeld’s elbow, her other hand on top of Bortonor’s head. As they walked forward, she decided she’d better ask some questions before she embarrassed herself. “Chantel, has your father been mayor long?”
“Oh yes, ever since I was a child. Let’s see…I think it’s been fifteen years now. The people just love him, so he keeps getting re-appointed.” 
Alright, so she would be speaking with a man who was an old hand at politics. Good. Next question. “Did you tell him about your calling?”
“Days ago, don’t worry,” Chantel responded on a soft giggle. “He’s quite proud of me, almost fit to be tied, really. He’s sworn that as soon as I tell him what I need, he’ll help re-establish the Order here.”
Thank the gods for small favors. At least Jewel didn’t have to worry about sending help to this corner of Evard. “Did you at least warn him that you were expecting us?”
“Well, I would have, but I couldn’t find him this morning. Don’t worry, though, Daddy loves surprises.”
She certainly hoped so…the next several minutes were going to be uncomfortable otherwise. 
The stone under her feet changed to smooth tile, and from the sound of it, Jewel bet that it was polished marble. Nothing else had that distinct click to it. The bright sun abruptly cut off as they entered the house. The air in here had a coolness to it that spoke of an enclosed space and stone walls. Nothing else in the world made a place cool like stone architecture did. Sound didn’t echo much as they walked inside, however, so Jewel had to assume that something covered the walls—tapestries, perhaps. 
“Here we are,” Chantel announced. With a quick rap on wood, the door clicked as it was pushed open. “Daddy.”
“Ah, Chanty, my dear. Oh…I see you have guests?”
“That’s right.” She paused, apparently waiting for everyone to enter, as the door was closed before she continued. “This is Jewel Jomadd, High Priestess of Thornock.”
Ramath, actually, not that Chantel would know about that yet…
Proving that she was indeed a politician’s daughter, Chantel continued without hesitation, “With her are her armsmen—Chizeld Lorin, Rialt Axheimer and Sarvell Sorpan. And of course, this sweetie is Bortonor.”
Bort’s tail started hitting Jewel in the back of the thighs again. Apparently this would be a continuing thing until they left Veris. Jewel retrieved both of her hands so that she could clasp them in front of her and give an appropriate bow. 
“Mayor Moltabon, it is a great pleasure to meet you.”
The mayor, proving that he did indeed react well to surprises, approached her and took up both of her hands in a gentle grip. “No, Priestess, I am the one honored. My daughter has passed on to me the news of your task. I am very glad to aid you in your work.”
Jewel smiled at him without truly meaning to. She liked the feel of his hands, smooth and strong. The sincerity in his mellow voice soothed her anxieties about barging in as well. She instinctively liked the man and her tension fled because of it. “Thank you, sir. We are very glad to work with someone with your attitude.”
“You will have my unconditional support, I promise you. For now, I can see that you are road weary. Chanty, did you tell Piers they’re here?”
“Oh yes, on the way in.”
“Excellent. Then please, feel free to freshen up and rest for a few hours. Dinner shall be served at six sharp. We can meet there and talk over the specifics.”
Being an old bird at politics, he would no doubt use those two hours to prepare for their little talk over the table. Jewel didn’t expect differently. Still, she wouldn’t bypass the chance to rest and get into something that didn’t smell like horse. “Of course.”
“Then follow me, everyone,” Chantel directed in a cheerful voice. 
They obediently trooped back out of the study. Jewel felt totally bewildered by where she was going, having nothing more than sound and the scents around her to really give her a sense of direction. Chizeld must have sensed this, as he leaned down to murmur near her ear, “Give proper tour later.”
“Bless you,” she murmured back in relief. 
Chantel must have overheard or somehow noticed the exchange as she paused and asked, “Jewel, how are you with stairs?”
“Just fine after I’ve memorized them.” She gave a one-shouldered shrug. “But then, I’m fine with any place after I’ve memorized it.” 
“Hmmm. In that case, tell me when you’re ready, and I’ll take you on a thorough tour of the house and grounds.”
Frivolous and air-headed she might be, but Chantel obviously had a wide streak of pure kindness in her somewhere. Jewel practically beamed. “After a hot bath, I’m all yours. We do need to go to a Temple of Learning soon, though. I haven’t been able to ask formal permission to work here from Broeske yet.”
“It’s a plan. Now, as for stairs…”
Chizeld guided her gently to them, his calm voice directing her up the first few steps. Once she had the feel for their height and width, Jewel started to go up them more confidently. She did feel a little out of balance when she abruptly ran out of them, however. So, thirty-two steps up which led…where?
“Miss Chantel, the rooms are prepared,” Piers said from Jewel’s right. He didn’t sound at all out of breath, so he must indeed be used to these sorts of surprises. 
“Excellent. Then, show them the way.”
“Piers, if there be a room that connects to another, Jewel and I will be taking that one,” Rialt directed in a tone that brooked no disagreement. 
“My apologies, sir, but none of the rooms connect.”
“Then never mind a separate space for me. Just put a cot at the end of her bed.”
An awkward silence fell. Rialt, no doubt, felt that his request would be easily understood by his hosts. But Jewel had been in manor homes before, and armsmen simply did not share living space with their masters. Jewel stepped in before anyone could leap to misunderstandings. 
“Chantel, there is a great deal we need to tell you, but for now can you simply heed Rialt’s request? It’s a matter of my safety, you see.”
“But you’ll be safe here,” she protested, bewildered. 
“Lass, I counted fifteen ways to sneak into the place just on the walk in,” Rialt informed her in his usual blunt manner. “No offense to my hosts, but I will sleep better knowing she be within arm’s reach of me.”
“…did something happen?” Chantel queried slowly.
“Yes,” Sarvell said. “Yes, something did happen. We’ll tell you the full story later, as you’ll need to know so you can take precautions.” 
“Alright.” Chantel still sounded hesitant, as if she wanted to demand answers now. “Well, we’ll have a better talk after everyone’s settled. Piers, please arrange for a bed to be put into the priestess’s room.”
“Thank you, Chantel.” Jewel gave a nod of the head in her general direction. 
A small, feminine hand patted her lightly on the shoulder. “I do want that explanation. But I’ll come up again after you’ve had your hot soak.” 
 



Chapter Twenty
She spent much too long in the bath, but the combination of sweetly-scented soap and hot water all to herself proved to be too much of a temptation to give up easily. Jewel managed to drag herself out only after Rialt, Sarvell, and Chizeld had gently knocked on the door and inquired dryly if she’d fallen asleep in there. 
Once out of the tub, she wandered into the connecting bedroom to find that someone had laid out a dress for her on the edge of the bed. It had a velveteen softness to it and yet she didn’t think it actually was velvet. It lacked the heaviness of true velvet. She slipped it on and found the fit to be tolerably close. It flowed around her ankles and she twirled a bit, enjoying the feel of it. Wherever had it come from? The ever-reliable Piers? 
A solid knock on the door, then, “Jewel, are you out?”
“Yes, come in!” Jewel called back. 
Chantel didn’t waste a moment accepting the invitation and immediately opened the door. “I brought a brush and some pins with me. Can I do your hair? We’ll take a tour once you’re presentable.” 
Rialt normally did it, or Jewel would just throw it up in a simple bun, but she didn’t mind the change in hairdresser. “Yes, certainly.”
“Oh good. Just sit down here,” Chantel’s hand on her upper arm guided her around to a low vanity bench near the end of the bed, “and I can have a good angle to work from.”
Jewel took a seat and kept her back straight, trying to stay still while her damp hair was carefully combed through. 
Chantel gave a rich, slightly envious sigh. “You have such gorgeous hair. It’s so silky and thick. It’s not rebellious, like mine.”
Jewel sat still under the rhythmic stroking of the brush and fought the urge to purr. “Why are women never satisfied with their own hair?”
“It’s because we want our hair to reflect our mood and it rarely does.”
Jewel blinked at that perfectly rational explanation. “You know, you might have a point…”
“Do you normally braid it?”
“I normally let it hang straight or pull it up in a simple bun. Rialt braids it.”
There was a weighty pause. “I would not have pegged him as a dexterous man.” 
“Few do. But Rialt’s true ability is surprising people. Even now I’m learning about his unexpected talents.” 
Chantel gave a noncommittal hum. “I overheard that Rialt bargained so you would be the High Priestess of Ramath. Do you want to leave Thornock?”
“I’m actually looking forward to living in Ramath.”
Nuance was an amazing thing. It turned Chantel’s inarticulate “Uhhhh…” into a noise of confusion. But then, not many people chose to live in slightly backwards, rough, dangerous Ramath. 
“The people are boisterous and have no concept of personal space,” Jewel stated frankly. “Being with them can be very overwhelming. But at the same time, I’ve never felt more at home or more welcome.”
“Does he know this?”
“Oh yes.”
“So it wasn’t just because he wants to return home? Not just selfishness on his part?”
“Chantel, the man left home in the middle of the night to rescue a complete stranger and did it all without a word of complaint. Does he sound like a selfish man?”
“Not when you put it that way, no.”
“Besides, did you know that Sarvell also wanted me to live in Bryn?”
“Oh-ho!” Chantel gave a giggle of girlish delight. “If I were you, I’d choose the handsome blond. He’s a better catch.”
Jewel’s brows furrowed together. Catch? “What?”
Chantel leaned in closer to ask in a confidential tone, “So which one do you fancy? Or is it Chizeld?”
“F-fancy?” Jewel spluttered.
“Oh come on, you can’t say that it’s a pure relationship with those three delectable specimens. You’ve been on the road for weeks with those three and only a dog as a chaperone. It’s straight out of a torrid romance, I tell you!”
Jewel, after a startled moment, re-evaluated her situation through an outsider’s perspective. When it clicked, she let out a long groan. 
“Don’t tell me that you just now realized it!”
“But it hasn’t been like that!” she practically wailed. 
“What, don’t you have any blood in you?”
“This trip hasn’t exactly been a walk through the park,” Jewel retorted. “And it’s a little hard to feel romantic when you’re sleeping on the ground and washing out of a stream.”
“…good point.” A few moments passed in silence as Chantel continued to gently tug and pin her hair. “Well. I’m done and you look amazing. How about that tour?”
~*~*~*~
Dinner that night proved to be instructive, in more ways than one. Jewel couldn’t decide if Moltabon was a shrewd or pleasant host. He seemed to oscillate between being genial and asking pointed questions. Since no one in her party had anything to hide they all answered bluntly and honestly. 
Jewel could hear her host’s substantial girth as it shifted uneasily on some of their answers, especially when Rialt reported in his usual no-nonsense way about the Daath assassins. The mayor was not as comfortable with his daughter’s new position as Chantel had said. Jewel didn’t need eyes to see that. 
When dinner was over they all made plans to start out early the next morning to go look for the crystal before retiring to their own rooms. Well, Rialt of course retreated to hers and the bed that had been shoved along one wall. 
After the very hectic day and the events of the past several weeks, Jewel had thought she’d drop asleep easily once she snuggled into the delightfully comfortable bed. Alas, such was not the case. The mantel clock in her room had quietly chimed the hour and half hour and still she could not turn her mind toward sleep. 
She tried turning onto her side, seeking a different position, only to be foiled in the attempt by Bortonor’s bulk caging her in. Shoving at his side had no effect whatsoever. The dog was soundly asleep. Why exactly had Elahandra given her a dog bigger than she was? She couldn’t even shift him over!
“Lass, will you settle?” Rialt rumbled, tone exasperated. 
“I’m trying to,” she responded rather crossly. “I’m sharing space with a bed hog.”
“Well, shove him aside.”
“I can’t. He’s too heavy,” she groused. 
“Blow in his ears,” was the next helpful suggestion.
“Blow in his—” she spluttered, almost laughing. “Why? Will that wake him up?”
“It will make him flinch. Go on, try it.” 
Feeling a little silly, she ran her hand around his head until she found an ear and then blew a puff of air into it. Like magic, Bortonor jerked slightly, rolling halfway up. She pressed against him, rolling him even further so that he flopped over onto his other side. He settled again with a groan and a long sigh. 
“See?” Rialt said smugly. 
She knew good and well that he was speaking from experience. “You had a dog that you did this with.” 
“Eh, that I did. Although with her, it was to get her off my pillow. She was forever stealing it.”
Jewel could imagine a young Rialt arguing with a dog his own size, trying to reclaim his stolen pillow. The idea tickled her funny bone and she smiled at the thought, shaking her head. Settling back down, she tried to sleep. The effort was in vain as her mind continued to race, jumping from one thought to another. 
“What now?”
So, he was watching her to make sure she was asleep? Jewel let out a long sigh, reaching over absently to tangle her hands in Bortonor’s fur. “I guess I’m worried about Chantel. She and her father really have no idea what they’ve gotten themselves into. I could tell they were very worried about the Daath. It’s different with her than with the other two. One of them is in fortified Belthain. The other is a huntress and very capable of taking care of herself, even without the armsmen heading her way. But what about Chantel?”
“I imagine her father will gather armsmen up quick-like.” 
True. Perhaps Jewel shouldn’t be worrying about this after all. 
“Jewel, of all the people you should worry about, the little miss be no one of them. She has more help at her beck and call than any other. She will be fine.” 
He had a point. Several of them, in fact. And yet…something still bothered her. 
Rialt clearly realized he hadn’t convinced her, as he let out a groan. The sound of fabric abruptly moving, and the slight squeak of the bedsprings told her that he had left his bed. Confused at his movements, she sat up too, twisting about so that her legs were tucked together off to one side. 
The empty space beside her dipped abruptly as Rialt sat next to her, slipping an arm around her shoulders in a comforting hold. “Worrying be no good for a man’s soul. It only erodes the spirit and saps your strength.”
“You’re right.” She leaned into the embrace and put her head on his shoulder. “How do you deal with things like this?”
“I sort it out in my mind into things I can control and things I can no. There be a long list with the latter,” he added with a soft chuckle. “But I think with you, it be just habit by now. If a man worries long enough, he forgets to relax.”
Jewel wasn’t completely sold on this notion, but he might have a point. “It’s a little hard to relax at the moment.”
“Hmm, I will grant you that. Let us try a trick of my father’s, eh?” Without waiting for her response, he shifted his arm from her shoulders and picked up one of her hands. With both thumbs, he started smoothing and massaging her palm and wrist. 
“Oh.” An unknowing smile of pleasure flitted around the corners of her mouth. She hadn’t realized just how tired her hands were until he started doing that. “Your father does this?” she asked dreamily.
“Eh, for my mother, after she has been baking all day. Kneading the dough puts her hands into a moiled snarl, it does.”
What a terribly lucky woman. She relaxed into the soothing motion, enjoying the rough heat emanating from his hands. “Remind me to thank him later for teaching you this.” 
He snorted. “Like I would remember such a thing. Alright, other hand.”
Her right hand felt a little lonely when he picked up her left and started working on it. 
“I heard a snatch in passing,” he mentioned idly. “What was that about, earlier? Chantel said something about choosing between us three.”
“Oh, that?” As flabbergasted as she had been at the time, Jewel found it funny now. “I think she assumed that I’d fallen for one of you.”
“Ho, and what did you tell her?”
“That it’s a little hard to be romantically minded while camping out doors and washing in streams,” she responded dryly. 
“Eh, there be truth.” His hands left hers, rising so that he started to gently rub her temples in small circles. “Well, if you do decide to fancy one of us, I be the best candidate.”
Ah…he is teasing me…right? She couldn’t quite tell from his tone. “And why is that?”
“My amazing massage skills, of course. You think the other two can do this?”
She nearly choked on a laugh. Alright, he was teasing. “You make an excellent point. I shall remember that the next time Chantel tries to weasel anything out of me.”
His hands lightly traced down the side of her face and settled on the base of her neck before resuming that gentle, circular massage. “Your eyes are drooping. Ready for sleep now?”
She mimicked his accent. “Eh, that I be.” 
He gave a soft, breathless laugh at her teasing. “Then I’m away to my bed. Sleep tight.”
“You too.” 
~*~*~*~
Rialt listened intently to Jewel’s breathing. He did no need to look to tell when she finally slipped into sleep. She had her own rhythm to breathing while asleep, one unlike any he had ever heard tale of. It was like she hummed, as the tones of it rose and fell in a musical pattern. It was, by and large, one of the cuter things she did while sleeping. He did no think she was aware of it—she always tried to fool him by breathing deep and even, after all. 
With her truly asleep, he shifted about in his bed just enough to watch her. She lay on her side, hair in a loose braid over her shoulder, the dog using her hip as his pillow. Not a trace of worry on her face, just the peaceful expression of a woman in dreamland. 
Two months ago when he had fetched her out of Belthain Castle, he had gone for selfish reasons. He had stayed beside her because someone needed to, and he did no trust another to do the job right. Later, he had sworn himself to her because he was fond of the lass and honest enough with himself to admit that he would never be satisfied with someone else protecting her. 
Now, the question stood thus: just when had that honest affection and pure desire to protect turned into this constant need to touch? 
When he had suggested choosing him, she had laughed as if she thought the words were in jest. They half were. But no in full. He had wanted to know the answer to that question. He just did no know what to do with the answer afterwards. Could a man even have a relationship with a priestess? It was a matter he had never thought to ask about afore. 
If there were a rule against it, he and Elahandra would be bargaining again, make no mistake. Exasperated with himself, he flopped back onto his back and stared sightlessly at the ceiling. Oh, this was a fine tangle, it was. Just how had he managed to tie himself to her in every way but the one he really wanted? 
Ya eijit, he thought to himself in resignation, when did you become so love-daft for the girl? 
 



Chapter Twenty-one
The next morning everyone assembled at the stables after a very large and satisfying breakfast. Someone—probably Piers—had seen to it that all of the horses were saddled and ready by the time the group came outside. All that was left was the formal visit to the Temple of Elahandra. 
Chizeld didn’t look forward to this next step. In order to truly begin working, a visit to the Temple of Elahandra in Rounsefell was in order. The party had put it off, choosing instead to scout out the area around the temple and see if it was being watched. In a word: yes. 
But these weren’t just a few bounty hunters and watchers on Thornock’s payroll. Apparently someone in Belthain had sat down and really thought things through, realizing that Jewel would have to go to the temple or the Center in Rounsefell. So the men dispatched there were high-ranking ministers’ aides. Aside from recognizing some of the men so patiently waiting inside the temple’s foyer, Chizeld easily recognized the insignia embroidered on the right breast of the men’s coats. The Minister of Defense and the Minister of Foreign Affairs had sent men here. 
This…would be troublesome. 
Everyone knew what awaited at the temple, and the surrounding tension was heavy. Every person was braced for a confrontation that, though inevitable, no one looked forward to. Chizeld led the way but kept sneaking peeks over one shoulder. Rialt had refused to let Jewel ride alone, so Priestess was instead tucked in front with a very protective arm around the waist. The Ramathan kept reaching up and fingering the handle of the axe jutting out above right shoulder, as if tempted to draw it now. Chizeld could almost feel sorry for any man that tried to get near Jewel with Rialt in that mood. Sarvell rode closer than normal as well, eyes darting about in obvious suspicion, with one hand openly riding on the sword hilt. Even Bortonor had picked up the mood, trotting along at Jewel’s side, manner more alert and cautious than normal. 
The only person who didn’t seem battle ready was Chantel, but even then, a dark expression lingered on the priestess’s face. If anyone dared to cross that woman, life afterwards would be a political nightmare. Chantel would see to that. 
Chizeld would have vastly preferred to do this visit after being reinforced with armsmen from the Center, but until an investigation could be completed, no one from the Center could be really called trustworthy. As Chizeld had no idea how long an investigation would take, Jewel hadn’t been willing to wait and voted to just go this morning and get the confrontation over with. 
Funny, how no one seemed to think that Thornock might win this and Jewel be dragged back to Belthain. Only Chizeld seemed to be worried about that outcome. 
If only Jewel weren’t the Guardian of the Barrier… Since being re-called as High Priestess of Ramath, Thornock had no reason to want back, not really. Not with Tamarra Matthison as High Priestess of Thornock. But with Jewel still in the position as Guardian, the ministers weren’t willing to let go. 
All of these peregrinations occupied a corner of Chizeld’s mind but didn’t distract completely. Like Sarvell, Chizeld constantly scanned the surrounding streets and pedestrians as the party fought through the early morning traffic and crossed over to the Temple of Elahandra. 
Being such a large city, with such a high influx of different clansmen, the temple here had a more auspicious air to it than usual. Built from white granite quarried from the nearby Darwall Mountains, it shone in the morning sun like a newly polished diamond. This building stood an imposing five stories, much taller than any other edifice around it, and sprawled in every direction, taking up the full corner of a city block. Of course, by doing so, the front gates had practically no space to divide it from the main doors. One side held a series of iron rings embedded in the low wall, just for visitors to tie horses to, but it left limited space. If trouble did start, it would not be a good place to fight. 
Of course, all of this also meant that as soon as the party rode through the main gate, anyone standing near the main door could see arrival. Chizeld kept one eye on the main door as everyone cautiously dismounted. Sure enough, a complement of Thornock guardsmen rushed down the stairs and the aides for the Minister of Defense and the Minister of Foreign Affairs quickly descended. 
Shards. 
Jewel’s extended hand found Chizeld’s shoulder and grasped it tightly. “They’re here, aren’t they?”
“Yes,” Chizeld answered simply. 
“Alright.” Jewel drew in a breath and squared both shoulders, as if preparing for battle. Chizeld blinked, watching in amazement to see the change in demeanor. In a split second, the priestess had gone from a very worried young woman to someone that radiated power and authority. Chizeld darted a look at Rialt’s face, but the other man didn’t seem surprised by this change. Had Jewel done this before, then? 
Jewel let go of both men and took two steps forward, standing straight and tall. In open challenge, the High Priestess of Ramath demanded, “Who is before me?” 
Something about this authoritative demeanor made both aides pause for a moment. Exchanging anxious looks, the men slowed slightly and came to a complete stop some feet away. “Priestess Jomadd,” one of them began formally, “I am Cavin Herlevi, First Aide to the Minister of Defense.”
Chizeld had once met the Minister of Defense. Herlevi bore a striking resemblance to the man with that bushy red hair, bulbous nose, and slightly jolly figure. If not an illegitimate son, then perhaps a nephew? The armsman didn’t believe for one second that Herlevi had earned the position. 
Not to be outdone, Herlevi’s compatriot chimed in. “I am Revel Briones, First Aide to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Priestess Jomadd, we are here to bring you into custody and take you safely back to—”
“A dungeon?” Jewel interrupted with a sardonic twist of the lips. “I think not. Gentlemen, you are operating outside of your jurisdiction and without proper authority. Whatever orders you might have received from the ministers of Thornock, you have no power over the Priestesses of Elahandra. The very idea is insulting, actually. You will cease and desist immediately.”
Chizeld stared in frank amazement. Where did this confidence come from? Didn’t Jewel realize that the armsmen were outnumbered three-to-one? If it came to a fight, all three men would certainly do so, but winning was another matter entirely. 
Briones wasn’t swayed one bit by this argument. “Priestess Jomadd, I don’t think you realize—”
“It’s because I realized that I was thrown into a dungeon cell by your Minister,” Jewel interrupted again, impatiently. “Let me make a few points clear. I am no longer the High Priestess of Thornock but have been re-called as the High Priestess of Ramath.”
From the startled blink from both men, that news hadn’t made it this far south yet. 
“The new High Priestess of Thornock is Tamarra Matthison,” Jewel added with a particularly evil smile. 
Chizeld had to bite back a smile as well when the aides turned a little pale at this information. 
“I have been in contact with her,” no one dared to ask how, “and she has assured me that the office of High Priestess has been separated from the Thornock government as it always should have been. We are not under your jurisdiction,” Jewel rephrased, stronger than before. “You have no right to dictate to us or to control our movements.”
“But Priestess,” Herlevi riposted in a soothing tone, as if the man still believed to have the upper hand, “as the Guardian of the Barrier, your office falls directly under the Minister of Defense and as such—”
“As Guardian of the Barrier, I am above the rank of a clan’s Head Priestess. The only person that I report to directly is Elahandra herself.” 
Herlevi was like a dog with a bone, refusing to let go. “But the barrier exists within Thornock and as such—”
Chantel, apparently having enough of this political double-talk, stepped forward with an angry scowl. “The barrier does not solely exist within Thornock. Just because you have the central crystal doesn’t mean that you have complete authority over it!”
Briones gave the other aide a look that spoke volumes: negotiations have failed. Fall back to Plan B. Chizeld didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what Plan B entailed. Grimly, the armsman put a hand on the hilt of the sword and prepared for a battle right here on the steps. 
“We have our orders, Priestess Jomadd,” Herlevi stated with finality. “Please dispatch your armsmen to the Center and we will take you to Thornock.”
“I think…not.” Jewel’s expression of calm control dissolved under a furious scowl. “Let’s make this clear, gentlemen. You are on the steps of the Temple of Elahandra. You are within my domain. Whatever your orders, you do not have authority here.”
Tired of arguing, Herlevi and Briones waved the guards forward. 
Jewel must have heard the multiple clinks of metal guards being slung into position and the hiss of swords being drawn from sheathes. Head twisted first one direction and then another, taking in the sounds, and the scowl deepened. 
“Very well. If words will not convince you, perhaps this will.” Jewel’s face lifted heavenward for a brief moment, as if in supplication. Almost instantly, light seemed to flood out of every pore, making Jewel glow like another sun. 
With an oath, the guards leaped back, shields automatically coming up for protection. Even the aides took a hasty step back with expressions of fear. Chizeld didn’t blame anyone, as it unnerved even a third-generation armsman to see so much power radiating from a single woman. 
Jewel opened both eyes and looked directly ahead. For once, both eyes were filled with light and focused, as if the priestess could truly see everyone there. “I am the Priestess of Elahandra,” Jewel said with quiet steel. The power around that small frame flared and burned as if it was an open flame, lending a weight to each word as Jewel spoke it. “I am her hand, when she needs it. I am her shield when the people of Evard require it, but do not forget this: I am also her sword. If you dare to attack me, or attack any Priestess of Elahandra’s, you will be declaring war on the Goddess of Light. The first man daring enough to take on her may step forward at any time.” 
No one dared. In fact, after a nervous gulp, several men actually retreated a few paces while hastily putting their swords away, as if even a six foot clearance wasn’t enough distance. 
Chizeld finally saw what Rialt had said before, in Hawleywood. The Ramathan had said that Jewel’s courage was such that she would face a danger any grown man would flinch before. Seeing Jewel stand there, with no trace of fear, against this armed complement of men was awe inspiring. But seeing those grown men retreat rather than engage was even more amazing. 
When Chizeld had first heard that the woman sent on this impossible mission was blind and barely eighteen, Elahandra’s judgment had been brought into question. Surely some other priestess would have been more suitable to the task, after all. But it was clear now that it was Chizeld’s judgment that was lacking. 
Herlevi, either brave or foolhardy, cleared the throat and tried again. “Priestess, surely you must understand our position.”
“Understand mine,” she responded coldly. “For generations, the Priestesses of Elahandra have suffered under the men you serve. This will no longer be tolerated. If you are truly so loyal to them, then by all means, try and take me into custody. But beware, for the moment you step forward with that intention, your life will be in my hands.”
No one dared to make that gamble. A lot of nervous, questioning glances were exchanged, but not one man moved. 
Jewel gave a satisfied nod of the head. “Very well. Go home, all of you. Report exactly what has happened here. If I hear that your policies regarding Elahandra’s chosen has not changed by the time I return home to Ramath, I will not be pleased.” 
Tamarra Matthison was no doubt cleaning house and re-arranging policies even now. Jewel’s added influence would likely be unnecessary. But the immediate weight of Jewel’s words were felt and the men quickly stepped down and huddled to one side, giving the party room to pass. 
The light from around Jewel slowly faded away. With it, the woman’s strength seemed to slack as well. Rialt, ever observant, slipped a supportive hand around Jewel’s back and led the way up the stairs. Chizeld kept an eye on the Thornockians as the party passed by, but no one could even meet Jewel’s eyes. Well enough. 
When everyone had passed the main door, Chizeld leaned down to whisper, “Alright?”
Jewel nodded faintly. “It’s just overpowering, sometimes. Elahandra’s power is just so…words can’t describe. I always feel a little tender for a few minutes, afterwards.” With a deep breath, Jewel straightened up. “Chantel?”
“Here.” The other priestess came around and touched Jewel’s arm. “What you said down there made me think. Why were the Thornockians even allowed to wait here inside the temple anyway? It was clear what their motives were.”
Jewel nodded grimly. “It’s disturbing.”
“I think I need to deal with this.” Chantel’s eyes had a flinty look that did not bode well for anyone that worked here. “Jewel, you sit down on that bench and rest. I’ll deal with this place.”
 “Chanty, take Chizeld with you,” Jewel suggested in a tone that bordered on command. “He’s familiar with the temple here, after all, and he’ll provide any support you need. I doubt you’ll be able to handle these people without a fuss.”
“True enough.” Chantel gave a blinding smile. “Then, let’s go, Chizeld.”
Gladly. 
~*~*~*~
It took the better portion of an hour, but Chantel did indeed rout out everyone with questionable loyalties from the temple. Jewel happily sat on the bench and let her sister high priestess take care of it. The Verisan Temple of Elahandra was, after all, not Jewel’s problem. Chantel had the authority to handle it, and handle it she did. 
With everything sorted, Chantel came back to where everyone else waited. “Alright.” A loud clap of the hands followed the word before Chantel asked brightly, “What am I looking for?”
“Sense is a better word for it,” Jewel corrected, instinctively turning in the right direction. “To someone who’s never been close to an operational crystal before, I think it’s harder, but you should still be able to feel it. First, let’s focus on something a little closer. Turn your attention to Rialt or Chizeld.”
“Alright…” she responded slowly, boots crunching slightly in a half-step. “Oh. They glow a little.”
Jewel smiled encouragingly. “That’s right. The mantel of their position is obvious when you look for it. All armsmen of a high priestess will have such a mantel of power about them.”
“Hmmm…then, Sarvell, why don’t you glow?”
“I’m temporary,” he explained, a timber of amusement in the words. “I’m only helping until the crystals are found.” 
Jewel didn’t want Chantel to be sidetracked by this other issue so took steps to redirect her. “Now that you can feel them, extend your senses out even further. A crystal doesn’t feel the same as living beings, but the source of the power is the same, so there is a similarity.” 
A long moment of silence ensued as Chantel focused. 
“Oh! Oh shards, it’s obvious!” She sounded vexed, tone sour. “If I had just looked, I would have seen it easily.”
Jewel managed, somehow, to bite her tongue. There were simply too many openings to take advantage of. “Good, now you have an idea of where to go. Once we’re closer—much closer—you’ll also be able to sense where the crystal should be.”
“I’ll take your word on that.” Chantel hesitated a moment before venturing, “I can’t tell how far it is.”
“You learn to judge distance by experience.” As Jewel had learned painfully well. “I’d say that we have a good five, six hours of hard riding before we reach it.” 
“The camping supplies now make sense.”
“I thought they might.” Jewel waved an arm in the air in a small circular motion. “But before we do that, we have to get Broeske’s permission to work in his land.”
Chantel let out a long groan. “That god is impossible to reach.”
“I know,” Jewel couldn’t help but growl. “I’ve already tried. Several times.”
In a particularly devious tone, Chantel suggested, “If we can’t reach him this time, I vote we sic Elahandra on him.” 
Normally, Jewel would have vetoed this. But under the circumstances… “If we really can’t, let’s do it.” 
“Jewel!” Chizeld protested in something akin to panic.
Jewel crossed her arms over her chest, chin lifted in stubbornness. “If Rialt can bargain with gods and win, then so can I.”
Chizeld spluttered over that, but Rialt and Sarvell laughed outright. 
“See?” Chizeld said accusingly to his brother-in-arms. “Stop setting bad example! Jewel is being corrupted by Ramathan stubbornness.”
“It no be a bad thing,” Rialt managed, voice still shaking with laughter. 
Judging from that growl of frustration, Chizeld clearly didn’t agree. 
“Alright, let’s move out.” Jewel stood from the bench and headed outside. “We need to go to a temple and pester a god.”
Rialt gave a deep chuckle. “A fine field officer you would make.”
She gave him a quick pat on the arm. “I learned from the best.”
“Are you calling me bossy, now?” 
“Did I say that?” she mocked innocently. 
Each saddle creaked and the harnesses jangled slightly as they all swung aboard the horses. Jewel had learned how to mount by herself after so many weeks of travel, but on this particular trip, they didn’t bother to lead her horse. Rialt simply swung aboard behind her. 
“This way,” Chantel directed. “Fortunately, the temple is on the way out of town. You can actually see it from here. That round roof ahead.”
“Hoo,” Rialt’s voice barely carried over the city traffic. “That be quite the building.”
“Is it large?” Jewel asked him, voice raised over the ruckus of the traffic.
“Judging from the roof, it be.” Rialt leaned in close to her to ask confidentially, “Will you really call upon herself if Broeske does no answer you?”
She got that stubborn feeling again. “I certainly will.”
Rialt apparently liked this answer as he chuckled. “I pity the man that tangles with you.”
“You make me sound formidable,” she responded, almost in protest. After all, she could hardly be described as a fighter.
“Eh, lass, that you be.” 
They entered city traffic at that point and the noise around them drowned out any possibility of having a whispered conversation. They travelled for some distance, or at least it felt that way, as their pace stayed at a near crawl to avoid running into people. Even then, Jewel could feel people brush up against her legs they were that tightly packed. This must be a very popular street. 
“There it be,” Rialt suddenly announced. 
“What’s it like?” she asked, raising her voice to make sure he could hear her. 
“Building be round as the roof. There be no courtyard to speak of, it just opens directly to the street. I count three, four, five…hm, looks like six prayer rooms altogether. Three of the doors be wide open.” 
So, she had three rooms available to her. It didn’t seem that busy. Good. She might be there another hour, after all. 
It took another few minutes to fight their way through traffic, but they finally arrived and dismounted. Rialt led her up a short flight of stairs and into an empty room. Jewel paused in the doorway and turned. “Chantel?”
“Right behind you.”
“Do you want to go into this room with me or try from a separate space?”
“Hmmm, good question. Let’s try petitioning him separately. If we don’t get a response after the first few minutes, I’ll come to you and we’ll try again together.”  
Jewel didn’t see a problem with this tactic. “Alright.” She fully entered the room, Rialt shutting the door behind her. 
Prayer rooms seemed to have a universal layout. Each one that she had entered had an altar with a padded bench in front of it to kneel on, and absolutely no other furniture around. Two lamps on the far wall provided light. Rialt took up station behind her, beside the door. 
The door had been made from sturdy planks, so it buffered most of the noise from the street not a stone’s throw away. It made it easy to ignore as Jewel knelt in front of the altar and offered up a prayer. She kept it simple, as she had all of the other prayers: “Broeske, God of Veris, I ask permission to work in your land. I am Jewel Jomadd, Guardian of the Barrier, and I wish to restore the crystal that is lost in Veris. Will you grant me this request?”
No response. 
After a minute of silence, she repeated the prayer, nearly verbatim. No luck. 
“Lass?”
Jewel shook her head and sat back a little. “He’s not answering. Fetch Chantel for me, will you?”
“Sure.” Rialt opened the door with a slight squeak of hinges and stepped out long enough to rap on the door nearby. 
Jewel heard the other door open and Chantel ask, “No luck either?”
“No,” Rialt confirmed. 
Within seconds, Chantel stepped past Rialt and into the narrow confines of the room. “I’ve been thinking, if he’s ignoring both of us, I don’t think praying together is going to get much success. Let’s just ask Elahandra.”
After days of petitioning with no success, this sounded like a fine plan to Jewel. Her patience had pretty much evaporated. “Alright.” Turning away from the altar entirely, she raised her head to the heavens and prayed aloud, “Elahandra, can you hear us?”
“Indeed, my dears. What is the matter?”
“We can’t reach Broeske,” Jewel explained, trying not to growl in vexation as she explained. After all, she wasn’t upset with Elahandra. “We’ve been trying for several days now. Can you ask his permission to work here in Veris?”

A weighty pause descended. When Elahandra responded, she sounded livid. “Are you saying that he’s been ignoring two of my priestesses?”
“We’re not sure if he’s ignoring us,” Chantel hastily input, no doubt worried about starting a war in the heavens. “He’s not the best at paying attention to Veris. I think he’s just preoccupied and hasn’t noticed us.”
“It’s still inexcusable,” Elahandra responded in clipped tones. “Wait a moment. I’ll deal with him.”
The goddess’s presence abruptly vanished. 
“Err…” Chantel sounded a bit nervous. “She did mean ‘talk to him’ and not ‘deal with him’, didn’t she?”
“I would no lay odds on that,” Rialt responded dryly. 
They spent several minutes just standing there in nervous silence. Even though Jewel anxiously awaited Elahandra’s return, she still started when her goddess reappeared. With the feeling of her presence came another, one that Jewel had never felt before. 
A very masculine, cultured voice entered her mind. “Priestess Jomadd, Priestess Moltabon, I have heard your request from my dear, sweet sister.” The tone was exactly what a younger sibling would use after being threatened by an older sibling. There was a mix of nervousness, a measure of evasiveness, all under a dismissive tone as if the speaker didn’t really have anything to worry about. “I will of course grant you leave to work in Veris to restore the barrier crystal.”
“And?” Elahandra prompted impatiently through gritted teeth.
“And…er…I do apologize for not noticing your attempts to contact me. I, er, shall attempt to be more vigilant in the future.” 
Apparently, divine or not, older sisters could be scary when they put their minds to it. Jewel had to swallow a smile before she responded. “Thank you, Exalted One. We shall get to work, then.” 
Relieved, Broeske immediately disappeared. 
“Thank you,” Chantel said to her goddess. 
“You’re quite welcome, my dears. Now get to work.” 
Gladly. Jewel turned to the door when Elahandra again vanished. “We have permission,” she informed Rialt, not sure if he could hear Broeske or not. Probably not. “Let’s go.” 
“Good.” He took her hand and placed it on his elbow, leading her back down the stairs and to the waiting men. Chantel beat her there and cheerfully informed them that they could get to the main work now. She and Rialt mounted as everyone else did. 
“Well, ladies, I realize that you know where we’re going,” Sarvell drawled sarcastically, “but would you mind giving us men a clue?”
“Ziehr’s Pass,” Chantel responded promptly. “But you’re so cute for asking.”
Sarvell, proving that he was a man used to a woman’s attentions, didn’t hesitate before responding smoothly, “You know that I aim to always entertain a beautiful woman such as yourself, Priestess.”
“And you do it so well,” Chantel purred in a smoky tone. 
Jewel bit her lip to keep from giggling. She made a personal wager with herself right there. If Chantel didn’t somehow seduce Sarvell into staying with her by the end of this task, Jewel would eat her new hat. 
“Come along, handsome,” Chantel crooned, spurs jangling as they set her horse in motion. “I’ll lead the way.”
As the horse under her started moving at a quick walk, Jewel turned sideways just enough to whisper to Rialt, “I can’t tell if they’re serious or not when they flirt like that.”
“Hard to say,” he murmured back to her. “They both be used to playing the game, do you see.” 
She did indeed. 
It took them a good hour to just leave Rounsefell’s city limits. Jewel knew that for a fact because she could hear the city’s clock chime out the tenth hour as they left through the west gate. Having to navigate through the crowded streets, constantly switching from one road to another, had slowed them down considerably. 
The highway they were on had just as much traffic. It led directly to the only bridge that spanned Ziehr’s Pass, so every merchant and traveler that needed to cross into Evard’s borders used the highway. Last night they had planned to spend the time traveling productively by teaching Chantel how to start and operate an Order. But the heavy traffic on the road made that impossible. Whole caravans made it difficult to travel at anything but in a line, and the noise from the squeaking wheels, jangling harnesses, shouted conversations and the multitude of hoof beats created such a din that Jewel felt a headache coming on. The highway had been smoothly paved by stone, which turned out to be both blessing and curse. Jewel couldn’t complain about the smooth travel or the lack of travel dust, but the stone gave every sound a sharper edge. She resisted the childish urge to plug her ears. 
The sun had gone well past its zenith when they reached Ziehr’s Bridge. Jewel didn’t need anyone to tell her, not with the scent of water strong in the air. Ziehr’s Bridge crossed the Honorvar River, and the scent of moving water and the sound of it moving rapidly between the rocks could be clearly heard even over the highway’s noisy traffic. The air felt moister and the wind had a brisker edge to it as it flew across the mountains. 
In fact, the wind just felt stronger altogether. They had been bracketed by forest on both sides because the highway had taken them up into the mountains…at least until now. Someone had clearly spent a great deal of time clearing out the area around the bridge. Nothing blocked the wind from coming through the pass. 
Jewel winced as a particularly strong gust stung the skin on her cheeks. Couldn’t they have left just a few trees?
They came to a slow stop, their party milling about for a few moments in the same place. She could clearly sense that the crystal lay directly ahead of them, so she didn’t understand their hesitation. Certainly the crystal wouldn’t be lying about in plain sight, otherwise it wouldn’t be considered “lost.” But after two crystals, Rialt and Sarvell should be able to discern where it would be…or so she’d thought. 
“Well, gentlemen, what do you see?”
“A lot of people and a very crowded bridge,” Chizeld responded promptly. “The land is barren, nothing but rock aside from the river.” 
Her forehead crinkled up in a confused frown. “So…no small hills covered in vines? No hills covered in dirt, for that matter?”
“Nothing like it,” Rialt confirmed on a weary sigh. “Lass, you still sense it?”
“Clearly. It’s straight ahead.” 
“It can’t possibly be buried, could it?” Chantel asked uncertainly. “Or…oh no, they didn’t throw it into the river, did they?!”
“Let’s hope not.” Jewel grimaced at just the thought of dragging a crystal back up to this mountain peak. She flung a hand out, finger pointing unerringly to a spot not far from them. “The proper resting place for the crystal is right over there.” 
Rialt let out a long groan. “Is it alright to pray for a miracle?”
“I certainly am,” Jewel responded dryly. On a hunch, she swung her leg over the saddle’s horn and slid down to the ground. “Bort,” she called, almost unnecessarily, as the dog instantly pressed up against her side. With her hand on his head, they started moving forward. 
Everyone around her quickly dismounted, horses trailing along behind as they followed her. Jewel’s progress became impeded due to the traffic on the road, and Bortonor had to weave her in and around other people. Still, she could feel it getting steadily closer. 
Jewel’s gut feeling said that the crystal had not been pushed to the river far below. It sat much closer than that. She had a suspicion that Chantel might be right—perhaps some very energetic fools had buried it. While that would not be fun to dig out, she did prefer a buried crystal to a submerged one. 
The feeling under her feet changed from flat, smooth paving stones to the more uneven surface of weathered rock. The air felt different here, moister and sharper. The sound of the river below had more distinctness as well. She must be near the edge, then. 
Rialt took two, long strides and abruptly caught up to her. He didn’t say anything, but she could practically feel his eyes burning a hole in her back. He didn’t like that she had gotten this close to a cliff edge. She had no intention of getting too close, either, but she had to find that crystal. “Chantel, it should be a little to my left but ahead of me. Do you see it?”
“I sense it too, but I don’t,” Chantel answered in growing frustration. “Are you sure it’s not buried?”
Jewel shook her head. She couldn’t say anything with absolute certainty at this point. Still, they must be running out of ground at this point, right? It would take a rather large area to bury a crystal of that size. Maybe only half of it had stayed buried, and half of it now protruded from the cliff face? It would simply look like a very large, clear stone to the rest of the world. 
“Jewel…” Rialt’s tone held a clear warning. 
She waved him down irritably. She had no desire to take a dive over the side of the cliff, she just had this unmistakable impression that she could actually reach out and touch it if she just went a few more steps. 
Bortonor let out a whine and stopped dead, indicating that he felt it unsafe to continue. Jewel abruptly stopped as well, but her curiosity pushed her to go a little further. She cautiously pushed her left foot out, letting it slide against the ground. Just a little further…
“Jewel!” A hard arm abruptly wrapped around her waist and yanked her backwards. The breath whooshed from her chest and she instinctively latched onto the arm holding her, trying to find some purchase. “For the love of the gods, woman, donna get that close!” Rialt sounded shaken, half-terrified and half-angry. 
Startled, she turned her head toward him, listening intently. His breath sounded strained, and his heartbeat could be distinctly heard. Had she really been so close to the edge? “I wasn’t going to fall—”
“Ya were inches from doing just that,” he growled. His free hand wrapped around the back of her head and drew her up even as he bent down, his forehead touching hers. From the back of his throat, he growled against her mouth, “Donna be so reckless.”
And here she’d been trying to approach cautiously… A little unnerved with her close brush of death, she swallowed past a sudden lump in her throat. She could sense the unease of the people around her, but her first priority was the man she’d nearly scared ten years off of. Putting both hands around his head, she tilted just enough to place a soft kiss on his cheek. “I’m sorry.”
Rialt released another shaky breath, the tension leaving his body as he did so. He shifted so that his head rested on her shoulder, both arms around her waist. “Sorry, says she,” he muttered, “for nearly scaring a man into heart failure.” 
Some part of her mind recognized that she would never live this down. Even so, she wrapped both arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “If it makes you feel better, I promise not to dance along the edges of cliffs anymore.” 
“A fine promise that be,” he groused. 
“Promise accepted,” Chizeld responded dryly. “Now, Rialt, put heart back in chest and go back to task at hand.” 
Thank the gods for Chizeld’s even-keeled nature. Jewel let go and took a half step back, cautiously, as she no longer had a good sense of where the edge of that cliff was. “Someone please look hard. It should be right there.”
“No, Jewel, truly, it must be buried.” Chantel’s voice grew and ebbed, changing in volume as she moved around, the wind stealing her words. “I don’t see it…oh.”
Jewel’s ears perked at that oh. “Oh? What oh?”
Chantel ignored the question and directed, “Sarvell, do you see it? Bend down, and look right there.”
“Oh,” Sarvell responded in exactly the same tone. “Oh gods, that’s going to create problems.” 
Jewel, getting frustrated, demanded, “What? Where is it?”
“They built the bridge on top of it,” Chantel explained, sounding like someone being marched to the gallows. 
Someone had built the bridge on top of the crystal? All of the political and logistical problems that would crop up trying to get that crystal free again started running through Jewel’s mind. The only response her mouth could respond with was “…oh.”
 



Chapter Twenty-two
It took six long hours on horseback to return to Chantel’s home and once they arrived, everyone unanimously agreed that the problem could wait until tomorrow morning. Sarvell did nothing more than a quick wash and eat a hasty dinner brought up by the patient Piers before falling face first into bed. 
In fact, the problem kept being pushed off until after they had sat down at breakfast and consumed most of the food on the table. The mayor apparently had an early morning meeting, so only the six of them were present. Sarvell didn’t know if he preferred this or not—part of him would have liked easy access to the mayor’s opinion. 
“Alright, so let’s list out the problems in order,” Sarvell suggested. “How difficult is it to tear apart a bridge and build a new one?”
“Not first question,” Chizeld disagreed thoughtfully. “First question is, is bridge actually sitting on crystal? If only looks like it, then might be able to move crystal without tearing apart bridge.”
Jewel perked up at this thought. “Could any of you tell?”
“No from that angle.” Rialt sounded ruminative, as if he were trying to cast his mind back to that moment. “Was no looking either. I had assumed it sat squarely on the crystal.”
“So had I,” Chantel admitted. “But if it didn’t, could we pull it free, somehow?”
That is a very good question. Sarvell tried to imagine it in his mind. He didn’t have a lot of experience with building projects, so he couldn’t really offer an expert opinion. “I think…we could? It would mean putting both priestesses in climbing harnesses.”
Rialt let out a growl. “If you think I would let her go swinging about by herself, you be daft.”
Errr…a point he had not considered, but a valid one. He highly doubted that either Chantel or Jewel had any climbing experience. Even if they did, it would take their full concentration to get the crystal to move upwards at that impossible angle. They wouldn’t have the headspace necessary to focus on climbing back up as well. At least one armsman would have to go down with them, probably in a tandem harness. 
“But it is possible,” Chantel clearly meant it as a statement but her uncertain tone turned it into a question.
“Well, I dragged a crystal free of a Ramathan forest and up a steep slope, so I don’t see why not,” Jewel confirmed easily. “It just might be a little tricky. Assuming we wouldn’t be tearing the bridge apart trying.”
“That be a mighty large if,” Rialt sighed. 
“We need an architect to look over the bridge,” Sarvell suggested.
“Why not just look at the plans from the Hall of Records? It wouldn’t take near the amount of time that way,” Chantel pointed out. 
“Excellent suggestion,” Chizeld approved. “Hall of Records far from here?”
“Not far,” Chantel assured him. “In fact, I’ll have Piers send someone over to fetch them for us. While we’re waiting on the plans to arrive, perhaps you can tell me how to re-establish the Order here?”
“Not a bad plan,” Jewel approved. 
Sarvell gave her a look from the corner of his eye, trying not to smile. He knew good and well why she was so amiable to spending the majority of the day talking. Jewel clearly had no desire to get back on a horse anytime soon. No one else really did either. Even he didn’t, and he spent a good majority of his time traveling from one place to another. 
Chantel left the table and stepped outside, calling for Piers as she walked. As she arranged for the plans to be fetched, Sarvell sent a brief prayer to the heavens that the long ago builders of the bridge had not used the crystal as a support. 
~*~*~*~
My prayer apparently didn’t get past the ceiling. 
Sarvell stared at the plans that had been rolled out on the table with disappointment. The plans had several different angles portrayed, of course, so that the builders could see exactly what needed to be done for each section. From every angle, it was clear that the crystal had been used as the main support for the bridge. It made sense—why build supports when there’s a massive stone spanning the section anyway? But Sarvell really wished they hadn’t done it. 
Jewel couldn’t see the plans, of course, but she could apparently tell from the reactions of the people around her what they revealed. When taut silence fell for several long seconds, she just gave a resigned sigh. “They did, didn’t they?” she asked the room in general.
 “It be no good, lass,” Rialt confirmed her in a tone of aggravation. “They used the crystal as the main support. Shards.”
“Rialt,” Chizeld chided, “should not swear in front of two priestesses.”
“Quite alright,” Chantel assured him sourly. “I feel like swearing myself. You do realize that I’m now going to have to face the entire city council and my father and charm them into not only tearing down this bridge but building a whole new one?”
Jewel offered weakly, “Good luck?”
The chair protested as Chantel’s body weight flopped into it. “I’m going to need more than that.” Chantel let out a sigh. “Alright, I’m open to suggestions. How do I convince them?”
After a moment of silence Jewel offered, “In Bryn, I had a similar situation. I told the town council there that if they didn’t move the crystal back in its proper place, the crystal in Thornock would fail within the year and then there would be nothing to protect us from the Daath.”
A weighty silence passed for a moment before Chantel said incredulously, “You mean you told them about that? Just the bare truth, nothing else?”
“You’ve been in politics too long,” Sarvell informed her dryly. “The truth usually works, especially when it’s this dire. Granted, it might not hurt to come prepared with some numbers. Something that says that trade is going to increase, the size of the bridge will not be large enough to let large caravans pass through, etcetera.” 
“If it’s all the same to you, I’ll try the trade numbers and political angle first,” Chantel decided. “I know these councilmen. They think numbers and profits more than anything else. If they aren’t swayed by that, I’ll try your version, Jewel.”
Jewel shrugged. “When’s the next council meeting?”
“Tomorrow morning. Which doesn’t give me a lot of time. Sarvell, might I enlist your trade expertise?”
“Certainly.”
“Good. While I’m preparing…Jewel, I’m going to send you my aide. Tell him absolutely everything that you think I need to know about the Order. I’m not going to remember half of what you tell me, but he’ll take notes on all of it and put it into a prioritized order. That should speed things along a little.”
Sarvell looked at her thoughtfully. He could finally see why Chantel had been chosen. Chantel did indeed have the experience and the ability to re-build and maintain the Order here in Veris. 
With a smile Jewel agreed, “Of course. It’s better use of my time that way. I’m sure there are plans for the original Order building in the archives somewhere. You might want to have those handy when they start building the new bridge. You don’t want the two buildings sharing the same space.”
“Now there’s something to consider.” Chantel gave a soft hum. “I think I need to borrow a few architects after all. Let me see if I can’t catch my father and see what help he can give me.”
If she had the mayor’s ear, she might as well. 
“Alright, just sit tight for a few moments,” Chantel ordered. With a flurry of skirts, she was out the door and gone. 
Sarvell sat back in his seat and considered the timeline of all of this. Assuming that a miracle happened and Chantel was able to convince the council on the first try that they needed to move the bridge, it would still take time to make all of this happen. Quite a bit of time. In fact, if it took less than three months, he would be astonished. 
Could they afford to sit in one place for three months just waiting? 
“I don’t think we should wait here for long,” Sarvell stated slowly, logistics flashing through his mind. “Tearing down the bridge alone will take months. I think we should wait until Chantel gets approval and then we should travel up to Jordia.”
“Think Priestess Chantel can manage crystal without help?” Chizeld sounded mildly surprised. 
“No.” Jewel shook her head. “No, she’ll need my help to get it out of that ravine. The crystal doesn’t really weigh much for us, but it will be beyond awkward to lever it up. I can’t imagine anyone doing it alone. But Sarvell, do you think we can manage to get to Jordia, put its crystal back in place, and make it back here with time to spare?”
“We’ll likely have a full month’s time left over, even if things don’t go smoothly up there,” he assured her. 
“Belike he be right,” Rialt agreed thoughtfully. “They can no just tear down this bridge, after all. A temporary bridge will have to be built to keep traffic flowing.”
“It’ll be complete chaos if they don’t,” Sarvell agreed. “And even with them working day and night, that’ll take at least two months to build. I think we’ll have time to go to Jordia and back.”
“A mighty lot of traveling in a short amount of time, though,” Rialt warned. 
“Hazard of the job,” she responded with a resigned sigh. “Alright, from what I can tell, the Jordia crystal should be somewhere north of us. We’ll have to go to a temple to confirm this; it’s just a guess on my part considering where the other crystals have been. I think it’s at the very top of the clan’s territory.”
“It would have to be, in order to stay in line with the other crystals,” Sarvell agreed. “I still say we can make it.” 
“Means crossing Blenkhorn Mountains. Twice.” Chizeld had a wry smile on his face. 
An expression of dread crossed Jewel’s face, and Sarvell knew why. She hated mountains. All of those random rocks and roots to trip over. “You three are going to be carrying me the entire time, aren’t you?”
“Belike,” Rialt drawled. “Still game, lass?”
Her shoulders slumped. “I suppose.” 
Rialt stretched out a hand and patted her head in sympathy. “You’ll make it. Alright. Sarvell, you focus on helping Chantel. We will take care of the rest.”
“Something else that needs to be done,” Chizeld disagreed. “Remember? The Red Guard was dispatched here.”
Jewel snapped her fingers. “That’s right! With everything else that has happened, I nearly forgot about that. Chizeld, will you go talk to the Red Guard Commander and figure out who gave those orders? And when you do, make it clear to him that he’s to go right back to Thornock where he’s supposed to be.”
“Wait, Jewel,” Rialt protested. “No sure it be wise to send bad guardsmen to a new priestess.” 
“Er…good point. Alright, Chizeld, for now just investigate. We’ll let Elahandra tell us what to do after that.”
“Understood. Um…it will be easier to investigate if have Jewel’s seal.”
She blinked. “Oh. Good point. Alright, borrow it for as long as you need.” From around her neck, she drew up the chain and brought it over her head. With unerring accuracy, she extended the necklace right, exactly in front of Chizeld. Sarvell watched and still felt a little amazed that she could so accurately track where people were just by the sound of their voice. 
“Many thanks. If trouble occurs…?” he ventured.
“You come right back and get me,” she ordered, brows furrowing into an unhappy line. “I’ll straighten them out.”
Rialt’s mouth quirked. “For their sakes, it best no come to that.”
“What are you going to do, Rialt?” Sarvell inquired. “Since that big showdown and Tamarra’s changes, I doubt we have to worry about anyone looking for her anymore. Well, except Daath assassins.”
“And Daath assassins are why I will stay right here,” Rialt responded firmly. “You two be about yon lass’s business. I will mind her.”
~*~*~*~
Chizeld couldn’t just stride through the front doors of the Rounsefell Center. When Elahandra had issued summons, Chizeld hadn’t sought out any of the commanders and asked permission to go. In fact, all had done was pack hastily, throw a saddle on a horse, and ridden hard north. The commanders here were likely to be livid at this breach of protocol. 
Explaining that the chain of command had been overridden by Elahandra seemed too much of a hassle. Besides, doing so seemed like a bad idea. Hearing such an explanation might push a few desperate souls into rewriting, hiding or even destroying the records that Chizeld needed to read. 
No, the front door seemed like a bad idea. The window to the library would be a better option. 
Chizeld had spent the majority of life in this city and especially in the center. As a third generation guardsman, had been toddling around its halls while father and grandfather worked. Probably knew every nook and cranny better than the cleaning ladies did. So it didn’t take much effort to formulate a plan on how to sneak in without being noticed, even though the sun still hung high in the sky. 
Three streets down and two over, Chizeld reached the center. The building hadn’t changed at all in the past two months. Built like a large cross, the building stood two stories tall, made of imposing grey stone. Chizeld looked at the two open courtyards that could be seen from street level and noted that both training yards were full. That shouldn’t be the case, not with new high priestesses called. Someone should have dispatched a full complement of guards to each priestess—so at least thirty-six men shouldn’t be here. 
Something was very wrong. Might be worse than first suspected. 
Chizeld retreated a few steps into the shadow of an alleyway and hunkered down, eyes peeled, waiting for someone trustworthy to exit that building. The benefit of having been practically raised by the guard was that Chizeld knew that some of the older men could be trusted without a shadow of a doubt. A few had routine tasks that took place every afternoon, outside of the center. All Chizeld had to do was wait until someone left. 
Even in the shadow of a tall building, the day became progressively warmer, almost warm enough to make wearing the coat a bad idea. The smell of fresh bread baking floated from a store nearby, setting stomach rumbling. Breakfast became more of a distant memory with every passing moment. Surely it was near lunch now? 
Essen always left the compound near lunch hour to eat at a little shop two blocks from here. Chizeld wanted to enlist the aging guardsman’s help if at all possible. Essen had been a compatriot of Father’s, before the old man retired, so could trust the man. 
Ah, right on time. Essen exited a side door from the west wing with a quick stride that belied age, bald head shining a little in the sunlight. Chizeld shifted up, moving in a casual stride that wouldn’t attract anyone’s attention. Essen, apparently oblivious, walked up the street as always before turning at the corner, heading out of sight. Chizeld walked a little more quickly, lengthening his stride, and crossed the street in order to follow Essen. Or that had been the plan, at least. The old guardsman had stopped just out of view and now stood patiently waiting for Chizeld to catch up. 
Smiling wryly—Essen was apparently still as sharp as ever—Chizeld waved a hand in greeting. “Essen.”
Crossing both arms over a bulky chest, Essen quirked an eyebrow and drawled, “Boy, is there a reason for skulking in the shadows and not coming inside?”
“Several reasons,” Chizeld confirmed. “But need to find a better place to talk.”
“Heh.” Essen’s other eyebrow rose, but with a come-along gesture, turned and led the way. 
Chizeld fell in step alongside, but didn’t attempt to speak as the pair wove in and around the pedestrians on the sidewalk. Essen went directly to the little café just off the main square, as if nothing were wrong. With a grunt, the old guardsman slung into a table in the back corner of the walled in garden, waved a hand at a serving girl and ordered, “Two of the usual.”
Taking the chair opposite, Chizeld had to swallow a smile. Indeed, nothing had changed. Essen would be eating the same lunch until the day of burial, likely. 
Sitting back, Essen casually ordered, “Alright, let’s have it. What’s the story?”
Chizeld, half out of habit, told the full tale. (Essen had been training instructor at one point, and old habits die harder than others.) By the time the tale had wound to a finish, lunch had arrived and Essen had devoured half the plate. 
“Hmmm,” the old man said noncommittally and sat in silence for a space. “Quite the tale. The reason for skulking instead of coming inside was…what?”
With a shrug, Chizeld confessed, “Too many men here. Full complements of guards should be gone, supporting new high priestesses. Not here.”
“Yes,” Essen sighed, half-resigned. “All inquiries on when guards would be dispatched came to a dead end. Something’s not right here, but apparently Priestess Jomadd knows that. Didn’t come to report to superiors, obviously, so what’s wanted?”
“Records,” Chizeld answered simply. “Specifically contract records and the records of recent orders, say from the last five years. There’s corruption in the ranks, and Priestess has ordered to find the source and clean house.”
Essen snorted. “About time someone did. Alright, wait here. Won’t take any time to fetch the books and come back.”
Chizeld gave him a casual salute of acknowledgement before digging back into the (admittedly delicious) lunch spread out on the table. 
Proving to be a man quick on feet, Essen indeed reappeared with the books in hand before Chizeld could polish off dessert. Without a word, both men cleared the dishes off and stacked them onto one corner of the table, making room for the books. 
Chizeld started with the orders book, which contained a copy of every formal command that the guard had received in the past five years. Most of the orders were standard—moving here or there, orders for relief of command or new postings. But a disturbing trend started to develop quickly. Most of the orders were not given by a high priestess, but by members of the Thornock Council. With every page flipped, Chizeld’s uneasiness grew. When had Thornock gained such a stranglehold on the Guard?
Essen watched in silence as Chizeld set that book aside and grabbed the next, the book that contained every written oath that each guardsman had taken. The book was a formality only—a simple way to keep track of when a man had sworn into Elahandra’s service and when that same man retired. Chizeld ran across the oath signed by own hand midway through the book. 
Then, abruptly, the contents changed. 
The oath had been replaced completely—instead, the wording here read more like a simple contract of employment. In fact, the terms listed didn’t have anything to do with loyalty to…well, anyone, really. Chizeld flipped page after page, growing faster each time, eyes wide with disbelief. 
“What is this?!” 
“When the Guard last deployed to Belthain, the oath was replaced,” Essen remarked neutrally. “Didn’t know?”
Chizeld growled in the back of his throat. “No. Didn’t have time to review all the records after sent back home.”
“Thornock’s been slowly changing Guard’s policy for generations,” Essen added, looking suddenly older and much more tired. “But none of the priestesses tried to stop it.”
Chizeld let the book thump back to the table and raised both hands to press against throbbing temples. “Doubt priestesses were even aware of it. Too busy fighting politics with Thornock’s ministers.” Actually, that was a thought… Chizeld lifted the book again and thumbed back through the pages, looking at the authorizing signatures. Ah, sure enough. “The same ministers that supposedly swore these men also were the ones that signed off on orders.”
Essen just shook his head, not surprised. “Men in power like to stay in power.”
That certainly wouldn’t happen, not after Chizeld reported all of this to Jewel. Jewel would no doubt report it all to Elahandra, who would give Tamarra Matthison further orders, and no minister alive could fight that woman and win. The thought brought a smile to Chizeld’s face. 
“Alright. Next question is, how many of the guard actually swore the oath and how many are just employees of Thornock?”
“Need to make a list,” Essen suggested after eyeing the thick tomes. 
Yes, truly. And that would take time. “Will anyone miss these books for a day or so?”
“Likely not. No one even noticed them being borrowed, after all.”
Good. “Will come officially when the list is compiled,” Chizeld promised. 
“Didn’t doubt that.” Essen gave a crooked smile before standing. With a pat on Chizeld’s shoulder, the old man walked out of the café, calling back over one shoulder, “Take care of the tab!”
Crafty old man… Well, lunch seemed a fair trade for fetching the books. With a shake of the head, Chizeld threw some money on the table, gathered up the books, and headed back for the mansion. 
~*~*~*~
They spent a full day doing nothing but planning and making notes. Jewel focused on the task that Chantel had requested of her, but she heard snatches from the other side of Chantel’s study. The new priestess and Sarvell were gathered around a table and making a plan of attack. The figures, projections, and trade negotiations the two discussed quickly went over Jewel’s head. Still, they sounded as if they were quite happy with their numbers and figures. 
On the day of the council meeting, Jewel only felt vague surprise when a summons came from Chantel. Piers delivered it in a long-suffering monotone that tickled Jewel’s sense of humor. “The mistress extends her greetings and inquires if you are willing to attend the meeting this morning with her.”
Jewel had only just tucked into her breakfast so she paused with the cup halfway to her mouth. “Now?”
“I believe you have enough time to finish your meal, Priestess.”
Good. Going into a long-winded meeting on an empty stomach was never a good idea. “Tell her I will join her, Piers. Where is the meeting to take place?”
“At the building across the street, Priestess.”
“I believe we can find it,” Rialt assured him dryly. “We will go in a bit.”
“Of course, sir.” 
Jewel’s head cocked slightly as she heard the man’s light steps retreat back into the hallway. “I must admit, I’m not surprised Chantel wants me there.”
“Eh, I be no either.” There was a pause as Rialt ate something from his plate before he added, “I saw Chizeld last night, afore I came to bed. He said to tell you he has had to thump a few heads together, but he will get the full story today.”
She had wondered where’d he disappeared to this morning. “Did he seem pleased with his progress?”
“Looked to be in a right snit. I do no think he likes what he found.”
Oh dear. She let out a sigh and put her cup back down. “One problem at a time. Let’s focus on Chantel first.” 
“Eh, no sense borrowing trouble afore we need to.” 
They finished breakfast in peaceable silence before leaving the table and venturing across the street. Jewel absently hoped that she wouldn’t need her seal to prove her identity as Chizeld still had it. 
It turned out such a thing wasn’t necessary. Chantel met them at the front steps of the building. 
“Jewel, thank you for coming.” Chantel came close enough that a puff of her perfume wafted against Jewel’s face. Her voice lowered to a more confidential tone as she continued, “I probably won’t need you to say anything. Just your presence alone will help. They’re under the impression that the high priestess of an Order is also a person with a great deal of political power.”
“They’re not far wrong,” Jewel agreed with a rueful shake of the head. “Will we or nil we, political power seems to come with the job.”
“Apparently so. Regardless, I thought that having two of us will nail my message home nicely. Well, let’s go inside. Rialt, there are several chairs that are arranged right behind the floor’s podium. Just guide her there.”
“Will do.” 
She gathered the impression of polished stone floors, very tall ceilings and a long, drafty space. The chill air and the way the sound of their footsteps echoed told her that she was in a hallway. 
She felt a puff of displaced air as a door opened. The quietness of the hall disappeared without a trace after she stepped into the room. Here, many male and female voices were speaking, overlapping and sometimes raising their voices to be heard over each other. The abruptness of it made her flinch instinctively. 
“Alright, lass?”
“I didn’t expect so much noise,” she explained. “How many people are in here?”
“Hmm…let us see.” Rialt didn’t speak for a long moment as he did a quick count. “I see sixteen.”
“Twelve of them are on the council,” Chantel said from just ahead. “Two of them are the clerks of the Hall of Records, here to record the meeting, and the others are all aides of the City Office. Normally, all twelve are not in attendance for a single issue.”
But they were today. Jewel had a sinking feeling that meant Chantel was going to be facing a lot of opposition. 
The conversations faltered at their entrance and then seemed to double all at once. Jewel had been around politicians long enough to not be surprised by their reactions. She kept her mouth shut and her face a mask of serenity as Rialt guided her across the room and into a chair. Bortonor seemed to take a cue from his mistress and sat down next to her feet, not moving an inch from the sentinel pose he adopted once he settled. 
A loud clang reverberated through the room, making Jewel’s heart jump. She recognized the sound instantly—a wooden mallet against the podium. 
“Let’s call this meeting to order,” a gruff voice called out to the room. Jewel pegged him as a pipe smoker just on the quality of his voice. “Everyone in their seats, please. Clerks, note the date and time as we begin the proceedings. Priestess Chantel Moltabon of Veris has come to us with a petition. Priestess, the chair recognizes you.”
“Thank you, sir,” Chantel responded serenely. “I believe there is a draft of my proposal in front of you, so I shall not go into the details just yet, but allow me to state an overview. As you may know, I have been recently called as the High Priestess of Veris and—”
Jewel tuned out this opening speech, as she had heard it all before. Chantel and Sarvell had been hashing out what needed to be said and Jewel had heard every possible variation of it yesterday. Instead, she turned her head slightly and murmured to Rialt, “How does it look?”
“Four of ‘em look right grumpy,” he whispered back in a threadbare tone that she could barely hear. “I do no think anything she says will make a dent. A few are listening hard, but the rest have specious smiles on their faces and nodding like fools. It be a hard crowd she has to sell to.”
So, Chantel had called it true. But she didn’t have to win over all of them—just the majority. Seven votes and they would be able to move that crystal. “Does she have seven?”
“Three, it seems to me. Mayhap four.”
Jewel started praying for a miracle. 
She listened in silence as Chantel started trotting out numbers and figures and trade percentages. The argument was well laid out (as it should be after all of the work and preparation) but the responses and questions from the council were not favorable. 
Jewel had no concept of how much time had passed. Her backside had turned numb from the hard wooden chair she sat in and her stomach started grumbling complaints about neglect. If they’d been sitting for less than three hours, she’d be very surprised. 
Rialt’s chair creaked slightly as he leaned down to murmur in her ear, “She’s swayed some of them. I count five on her side now.”
Five was not seven. “I’m going to have to step in.”
“Eh, belike.”
Why did it always come down to this? With a shake of her head, she gained her feet and walked forward. She’d heard Chantel’s voice for so long that she knew exactly how far to walk to reach the other woman’s side. When her hand touched Chantel’s back she stopped and raised her voice. “I request the Chair’s permission to speak.”
“Are Jewel Jomadd, High Priestess of Ramath, are not?” the chairman asked slowly. 
“That is correct.”
“Have permission, Priestess. It is always a pleasure to hear from Elahandra’s chosen.”
“Thank you.” She didn’t count on the ‘pleasure’ lasting for long. “Councilmen, you know who I am, but do you know why I’m here?”
A woman’s voice answered, clear and precise. “To move Veris’s crystal is what was told.”
“That is it precisely,” Jewel agreed. “I am not sure how much you know of the barrier and the crystals that power it, so allow me to give you a basic explanation. The crystals of each clan were placed in such an alignment so that they could fuel and balance each other. All crystals must be in the correct place for them to power a barrier. They also must be in place for any crystal to be charged. Such is the way that Elahandra created them. Councilmen, I put to you that the barrier will fail in the very near future because two crystals are not in the proper position. The Veris crystal is one of those two. It must be moved.” 
“This is surely not the emergency it is made out to be,” another man protested. He had protested more than the others, proving himself to be more vocal in his opinions. “These crystals have been out of position for over two hundred years, after all.”
“The crystal of Thornock has mere months before it loses all energy and fails,” Jewel reiterated firmly. “When that happens, the Daath are poised to take advantage and march instantly. The High Priestess of Bryn assures me that she has been seeing Daath scouts for months, scouts that are testing the barrier’s weakness even this far south.”
A wave of murmurings and unhappy tones swept the room at this point. 
Chantel cleared her throat and spoke loudly enough to drown out the mutters. “I am Veris’s Priestess and so my focus is the wellbeing of this clan. A new bridge, built to accommodate the new influx of trade, would benefit everyone in Veris. That is why I posed this proposal to you first. But if we don’t build a new bridge and move the crystal, then by this time next year we will not have anything left to trade.”
“This doom are prophesying is too much,” a boisterous man boomed out. “The Daath have no interest in Veris!”
“No interest in a trade city that sees more wealth and goods than any of the other clans?” Jewel shook her head at the notion. “Great heavens, you should be more worried than any other clan. After the Daath have conquered Ramath and Thornock, you are the next easiest target.”
“Priestess is hardly schooled in the art of war—” someone interjected in an amused tone. 
“Perhaps at first, but my armsman is a veteran Ramathan commander,” she riposted curtly. “This is his expert opinion that I am restating. You are the next target after Thornock falls. It’s a simple matter of geography. The Honorvar River leads directly to your doorstep, ladies and gentlemen. For an army far from home, who is need of supplies and money to continue their campaign, you are the perfect target. It would take a mere two weeks for them to float downriver and launch an attack at you. It would actually take them longer to attack Bryn or Jordia because they’d have to march over land. Do you dare risk it?”
A loud bang resonated around the room, as if someone had just slammed a hand against the desk. “The girl’s right. Armsman, are the Ramathan Priestess talking about?”
“I am,” Rialt drawled from behind her. 
“How long before troops arrive here?”
“Jewel says six months at most for the barrier to fail. I say, there be already weak spots. If they be no at your doorstep by early next spring, I will eat my boots.”
That made the room explode with noise. Jewel grimaced, her head jerking back at the wave of sound. Really, why did people yell like this? No one communicates at the top of their voice. 
The mallet slammed down again, three times in sharp concession. “Colonel Beld, do share this military assessment?”
The same man that asked Rialt his opinion answered, “Not sure about the timing, as need more intel to form a good opinion, but Ramathan’s right in the way Daath troops come down. More than goods can come down the river.” 
“For the sake of Veris’s future in trade, we need a larger bridge,” Chantel stated in a firm voice that echoed in every corner of the room. “For the sake of Veris’s people, we must tear down the old bridge so that we can move the crystal.”
The chairman gave a lusty sigh. “Priestess, it is not as simple as claim. It’s not just a matter of removing the old bridge. A very large, specialized crew will be needed to move that crystal from its position.”
“No,” Jewel refuted with a quirky smile playing at her mouth. “We won’t need more than a few men for the job. Chantel and I can handle the rest.”
For once, her remarks were met with incredulous silence instead of an outbreak of noise. 
“Priestess,” Colonel Beld ventured slowly, “how will just two women manage?”
“I moved the Ramathan crystal by myself,” she informed him smugly. “The High Priestess of Bryn and I moved the Bryn crystal by ourselves. I assure you, with our ability, we can move the crystal. All we’ll need is some climbing harnesses and a few men to help lower us down and back up again. Moving the crystal is not your problem. That is our task. All we ask you to do is deal with the bridge.”
A ponderous silence fell. Jewel dearly wished she could ask either Chantel or Rialt for a summary of everyone’s reactions as just listening to them breathe didn’t really tell her much. 
Finally, the chairman said, “A vote is in order. For all that vote to build a new bridge?”
Fabric moved in near sync, so close that Jewel couldn’t count the different sounds quickly enough. At her best guess, she thought at least five raised their hands. 
“Opposed?”
Another swish of fabric, too swift for her to peg. Six this time, perhaps? 
“Six for and six against. As Chairman, will break the tie. While do not like the sudden expense of a new bridge, it is true this council has been discussing the need for it for the past several years.  Do not see why cannot adjust to prevent future problems. Vote that abide by Priestess Moltabon’s proposal. Motion granted. Let the record reflect that the motion was carried by a seven to six majority. Priestess Moltabon, request attendance for an emergency meeting this afternoon to discuss the timetable for this project.”
“Of course, Chairman,” Chantel responded, practically oozing charm. 
The mallet struck squarely. “This session is dismissed.” 
 



Chapter Twenty-three
There were times when Jewel didn’t need eyes, ears, or any tactile sense to tell her the mood of a person. Even without them saying a word she could tell what they were feeling. 
Chizeld came in with all of the presence of an encroaching storm. He didn’t slam the door open or anything of that nature, but his boot heels had a sharper rhythm than usual and the way he moved indicated that he was furious and trying to control it. 
She had been discussing a list of needed supplies with Rialt and Sarvell but at his entrance into her room, she paused. “Chizeld?”
His breath hissed out between clenched teeth. “Jewel. Not good news.”
Biting back a wince, she gestured him into a nearby chair. “Alright, I’m braced. What did you discover?”
“Not just Warlord Huero that ordered Guard home,” he informed her curtly. “Three other councilors did as well.”
Now she did wince. “So that’s how they did it.”
“Lass, care to explain?”
“If, for any reason, the high priestess is indisposed or not there to give orders, the council in Thornock has the power to do so,” she explained. “But only if at least four councilors sign the orders. They must have caught my predecessor at a moment when she was technically unable to give orders.”
“Eh, and they be belike the reason why she could no give ‘em,” Rialt grumbled darkly. 
“Most likely,” Chizeld agreed. “Gets worse. While there, investigated the state of the whole guard. Out of one hundred, only fifteen are trustworthy.”
“Fifteen,” Sarvell said painfully neutral.
“Fifteen,” Chizeld bit off. “And out of those, two should have already been retired!”
Jewel stood up to pace in an agitated circle around the table. “This is not good. The Rounsefell Center is the origin for most of the Red Guard. If a priestess is unable to recruit armsmen from her own territory, it’s here that she turns. With four new high priestesses called…”
“Everyone will need to call at least some armsmen,” Sarvell finished on a long groan. “Alright. How should we handle this?”
Jewel thought about it for a moment but no immediate answer came to her. “I don’t know. Elahandra didn’t mention a word of this to me. That could mean that this problem can wait until after we’ve got the crystals back in place. Or that could mean that she’s designated someone else to take care of the problem.”
A long silence descended on the room as everyone pondered the situation. 
“Chizeld…” Rialt ventured slowly. “You said you found fifteen. How could you tell? You have only been at it two days.”
“Some had mantels, the rest didn’t.”
“Ho. So it would be a simple matter to dismiss the bad ‘uns.”
“Yes, quite simple with Jewel’s authority.”
“Lass, why no at least clean house while we be here?” Rialt suggested. “Otherwise, when yon priestesses call in for help, they will get the bad with the good.”
That would help at least a little. She blew out a breath. “Alright. I think we should send couriers to the others as well and tell them what the situation is here.”
“A good thought,” Rialt endorsed. “So, clean house today, ride tomorrow?”
“Now that the plan’s been approved, I don’t see why not. Sarvell, go shopping with Rialt and make sure that we have everything. I’ll go with Chizeld to the Center. While I’m out, I’ll pick up more money from the temple here.”
“We are a bit light in the purse,” Sarvell agreed. “Alright.”
Rialt was not so easily convinced. “You sure there be no danger?” 
“If a Guard raised a hand against a priestess, Elahandra would strike the man dead on the spot,” Chizeld assured him. “Assuming this sword didn’t find first.”
“Good man. Still if the dastards give you trouble, come straight back.”
Jewel didn’t think there was anything to worry about. Chizeld was right. The day that a priestess had to fear her own guard, well…such a day didn’t exist. Elahandra really would strike them dead if they tried. 
She stood and extended her hand to Chizeld. “Let’s go.” 
~*~*~*~
The Red Guard Center had a prime location near the center of Rounsefell. Since Chantel’s home did as well, they only had to walk a short distance before reaching the right building. Chizeld charitably gave her a quick description of the place as they walked up the front steps—a simple three story structure made of brick, stretching out in a cross formation. She could hear sounds of men training and the clash of metal and wood coming from the back of the complex. Not unusual for a Guard to be training in the middle of the day. 
The moment they entered through the door, the air went from being pleasantly warm to slightly cool. This building had stone floors from the sound of it, but the way it grated against the heel of her shoes told her that they weren’t polished floors. This place had been built for practicality and not show. 
“Sanhan Lorin,” a young male voice nervously greeted. “Are, ah, not done with inspection?”
“Ihan,” Chizeld coolly returned. “Inspection is finished. This woman is High Priestess Jewel Jomadd. Priestess will now address the Guard. Have everyone gather in the main hall. Now.”
“Yes, sir!” the Ihan nervously yelped before scrambling away. 
From the way that poor young man had reacted, it was like he feared Chizeld would start ripping limbs off. Her head cocked a little to the side. “Chizeld, I didn’t know you could be scary,” Jewel commented in bemusement. 
“Can be very scary with incompetent louts,” he growled menacingly. “These men’s irresponsible behavior nearly got Priestess killed.”
Seen like that…alright, maybe he had just cause to be enraged with them. Actually, the reminder of it made her rather mad as well. “Well, let’s go to the hall, shall we?”
“First must deal with Commander,” Chizeld corrected. “That man is the most corrupt and will cause trouble if left alone.”
True. “Alright, then lead me to him.”
He led her straight down the hall and to the very back area, or at least it sounded that way. After a turn and a few more steps, Chizeld stopped and yanked open a door. “Commander Shariva.”
“Sanhan Lorin!” the commander barked out, chair scraping on the wood floor as the man jerked to his feet. “A Sanhan has no authority to be turning this center upside down like this!”
Unfazed, Chizeld calmly introduced, “Before you is Jewel Jomadd, Guardian of the Barrier and the High Priestess of Ramath.”
Commander Shariva made a sound like he had just choked on his own words and didn’t quite like the taste of them. 
Jewel looked straight ahead to where the man stood, and made her voice cold. “Commander Shariva, you have abused your position here. You have allowed a political power to manipulate this Order.”
“Priestess—” he started desperately, no doubt sensing where this was going. 
“Your actions fed me to the wolves,” she snarled, temper flaring. “You will not be forgiven for this. As of this moment you are stripped of your rank and dismissed, never to again serve Elahandra in any capacity.”
“Priestess, there were circumstances—” 
“Circumstances?” she repeated. For the first time in her life, she felt like she needed a weapon of some sort in hand. This anger had no channel for her. Well, maybe strangling the idiot would help. “You are supposed to be beyond reproach. Your first duty is always with the high priestess and Order of Elahandra. Instead, you allowed Thornock to buy you and dictate the actions of this center, something that they should never have been allowed to do. No circumstances can excuse such behavior. You are dismissed, Commander.”
“But—”
Her voice turned glacial. “Do not make me repeat myself again.”
He fell into angry silence, breath whooshing in deep rasps. She had no pity on him. “You are allowed one hour to pack before you must leave. Make use of your time. Chizeld?”
Her armsman turned her around and guided her back out of the room and into the hallway. “Main hall?” she asked him.
Without a word, Chizeld guided her there. She gained the impression that it was near the heart of the building, and the sound gained a deeper echo the further they walked. 
Several men had beat them to the hall. They were talking in nervous tones with each other but at her and Chizeld’s entrance fell instantly silent. In fact, the silence of the room was such that even her breathing sounded loud in her ears. 
She took up station near one wall, ears trained on the people in the room. In mere minutes, groups of people filed in. Tugging on Chizeld’s sleeve to get his attention, she motioned for him to come down to her level before whispering, “How many are here?”
“All one hundred,” he responded quietly.
“Good.” By heavens, she didn’t enjoy this situation, but it needed to be done. Straightening her spine, she lifted her chin and took two steps forward. She pitched her voice to reach every corner of the room. “Gentlemen, I am Jewel Jomadd. I am the woman that you failed to protect from Belthain’s ministers and their machinations. I am well aware that some of you had no idea of what was happening and simply followed orders. I am also aware that most of you did know and obeyed those orders anyway.”
“Priestess—” a man near her desperately started. 
She silenced him with a sharp chop of her hand. “I will not hear excuses. I am going to move among you. If I touch you and ask that you step toward the front, do so. Bort?”
The dog nuzzled at her hand and she placed it more firmly on his head as he guided her footsteps so that she didn’t knock into anyone. Jewel didn’t need sight to know who were the fifteen that Chizeld mentioned. She could feel the mantel of authority clearly on each man. But she couldn’t feel the rest of them, and it was only the sound of their breathing and their body heat that gave her any indication of where people stood. No one dared to make a sound otherwise, no doubt fearfully watching her every move. They had no idea, after all, if the men she touched were in trouble or not. 
It took some time for her to move among them, touching each one on the chest or shoulder and quietly asking for them to move. When she’d touched the last one, murmurs started up in different areas of the room. They no doubt now had at least a suspicion of why she’d singled those men out. 
Cautious, she decided to move back to Chizeld’s side before saying anything else. “Bort, back to Chizeld,” she directed. 
The dog obediently turned her around and guided her back to her armsman. 
Chizeld touched her shoulder when she came within range then gently put a hand at the small of her back in support. She actually appreciated the gesture, as it eased her mind to know exactly where he stood. Drawing in a breath to quell her nervousness, she raised her voice and loudly announced, “Those of you that I did not touch are dismissed from the Guard. You are never to serve the Order again. Leave.”
This time, an outbreak of protests sent her ears ringing. Jewel didn’t even try to shout them down, just pointed sternly at the door. 
Chizeld took a step forward and bellowed, “LEAVE! Priestess has issued command.”
 “I do not feel Elahandra’s blessing with you any longer,” she verified coldly. “I do not trust you to protect my sister priestesses as you should. You are released from service in dishonor. I will not tolerate any further disobedience. Pack your belongings and leave.” 
“Will not!” someone shouted from the crowd, and with the shout came the sound of a sword sliding quickly free of its sheath. “The priestess does not have the authority to—”
Chizeld moved so quickly that a light breeze flowed over her skin. Jewel flinched back from the movement, startled, and then started again when Bortonor started growling and snarling. Good heavens, were they really going to threaten her? 
“Has the guard forgotten who to obey? Who formed it? Who to serve?” Chizeld’s voice seemed to echo against the stones, it was so loud, like a thunderclap of anger that had exploded. “Every man in this room should serve the Goddess of Elahandra and those ordained! This woman has more authority than the ministers of Thornock! Anyone who cannot recognize the truth of this has no business here!”
“But—”
The protest cut off instantly as intense light filled the room. The fine hairs on Jewel’s skin prickled with the intensity of it, and if she didn’t recognize the source of it, she’d swear that fire surrounded her. But this presence she knew all too well, and she smiled in recognition. 
“Elahandra,” she greeted aloud (because frankly she didn’t think most of the men in here would know unless she said something), “you honor us with your presence.”
“Some of you will find it an honor,” Elahandra responded tartly, voice sounding unusually loud in the dead silence of the room. “The rest of you are right to be terrified. I’ve let this situation carry on because I had hoped that if the situation became desperate enough, you’d become more humble, and turn to me and your god as you should have. Instead, what do I find? That you’ve sold yourself to the highest bidder! You, who were supposed to protect my chosen!”
Jewel could hear a lot of nervous gulping and even a few whimpers. And to think, Elahandra wasn’t even there in body, just her voice. They might have fainted if she actually had come in person, she thought, an evil smile on her face. 
“I will not tolerate this any longer,” Elahandra boomed at a deafening volume. “If you were ordered to leave by my priestess, do so! And if any of you dare to threaten her, I will strike you dead on the spot!”
With a snap, the light abruptly vanished, returning the room to its normal state. 
They apparently knew better than to argue this time. There were still grumbles, and wails of disbelief, but people also started to file out of the doors. She listened for several minutes, taut with apprehension, but no one tried to approach her directly. When the room was mostly clear, she relaxed and turned to the men standing patiently next to her. “Gentlemen, I am very glad that you at least, are loyal. You have a large task ahead of you. I need some of you to instantly go to the various priestesses that are already called. Otherwise you will be tasked to rebuild the Center and start gathering recruits to train.”
“Priestess,” a voice that sounded older and somewhat raspy asked, “Who should go?”
She had no idea. Turning slightly to her left she queried, “Chizeld, you trained here did you not?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know these men well enough to know who has the skills to train recruits?”
“Of course.”
“Then designate those men, please. Try to leave some here to help with that, but I need at least two men to go to each priestess.” 
“Hmmm…understood.” 
Jewel stood silently by as Chizeld started assigning responsibilities and tasks. Since she had absolutely no idea how a center should be run, most of what he said didn’t make much sense. Still, from their reactions, she judged that Chizeld did indeed know what to do and who should do it. She only needed to stand there and nod thoughtfully, giving her unofficial stamp of approval to his decisions. 
Eight men were assigned to the different priestesses and told to leave as soon as possible. Clari already had help on the way (actually, by now, they might have already arrived) but having reinforcements from the Center couldn’t hurt. Clari had a very strong need for help and not much support from the local people. Two of them, of course, were for Chantel so they didn’t have much of a trip to make. They swore that they would present themselves to her by that evening. 
The two heading for Jordia’s priestess had more of an interesting task, as neither Jewel nor Chizeld could tell them where to find her. They’d have to pray to Elahandra and get direct guidance. Jewel thought to offer for them to just join their party the next morning, as they were heading that direction anyway, but then she thought better of the offer. Two men traveling would be much faster than three men, a blind woman, and a dog. Especially since she always slowed down considerably around rough terrain, which she would be crossing soon. No, better they leave separately. Jordia’s priestess needed help, and the sooner it could arrive, the better. 
“Jewel?” Chizeld’s tone silently asked if there was anything more she wanted to add. 
“I think we’re done here,” she answered his unspoken query. “Unless there’s something else?”
“No, nothing else.”
“Then let’s return. We have our own preparations to see to.” 
~*~*~*~
After Jewel left, Rialt had no been quite sure what to do with himself. Having a bit of space to himself like this was rare. After a moment of pondering, he took himself down to the back of the house and the open training yard there. Father always claimed that if a man had energy and time on his hands, the smart thing to do was train. 
Rialt spent a good amount of time loosening up, going through the forms with not only his axe, but the long dagger as well. In short order, Sarvell joined him, although he chose to work in a different corner of the yard, well out of Rialt’s way. The blades whistled through the air, but they did no speak, just trained in companionable silence. 
By some unspoken agreement, the mayor’s guards did no approach, but let them be. A few watched for a space—why, Rialt had no idea as they surely had better things to do—but other duties eventually called them away, until it was just the two of them left. 
Feeling warm and limber again, not to mention a bit sweaty, Rialt put his weapons back in their sheaths. He stood off to the side, in a pleasant spot of shade, and watched Sarvell for a time. The man had good form. Not as polished as a professional soldier, perhaps, but close enough to make no never mind. 
The blond abruptly stilled, swung the sword in his hand right, and then sheathed it with an easy motion. Sweat beaded his forehead and he breathed a mite hard, but a satisfied smile lingered on his face. It felt good to train, it did. 
Sarvell wiped away the sweat on his head with the back of his hand as he crossed over the yard to stand at Rialt’s side. “I’m proud of you, you know,” Sarvell stated with an impish twinkle in his eyes. 
That twinkle said good and well that whatever the man said next, Rialt should no take it seriously. So he responded mildly with, “What, now?”
“Proud of you,” Sarvell repeated, more mischievously. “There was a time that you wouldn’t have let Jewel go off with just Chizeld. It’s so sweet to see how much you trust him now.”
“You be daft.” Rialt snorted and looked away, but this blank training space of dirt and brick walls did no have anything to entice a man’s eyes, so he naturally turned to look at the blond again. “You think I be worse than Bort, eh?”
“Rialt,” Sarvell responded patiently, “you are worse than the dog.”
Rialt let out a chuckle, as he could no refute that and did no see the harm in it, anyway. 
Shaking his head, Sarvell continued, “Fortunately for Jewel, Chizeld tends to check your more protective instincts. I would shudder to think of her future otherwise.” 
It would no be as bad as all that, would it? Well, mayhap it would. Rialt could no be bothered either way. “Can no blame me,” he pointed out, half-seriously. “The lass has no fear, and we have seen her face danger that would make a grown man flinch. Shards! If you asked any soldier to shoulder the mission she had, you would find scant volunteers.”
“And she won’t even complain,” Sarvell sighed, commiserating. “I wonder some days if she’s just so used to things being more difficult for her than everyone else, that it doesn’t even occur to her that this—” meaning the trip in general “—would be difficult for anyone. It’s either that or she just lost the habit of complaining as a child.”
“Belike both.”
“Mmm, maybe. But I’m wondering why Elahandra let it get this bad to begin with. Why wait so long to put the crystals back in place?”
“Jewel asked the same question of herself.” He had no liked the answer either. “The answer is two-fold. It was pride, you see, that cost the clans the crystals. In our anger, we cast aside herself’s protection. We shut ourselves off from her, and so she could no help us.”
Sarvell’s expression filled with bleak understanding. “The limitations of the god, huh? Elahandra was given the right to work only through her priestesses in each land, and without the crystals or their priestesses…”
“She could no do a thing, not unless someone asked for help,” Rialt finished unhappily. “But of course, no one did. No one needed to at first. Thornock’s crystal was still blazing along, after all. It was no until later, much later, that problems started occurring. But by then, everyone had forgotten that in order to have a god’s protection, they had to ask for it.”
It unfortunately made too much sense, although it sickened Rialt to admit to it. Even the Ramath had been too stubborn to ask for help.
“So what changed?” Sarvell asked aloud, almost rhetorically. 
“Jewel.” Rialt smiled without meaning to. “She asked. She was surprised to learn she was the first to ask. It boggles a man’s mind, it does, but no other priestess thought to do it. Mayhap they were too involved in politics to think.”
“Or too concerned with their own safety to worry about something that would happen in the future,” Sarvell growled, a dark scowl drawing his brows together in a flat line. 
Rialt grunted in sour agreement. “Eh, or that. But when Jewel asked, herself’s hands were untied, and finally she could act. At least, that be what the lass told me.”
Sarvell lifted a hand and rubbed at his closed eyes wearily. “Two hundred years of political maneuvering, wars, bribes, and threats. And it all could have been avoided by a simple prayer for help. Dross and dreck, but it makes me mad enough to strangle somebody.”
He empathized completely. In fact, if Sarvell could figure out the right man to strangle, he’d help. 
“We need to make sure that all of that is recorded somewhere,” Sarvell stated firmly, clearly deep in thought. “Chizeld would be the right person to make sure it happens. Maybe, if it’s written out in detail, future generations won’t make the same mistake.”
“Eh,” Rialt agreed, “it be a good thought, that one.” Assuming that the future generations took the time to read the records. But he could no worry about the future and what might or might no be. He had his hands full with the present. 
“Speaking of the future…” the mischievous light in Sarvell’s eyes rekindled, although this time he edged a little away, as if he knew that saying this would get his head handed back to him. “When are you going to openly confess to Jewel, hmmm?”
Caught off-guard, Rialt could only stare at him in spluttering amazement for a moment. “Ya bandy-legged dastard! What are ya noising on about?”
Sarvell took another step backwards, smile turning evil. “Oh come on, don’t play innocent with me. At first, you didn’t even like her. Now, you’re actually making doe eyes at her.”
Doe eyes?! He had no!
“Have some consideration,” Sarvell continued casually, as if he were no working himself up for a drubbing. “It’s making me and Chizeld uncomfortable. Besides, it’s completely useless. Jewel can’t see you looking at her that way, remember? You’re going to have to actually say something.”
That tore it. Rialt dove for the shorter man with every intention to cudgel such ideas out of his head. But of course, Sarvell expected that, and he spun about and fled for his life, laughing like a mad gaffer all the way. Rialt followed hot on his heels, and the flush in his cheeks was no from the exertion of the chase. 
That, that, that eijit! When he got his hands on him, he would skelp him— that was what he would do. After properly throttling him, of course, to make sure he did no say such things in the future. 
“Rialt!” Jewel’s voice called from the main house. “Sarvell! I’m back! Eh?” her voice grew fainter, as if she had turned to speak to someone. Rialt snuck a glance over his shoulder to find she was standing just inside the doorway, speaking to Chizeld. The training yard was no so big that her voice could no carry. “What do you mean, I should leave them alone? They’re chasing each other?”
Sarvell apparently heard this as well, as he laughed all the harder. “Don’t worry, Jewel!” he called to her, darting around a support pillar and using it to launch himself further out of Rialt’s desperate reach. “He won’t kill me!”
“I would no lay odds on that,” Rialt growled, putting on a burst of speed. 
Sarvell, the younker, ducked at the last possible second and somehow managed to evade his grasping fingers. With more speed than Rialt had given him credit for, he took off for the only other side door, making a break for freedom. 
Jewel called something to them, but the blood was roaring in Rialt’s ears now, and he could no hear the words. It did no matter, really. The tone was enough for him to know she was amused by their antics. 
His first priority was catching the blond and shutting him up afore he could say something disastrous to Jewel. 
He would worry about making up a plausible story to why Jewel had lost an armsman later. 
 



Chapter Twenty-four
They left Rounsefell at an ungodly hour of the morning. Jewel blearily sat in her saddle, glad that she didn’t have to guide her horse, because with her half-awake state they’d surely be in some ditch by now. Really, who’d decided that they needed to leave this early? Not even the birds were properly awake! She silently promised herself to sneak something nasty into their bedroll later, though. Just as soon as she remembered who it was. 
The road started out very quiet, but that didn’t last long. Jewel caught the sounds of several caravans with heavily loaded wagons creak past, many parties on horseback, and several tourists who called out friendly hellos to anyone they saw. Several times they had to hug one side of the road in order to let others by. Fortunately they were on a smoothly paved highway and so not much dust could be kicked up. If this had been a typical dirt road, Jewel had no doubt she’d be caked with dust by this point. 
Sarvell waited until they were off the main highway and away from the noise of the road before falling back toward the center of the group. “Alright, while we’re on the road without assassins distracting us, I have an important question to ask.” Sarvell had a serious air but there was the slightest hint of amusement lurking in his voice. “Have any of you ever visited Jordia before?”
Jewel couldn’t fathom why Sarvell would find this question humorous and her brow furrowed slightly in bemusement as she responded, “No, I never have. Rialt? Chizeld?”
“No.” 
“Never.”
“Hmmm.” Sarvell was definitely amused now. “Alright, then let me explain a few things. I’ve been there several times before and it’s a tricky culture for outsiders to deal with.” 
“Tricky, he says,” Rialt observed suspiciously. “And with an evil little smile on his face. I be no going to like this.”
“You especially,” Sarvell admitted frankly. “You’re a direct man. The Jordians are anything but. They are a very polite society, almost to a fault. You never openly accuse anyone of being irritating, or causing problems. Even direct questions can be considered rude.”
Rialt just let out a long groan. Chizeld echoed him with an unhappy grumble. 
“It gets worse,” Sarvell informed them with sadistic cheer. “They don’t think of objects as simply objects. Everything to them has a spirit to it. So your axe, Rialt, would not be your axe—it would be your friend or companion and that’s the only way you can really refer to it.”
“Sarvell, that be daft!” Rialt objected. “An axe be an axe.”
“Not to a Jordian, it isn’t. It’s your axe-friend, your battle companion, or your sharp friend, or something along those lines. The only time it is permissible to actually call an object by its name is the first time you enter a store and ask to buy it. But that’s the only time. After that first time, you have to refer to it as a new friend, companion, and so forth.”
“Confusing rules,” Chizeld observed. “So objects cannot be called ‘it’ either?”
“No, not at all. And you can’t ask where ‘it’ is. Refer to it as either he, she, they or some other personal pronoun.”
That would be especially challenging for Chizeld, as his clan didn’t use pronouns at all. Jewel tried to imagine how a person could talk with these rules and her mind quickly spat out another issue. “So we can’t actually walk into Jordia and ask directly where the crystal is?”
“No. Well, we can, but we’ll have to be very careful how we phrase it. We need to especially keep it in our heads that you must refer to the crystal as a living entity.” 
“Me head be hurting already,” Rialt sighed. “If it be all the same to you, I think this trip I will play the part of the strong, silent armsman. You three can do the talking.”
“That actually might not be a bad idea,” Chizeld agreed. He sounded as if he were trying not to laugh. “Directness is bound to bring about trouble otherwise.” 
“Something else you need to be aware of,” Sarvell warned more seriously, “is another cultural quirk of theirs. If you buy something, or order a meal, you cannot actually lay hands on it until you are given the story of its origin. So say we sit down and order a meal—the chef or serving girl will tell us about the ingredients and where they came from, how the meal was prepared, and any funny moments that might have occurred while it was being cooked. We have to listen to this whole story politely before we’re allowed to eat.”
“…now you be pulling our leg, man.”
“No, Rialt, I wish I were. I never once got to eat a hot meal on my previous visits.”
They pondered this for a long moment. Jewel thought that she would need a lot of patience to interact with the people of this clan, but she didn’t think it would really bother her much. Her normal day to day activities required patience. She couldn’t envision either Rialt or Chizeld handling this well for more than a few days, however, without their temper snapping. 
“Maybe we’ll find the crystal in a largely deserted area?” she posed hopefully. “Like the Ramathan crystal. And it won’t take more than a few hours to slide it into place.”
“From your lips to the gods’ ears, lass.”
She had a sinking feeling that wouldn’t be the case. 
They spent the rest of the day traveling and practicing their Jordian manners. In the process of stretching her mind to the limits, she remembered who it was that had suggested leaving before the crack of dawn: Chizeld. According to him, if they left early enough, they would make Darford by sunset and therefore have a place to stay for the night. If they didn’t, they’d have to camp outdoors. 
Camping outdoors in and of itself didn’t bother anyone in the party. But now they associated it with danger. They had no guarantees that only one assassination group had been sent after them. Camping in an open area only invited danger and no one could really rest easy. During parts of the trip, they would have no choice but to camp outside, but they were all resolved to avoid it as much as possible. 
Chizeld proved to be correct. They reached Darford just as the sun started to set. Jewel had never been so thankful to reach a town before. Her temples throbbed from having to think so much and her tongue felt like it had been tied into multiple knots. Everyone in the party must have felt the same way as they seemed to avoid talking as much as possible. Well, everyone except Sarvell—he just seemed amused. But then, he was used to this. 
Darford seemed to be a fair sized town, larger than even Parod’s Ford. Then again, Darford saw a great deal of traffic as they provided ferry services across the Honoravar River. The only way to get from Shipp to Rounsefell was through Darford. 
The town certainly knew how to handle that amount of traffic too. As they rode through the main section of town, Jewel heard many voices calling out the rates for a night’s stay as well as group rates. Judging from the callers, this whole street must be lined with inns. She could detect many different food smells lingering in the air, either from the inn’s kitchens or various street stalls. The whole place seemed to revolve around the traffic this town saw. 
Sarvell went a little ahead of them, choosing an inn that he said he always stayed at while traveling through here. Jewel had a suspicion that part of the reason Elahandra had chosen him was just for his knowledge of Evard. He had travelled through almost every part of it at one time or another, and his knowledge of where to go made everything easier on her. 
He met them at the door to the inn. As he reached up and helped her dismount, he informed her, “I’ve already told the inn keeper that we want to cross in the morning. He said it’s a long list, but he’s added us onto it. Sometime around noon we should be able to cross.”
“The inn keeper does the ferry schedule?” she asked in surprise. 
“Every inn keeper does. It’s part of the system here. I guess it’s impossible to organize the traffic flow if they don’t. At any rate, we should be able to sleep in and have a leisurely breakfast tomorrow as I doubt we’ll make it across before lunch.”
“If that be the case, we might as well stay in Shipp tomorrow night,” Rialt observed. 
“I don’t see why not,” Sarvell agreed. “We’ll lose about three hours of travel doing that, but we’re not on a tight schedule.”
“No,” Jewel agreed thoughtfully. Shipp would be the last city they could stay in until they reached Morton. It would take two days to reach it though, which meant two days of being out in the open. They should take advantage of any chance to get a good night’s sleep while they could. “Alright, let’s stay in Shipp, then.”
“Alright. The inn’s rather full, so I was only able to get two rooms,” Sarvell informed them. “Rialt, I assumed you want a cot on Jewel’s floor.”
“Good guess,” Rialt acknowledged a touch dryly. “And dinner?”
“Comes with the rooms. A bath does as well. Jewel, I’ll escort you there after dinner if you wish.”
“Sounds heavenly,” she admitted. Jewel liked being in water anyway, but after a full day’s travel, she felt like she needed a bath. 
They were shown to their rooms, ate dinner and the like without anything eventful happening. The inn did prove to be quite full but as usual, people gave her a wide berth because of Bortonor. The men decided to take turns bathing, leaving one person standing guard outside the hallway leading to the bathing rooms. She didn’t think they were really worried about assassins, not with this crowd, but Sarvell warned that sneak thieves were not uncommon in Darford. The amount of merchants in such a crowded place seemed to attract thieves. Just in case, they had one man always guarding her. 
Jewel didn’t think there would be any trouble. Even if someone did try to steal from her, Bortonor would bite the man’s hand off before anyone else could react. Still, she knew better than to try to argue any point that involved her safety. Frankly, she’d have better results arguing with a brick wall. 
The women’s bathing room proved to be largely empty at this time, probably because everyone else was still eating dinner or settling into their rooms. Sarvell had stuck his head inside long enough to give her a basic description: six tubs—actually, they were very large wine barrels sawed in half—were lined up along either side of the wall. They all held warm water with a little tray of soap and stacks of towels nearby. Happy that she didn’t have to share the space, she quickly stripped, putting her clothes down on a bench. 
She sank into the tub filled with warm water with a happy sigh and started washing the sweat from her skin. Conscious of the fact that there were quite a few guests, she didn’t linger in the water for too long, but stepped out once clean and dried off quickly. 
“Oh heavens,” she said in vexation. “I forgot my robe.” She’d grabbed a clean shift but the robe had completely escaped her mind. Well, she’d just have to put her dirty clothes back on long enough to get to her room. 
She had no inclination that anything was wrong until Bortonor abruptly stood and let loose a low, threatening growl. She’d never heard such a menacing sound from him and the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood straight up. Whatever had just entered the room did not mean her well. Worse, aside from the dog standing guard in front of her, she had no means of defense. 
Without hesitation she opened her mouth and let out a piercing scream. It echoed sharply in the close confines of the room, hurting her own ears, but she didn’t let that faze her. She took in another deep breath, ready to scream again.
It turned out to be unnecessary. The door burst open within the next second, Chizeld’s voice snapping out a command, “Jewel! Get down!”
She obeyed instantly, dropping to the floor and rolling so that she was huddled tightly against the tub’s rough wooden surface. 
Two other sets of footsteps pounded into the room—Rialt and Sarvell, by the sound of it—and then the place degenerated into a chaotic jumble of noises. People were moving in every direction, grunting and cursing as weapon clanged against weapon. The metal clacks and hisses spoke of an intense fight. She couldn’t really make out what was going on because of Bortonor’s barking. The wooden floorboards under her jumped and vibrated as they fought. Someone fell hard, making the whole floor leap under her, and she flinched at the feeling. Who fell? Surely not—
“If you know what be best for you, you willna move,” Rialt snarled in a soft, ominous tone. “Chizeld, how be the other?”
“Dead.”
“Good. One less to worry about. Take this one.”
More thumps as the men moved. Jewel cautiously lifted her head and uncurled a little. She brushed against Bortonor’s legs as she did so. How long had he been standing near her? She could have sworn he had joined in on the fray from that clamor he had made. 
“Jewel,” Rialt’s hand lightly touched her shoulder. “You hurt, lass?”
She shook her head roughly and put shaky limbs under herself, pushing up to a half-kneeling position. “They didn’t get anywhere near me. Bortonor saw to that. Are…are we safe again?”
“Eh, for now.” A warm, large coat settled over her shoulders as he spoke, which she gratefully pulled around herself and held shut. The shift didn’t do much to cover her, leaving her a little embarrassed by that. Thankfully, Rialt didn’t say a word. “I do no think it was only these two. I would lay odds there be at least another nearby.” 
“He’s probably well gone by now,” Sarvell observed in a hard voice. 
“Eh, belike,” Rialt agreed neutrally. “But I will look just the same. You two see to her.”
“What is going on in here?” The inn keeper’s voice demanded from the doorway. “What is—shards and gods, is that man dead?!”
“Daath assassin,” Rialt answered succinctly. “He was here to kill the priestess. The other is his partner. Fetch a constable.”
Jewel heard the inn keeper take in a sharp breath before spinning around and sprinting back down the hallway. Whether he believed Rialt or not, time would tell, but he clearly didn’t want to have to deal with this himself. 
She had perhaps a few minutes to get dressed and mentally pull herself together before she would have to answer a lot of questions. Taking a steadying breath, she pushed herself to her feet, clutching the jacket in front of her. “Bortonor, Sarvell, take me upstairs. I want to get dressed before the constable arrives.”
“Of course,” Sarvell agreed. He sounded a little surprised by her composure and bemused as well. “Chizeld, can you manage him?”
“Yes.”
“Alright.” Sarvell didn’t say a word to her, just silently offered her his arm before leading her out the door and upstairs to her room. 
Her heart was still thumping in a mad rhythm, stomach churning, and her nerves felt stretched taut. A fine tremor was in her fingers as well, that made it hard for her to get dressed and it took longer than normal. Sarvell waited outside the entire time and he didn’t say anything to her when she appeared again. He just reached out and gave her a warm, comforting embrace for a long moment. 
She appreciated the silent support beyond words. Never, in her wildest imaginations, had she thought she would be in danger in a crowded inn. None of them had, which was why the security had been more lax here. 
With a deep breath, she forced herself to take a step back. The shaking she stopped through sheer willpower. “Thank you.”
Sarvell gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry, Jewel. We all are. We should never have made any assumptions. Those two looked like merchants, not assassins. In fact, I’d swear that they are merchants from the clumsy way they fought. We couldn’t lurk just outside the bathing chamber without people giving us strange looks, so we just sat next to the hallway’s entrance instead.” He let out a tired sigh. “Since it was the only way to you, it seemed like a sound way to guard you. We let those men pass by without a second’s glance.” 
“Corberd must have gotten desperate.” Assassins, after all, hadn’t worked. The god must have decided to try something else, someone that they wouldn’t be on the lookout for. That plan might very well have worked too. “Let’s go back downstairs. I’m sure the constable has arrived by now.”
“Probably true.” 
Sarvell led the way back down, no doubt looking for trouble. Jewel noticed the difference in the taproom before she even made it down the stairs. Before her bath, the noise level had been nearly deafening. Now it hovered at a muted rumble, with everyone whispering to each other. Some version or another of the trouble in the bathing room had made its way here and everyone was discussing it. 
A male voice she’d never heard before came from the foot of the stairs. “Constable Racon, Third Street Police. Am addressing Priestess Jewel Jomadd?”
She turned to face him and gave a nod of the head. “You are, Constable. Thank you for coming so promptly. Has anyone told you what has happened here?”
“A very garbled version, yes. If possible, will need to take a formal statement.”
“Of course.” She put her feet on the ground floor. “Is there some quiet place we can talk?”
“Yes. This way.” 
Sarvell took her hand and guided her in the constable’s wake. Before she could go two feet, she could hear Rialt and Chizeld join them. That could only mean that the still alive assassin had somehow been dealt with. 
Jewel had no idea where they ended up, but from the distance she walked to get there, she’d judge it to be in the back of the inn somewhere. The room was simply furnished with a single table and a number of chairs, from what she could discern. 
The constable asked a great many questions and while he was polite, he was also thorough. Jewel must have repeated her statement three times before he finally seemed to be satisfied. 
“Many thanks, Priestess. Nothing more is needed from this party.” 
“Thank you, Constable. Might I ask, what will be done with the man captured?”
“That man made an attempt of murder, and that is not tolerated. Assassins are executed here.”
She felt like rubbing her temples even though a headache wasn’t brewing. When she’d first started this journey, she’d never imagined that it would come with a body count. “Thank you.”
“Safe journey,” he offered as he stood before quietly leaving the room. 
“Now what?” she asked the room in general. 
“We’ll take better precautions,” Rialt promised her in a dark rumble. “You did the right thing, lass, screaming for help.”
“Only thing I could think to do,” she admitted. Sighing, she stood and headed for the door. “Let’s get some sleep. I have a feeling we’ll need it.” 
~*~*~*~
After tossing and turning for an indefinite amount of time, Jewel gave up on the idea of sleeping. Her nerves were on edge after everything that had happened. Relaxing enough to fall asleep would be impossible. 
“Lass, you be no sleeping.”
And of course Rialt would notice. “You’re not either.”
The sound of cloth shifting against cloth came from the floor, as if Rialt had just turned over. “I be a-waiting for you to sleep,” he stated dryly. 
“Well, maybe I’m waiting for you to sleep,” she riposted in a flash of mischief. 
“Oh, be that the right of it? Well then, on my count, we fall asleep together.”
He was teasing…right? “Rialt, you can’t really fall asleep on command, can you?”
A soft chuckle rumbled in the air. “The army teaches a man quick-like how to snatch sleep where he can.” 
She recognized that he was teasing her, but from the way he said that, it sounded as if he really could fall asleep that quickly if he put his mind to it. Impulsively, she reached over the edge of the bed. 
Maybe he sensed what she wanted, as he reached up and grasped her hand in a loose grip, fingers curling around her hand. 
Calluses and warm skin. An unintentional smile softened the corners of her mouth. She’d known even as a child that human touch offered a level of comfort that nothing else could, but there was something about Rialt…being in contact with him soothed every anxiety in her heart. 
Jewel opened her mouth to ask if he would simply join her on the bed but bit the question back. No. It wouldn’t be proper. Besides, it might put him in a very awkward situation, which she was loathe to do. Still, her heart gave a tug in her chest. She wanted more contact than just one hand. 
“Do no worry,” he whispered quietly. “If anything comes through that door, I will meet it.” 
She didn’t have one doubt about that. “I know,” she whispered back. 
Telling herself not to be so selfish, she tightened her grip on his hand, closed her eyes, and tried to sleep. 
 



Chapter Twenty-five
From the sluggish way that everyone moved the next morning, she didn’t think anyone had had a good night’s sleep. The only one who seemed to be able to function normally was Rialt, but then again, he was accustomed to such attacks. 
Fortunately for their nerves, they crossed the Honorvar and arrived in Shipp without any fanfare. After the events of last night no one really wanted to stay in Shipp. Being in a city hadn’t provided any measure of safety as they’d once assumed it would. Frankly, being outside of a city would be safer as there were less potential threats. They pressed on and instead camped well outside of Shipp’s city boundaries. 
The land north of Shipp was largely flat, with some grassland that reminded Jewel of the area outside of Hawleywood. There were groves of trees here and there but no real forests, so the men could see for miles in any direction. They took turns at night watching for threats, but Jewel thought that everyone got more sleep out here in the open than they would in any inn. 
They might have continued in this vein if not for the rainy season finally catching up to them. 
It took two days of steady travel by horseback to get from Shipp to Morton. It was on the morning of the second day that a thunderstorm started to roll in. Jewel could feel the heavy humidity and pressure of the storm against her skin and she could hear the rumblings of the storm overhead. It sounded like a real monster and she had no desire to be caught out in it. 
“Is it moving fast?” she asked Rialt. As usual, she was riding in front of him, so he was the easiest person to ask. 
“No, and I be thankful for that. If we press hard for Morton, we might make it afore that breaks.” 
“Let’s pick up the pace, then.” 
“Eh, that we will do.” 
They went from the fast walk they’d been maintaining all morning to a quick trot. The horses, after having travelled most of Evard, had built up their stamina. They were able to travel at that pace for quite some time before Rialt deemed it prudent to slow down to a walk again and let them catch their breath. They continued in this pattern of walk, trot, walk, trot, until they reached Morton that afternoon, hours ahead of schedule. 
They dismounted in front of an inn that sat on Morton’s main thoroughfare. Sarvell, with a hint of sadistic cheer in his voice, suggested to Jewel, “Why don’t you bargain for some rooms?”
As he normally did this, she was a bit taken aback at the suggestion. “Well, certainly I can, but why…?”
“It’ll be good practice.”
Good practice for what, precisely? Oh wait. Because of everything that had happened in the past few days, Jewel had forgotten a very important detail. 
Morton was in Jordia. 
Oh heavens. Screwing up her courage (and praying that her tongue wouldn’t get tied into another knot) she stepped into the inn. 
Sarvell snickered as he guided her in. “You look like you’re going into battle.”
“I feel like it, too,” she grumbled to him. “Where’s the inn keeper?”
“Looks like he’s heading this direction,” Sarvell murmured to her before raising his voice enough to be heard over the afternoon’s crowd. “A good day to you, sir.” 
“A good day to you,” the innkeeper responded cordially. 
Jewel realized that she needed every minute of those practice sessions Sarvell had made them do. Even now, after a solid three days of practice, she felt a little tongue tied in how to phrase a simple request. In any other part of the country, she could simply walk into an inn and ask for three rooms. Here, she had to phrase it in a more understated manner. 
“Forgive the imposition, but we are searching for a place to rest for a day.”
“Is that so, young mistress,” a kind and very mellow voice responded. “What requirements do you have?”
Requirements…er…oh! “My companions are used to sleeping in the same room although they insist that I sleep in a separate place that is near them.”
“I see. I believe I am able to help you. Your furry companion will stay with you?”
“He is used to sleeping with me,” she admitted. “This is acceptable?”
“Perfectly so,” he assured her genially. What followed was a very polite haggling over the price of the rooms, stable room for their horses, and for dinner. Jewel felt mentally exhausted afterwards. 
Sarvell patted her on the shoulder as they stepped outside to tell the others of their success. “You did well,” he murmured next to her ear. “I could tell he was pleased at how polite you were.”
“I feel like my tongue is in knots,” she complained to him. 
“If you feel like that now, just wait a few more days,” was his unmerciful response. “My head was splitting after my last trip here.” 
Oh glory. 
Jewel tried to shunt aside the feeling of impending doom as she went about the usual routine of settling into a room for the night and making sure that a cot was brought up for Rialt’s use. She had descended the stairs and made it to the main room before she remembered the other cultural quirk Sarvell had mentioned—you couldn’t eat dinner until you heard the story behind its creation. 
Because of the impending storm, no one had wanted to stop for a mid-day meal. They’d voted to just press on and have a hearty dinner instead. Jewel’s stomach had lodged several protests of neglect and she had been looking forward to just sitting down and consuming everything within reach. Having to wait while the aroma of food tantalized her stomach…well, she wasn’t looking forward to it. 
Rialt and Bortonor both escorted her to the table. 
“There you are,” Sarvell greeted. “I ordered dinner for all of us.”
At least that was one delay out of the way. Jewel slid into a chair, absently patting Bortonor on the head after she had settled. 
“Never travelled through Blenkhorn Mountains,” Rialt observed. “Sarvell?”
“There’s actually a decent highway running through,” Sarvell assured the table. “We’re not going to lose that much time unless there’s some problem with the road. This rainstorm actually might wash out some areas, so it’s best to prepare for delays.”
“The man’s full of good news,” Chizeld bemoaned. 
“Ah, here comes dinner.” Sarvell lowered his tone to a more confidential one before adding, “Now remember. Don’t touch the food until the waitress says something like ‘that is the story’ alright?”
The whole table sighed at the reminder. 
“Welcome to Rosehaven Inn,” a light female voice said in a cheerful tone. “I am Essie, and I welcome you. Here is the dinner that you wished for.” Several heavy objects plunked onto the wooden surface of the table. “The vegetables for this meal come from—”
Jewel listened with forced patience as each vegetable’s origin was described, as well as the transportation method used to bring it here. The meat was rabbit, so of course the story of how it was caught had to be told as well. Fortunately, nothing funny or interesting had happened while the food was actually being cooked, so the table was spared having to listen to that as well. Still, the story took a good five minutes to tell and by then, Jewel’s empty stomach had issued several threats. 
“That is the story,” the waitress finished with that same cheerful tone. “Please enjoy your meal.”
“Thank you,” Sarvell responded politely. 
Jewel passed the bowls around and served herself. Even without touching the food directly, she could feel the heat of it easily. Everything was lukewarm, at best. Resigned, she picked up a fork and dug in. 
“At least the taste is good,” Chizeld observed. 
“They’re good cooks,” Sarvell agreed. “You’re just not going to eat anything hot.”
“Lass?”
“Yes, Rialt.”
“Get us in and out of this place quickly.”
She lifted her glass, which he clinked his own against. “I’ll do my best.”
~*~*~*~
Before leaving Morton altogether the next morning, party reached a general consensus that visiting the local Temple of Elahandra would be a good idea. After all, the theory about the Jordia crystal being far to the north was just that—a plausible theory. There was no need to travel all of that distance if there wasn’t a reason to. 
So Sarvell led the way down the main street and to the center of town where the temple sat. As expected of a small town, the building wasn’t very large. It was made of white granite, as all temples were, with two prayer rooms and a larger main door in the center. 
Chizeld had heard Jewel remark happily several times that the Jordian temple visit would be the easiest by far. After all, Elahandra was the goddess of Jordia. Jewel didn’t have to go and ask permission—already had it. Instead of two temple visits, Jewel was only required to do one, the more formal visit of a high priestess to a temple priestess. 
No one had really anticipated that this visit, out of all, would actually be the most taxing. 
How the priestesses had known of coming, Chizeld had no idea, but there must have been at least some forewarning, as a veritable feast had been laid out. The three old crones were nearly shaking with happiness, almost teary-eyed, with the most formal version of the white Order robes on and every grey hair in place. Chizeld, sort of, sympathized. These women had likely been in this small temple most of life, with absolutely nothing of consequence happening. Then, out of the blue, not only did a high priestess appear but the Guardian of the Barrier. It was a wonder no one had experienced heart failure yet. 
The women had promptly captured Jewel by both arms and dragged straight to the dining table and then further pinned Jewel in place by sitting close by. Rialt, uneasy, had chosen to stand behind Jewel’s chair, further blocking any exit. 
Chizeld managed to escape from the opening pleasantries by asking politely to examine the records, which the three priestesses promptly granted permission for. Since the records were well organized (and largely neglected, judging from the amount of dust), it took mere moments to find a very old Order book that held record of a high priestess being called in Jordia to Lyra. The only reason why Lyra would need a high priestess was to manage a crystal. Confirmation enough. 
Hoping to circumvent a torturous visit like the one in Bryn, Chizeld hurried back to the main room where everyone was gathered. Alas…there was no escape. 
Jewel had managed well enough the first hour, politely responding to all of the questions, but when the conversation started to get repetitive, a strained smile appeared. 
Rialt started casting Chizeld pointed looks, waiting for the same magical phrase that had released them from the last bothersome visit. But Chizeld didn’t think that would work here. Verisians were very well versed in protocol and etiquette. Misquoting something would only make the guardsman seem like an idiot and likely spark a lecture on proper protocol to boot. 
 Impatient, Rialt finally shifted over to lean closer to Chizeld’s ear, murmuring, “Do we need to bide three hours again afore you pipe up, man?”
Chizeld gave a small, helpless shake of the head. “Women likely know Order protocol better. The same trick won’t work here.”
Judging from the dark scowl that slammed over Rialt’s face, that wasn’t the right answer. Turning, the Ramathan caught Sarvell’s attention and waved the man closer. Sarvell, who had been standing on Rialt’s left side, only had to sidle over a few feet to join in on the whispered conversation. With a wary eye on the burbling priestesses, Sarvell kept the tone low. “What?” 
“Chizeld says the same trick will no work here,” Rialt reported in a near growl. “Any ideas?”
Sarvell favored Rialt with quite the look. “If I had, do you think we’d still be standing around here?”
“You be the traveling guide,” Rialt responded with a hiss. “Say we be rushed on time, or some such.”
“Rialt, for the love of the gods, I am not going to lie in front of four priestesses.” Sarvell darted another cautious look at the women, but the ladies carried on, oblivious. “We have plenty of time to get to Jordia and you know it.”
Rialt looked between both and then rolled eyes heavenward. “Oh for the love of—” 
Heaving an explosive sigh, the man took a deliberate step forward and laid a hand on Jewel’s shoulder. 
“Lass, we can no bide here much longer,” the words were announced at just the right volume to cut through the chatter. 
Chizeld had to bite the bottom lip, hard, to keep from laughing when Rialt followed up the words with a caress along the axe’s hilt and a meaningful look at the women. All three priestesses froze, looking at the axe with alarm. 
“If we bide much longer, the assassins might catch on, you ken,” Rialt added, almost as if an afterthought. 
Jewel, proving to be a fine actress, responded in consternation, “Oh dear, have we been here that long? I am so terribly sorry, sisters. I had not thought to stay and endanger any of you. Please, before I bring danger to your doorstep, do allow me to leave your hospitality.” 
“Assassins?” one woman squeaked faintly, looking strangely green in the face. 
“Corbeird is not pleased with my progress,” Jewel responded with splayed hands. “He has been seeking to thwart me by sending Daath assassins. You do understand, I hope.”
“Yes,” the middle priestess managed to say. “Quite.”
With a winsome smile, Jewel managed to scoot back the chair and stand up from the table all in one motion. “Thank you ever so much for your time and for the lovely meal. Elahandra’s blessings be with you.”
Rialt snagged Jewel’s hand before one step could be taken and set a course for the outside at a brisk walk. Chizeld and Sarvell exchanged amused glances as both men followed along. Only Rialt would think to threaten the way out of that situation. 
After reaching the outside, with the door safely closed, Jewel announced to no one in particular, “This is the last time that I do any sort of formal temple visit. From now on, I’m just going to be rude!”
Rialt’s scowl eased and a slow chuckle tumbled forth. “I second the motion, lass.”
“Third,” Chizeld chimed in, untying the reins horse. 
“Motion carried,” Sarvell played along, mounting in an easy motion. “Now let’s get out of here before someone can think to catch us.” 
“Where to?” Jewel asked, her foot already in the stirrup. 
Chizeld met the men’s looks with a smug smile. “Lyra.”
~*~*~*~
Jewel didn’t quite know if she was relieved or anxious about leaving Morton. Having to constantly check her every word to avoid offending the Jordians around her was tiring. On the other hand, once they left Morton, they only had a few hours of travel before they entered the Blenkhorn Mountains. Well-traveled highway or no, she did not look forward to that leg of the trip. 
What it really boiled down to was which she preferred to trip over: words or roots. 
They mounted up that morning and headed back toward the highway. The storm the day before had turned the path into one of puddles and mud. Jewel could feel it being splashed onto the hem of her skirt and her boots. Of course if she were getting muddy riding along in this, she couldn’t imagine what Bortonor was like. His fur would be caked in mud by this evening. 
Sleeping with a muddy dog. Now didn’t that sound appealing. 
The majority of the day didn’t present her any real trouble considering they were on horseback most of the time. Since they were still on a major highway, they encountered quite a bit of traffic. This road was the most direct route from Veris to Jordia, after all. 
Most of it consisted of caravans and traders. Jordia had a long history of producing very high quality instruments, art, and things of that nature. Veris enjoyed trading anything they could lay their hands on. The two clans were on good terms with each other just because of business alone. 
People traveling south toward Veris were of a good humor and were perfectly willing to trade a few words as they passed the party. They assured Sarvell that the road ahead was clear, or had been when they passed through, so everyone anticipated no problems ahead. 
Jewel’s problems were just starting, though. 
The highway had dozens of spots off to the side of the road that were meant for camping. This mountain seemed to have little pockets of waterfalls and streams all over the place, giving every camping spot access to water. People clearly used the same spot over and over, as a niche had been carved in over time. As long as Jewel stayed inside the camp area she had no problems. 
But, of course, a girl couldn’t stay directly in the camp the entire time. 
She took Bortonor with her to answer a call of nature, and spent the entire distance away from the camp stumbling over deadfall and brushing against rough tree trunks. By the time she had turned around and started for the camp again, her hair had been caught three times on limbs, she’d nearly fallen twice, and had careened right off of one tree into another. Bortonor was doing his best to keep her on a straight path, but the density of the woods made this nigh impossible. 
“Here now, lass, hold up.” Rialt’s heavy stride approached her at a quick, sure pace. “I’ll get you.”
“I hate mountains,” she declared venomously. 
“I know,” he answered patiently. Fortunately for him, not a trace of humor could be detected in his voice. If he had found this situation funny, to see her stumbling about like a drunkard, she’d have hit him as soon as he was in range. “Here, I’ll carry you back.” 
Jewel typically would have insisted on finding her own way back, but right now she’d take any help offered. When he lifted her up into his arms, she put her head into the crook of his neck, as if hiding from the world, and gathered his shirt collar into a tight fist. 
“Mountains are evil.”
“Absolutely,” he agreed deadpan. “Should be abolished.”
“And forests too.”
“I will get right on it.” 
Somehow he managed to tickle her funny bone and she smiled. “I am being ridiculous, aren’t I?”
“I did no say that,” he pointed out mildly. 
You didn’t have to, she didn’t say aloud. She lifted her head to say something, but the sensation that brushed against her forehead didn’t match with the image of Rialt she had in her head. Frowning, she lifted a hand and felt along his jaw. “Rialt, when did you shave your beard off?”
“Eh? Ah, last night. It be a mite too warm to be covered in hair.” He turned and started walking back toward the camp in an even stride. “I always shave in the spring. Beard be like to itch a man to death otherwise.”
She supposed that did make sense. “Do you cut your hair too?”
“No, just tied it up.”
Good. She didn’t want him to make too many changes. She rather liked him the way he was. 
As sweet as this was for him to come fetch her, Jewel didn’t really like the idea of having to be rescued every time that she went more than a dozen steps from the camp. There were difficulties being the only woman traveling with a group of men after all. “Rialt…how long will it take to clear the mountains at this rate?”
“Four days, belike.”
Four days? Jewel’s head thunked against his shoulder. At this moment, that seemed like an eternity. 
 



Chapter Twenty-six
Jewel had never been so glad to get back on flat land in her life. Still, even after they left the mountains it took another two days of travel to reach the Jordian crystal. No one was really surprised to find that it was in Lyra, the capitol city of Jordia. It would have to be at the far north of the clan’s territory, after all, for it to be in line with the other crystals. 
As they entered Lyra, Jewel turned her head this way and that, collecting all of the information that her senses could tell her. This city had a very different feel to it than others. Most cities had a certain level of noise from the traffic, various shops, and workshops. But this city didn’t adhere to that general rule. Jewel cocked her head in bemusement. 
“I’m not hearing a lot of people. Is the city not very populated?”
“Eh?” Rialt paused a moment before responding, as if he were just now realizing what she asked. “No, lass, it be as full up with people as any other. But they be quieter.”
“It’s part of the Jordian culture,” Sarvell offered from up ahead. “They don’t believe on imposing on people in any way, and that includes being too noisy. You’ll find that they only get loud when the occasion calls for it.” 
Jewel smiled. She hated noisy places just on general principal, so being in a place that wouldn’t hurt her ears sounded like paradise. 
“The man standing near the gate—see?” Chizeld asked suddenly.
“Where?” Sarvell asked, but quickly added, “Oh, him? He’s in the Order’s red uniform, so, is he Jordia’s armsman?”
“Yes,” Chizeld confirmed. “One of the men sent to the Jordian high priestess. Good. This way can be guided directly to priestess.”
Jewel echoed that sentiment with relief. At least with this priestess they wouldn’t have to go looking for her. “Who is it, Chizeld?”
“Stiles,” he responded before raising his voice slightly. “Stiles!”
The other man gave no audible response, but he must have waved or something as Chizeld didn’t try calling out to him again. Heavy steps came toward them in a half-run before stopping just as quickly. 
“Sir! Priestess Havenevik bids welcome. Wished for the party to be guided in.”
“By all means, Stiles, lead the way,” Jewel encouraged him. 
“Yes, Priestess.” 
They’d been riding at a brisk walk, but with their guide on foot the party’s pace slowed to a more leisurely saunter. Jewel could hear Stiles directly ahead of her and seemingly keeping pace with Sarvell. Since he was well within earshot, she raised her voice just loud enough to reach him and asked, “Were you waiting long, Stiles?”
“Since yesterday afternoon,” Stiles admitted frankly. “Not sure when Priestess would arrive. Heavy rainfall in the past few days, after all.”
Yes, and they’d been caught out in it at one point. Jewel had felt like a drowned rat afterwards. “And the priestess, you found her in a good situation?”
“Priestess has been researching all this time while waiting for Priestess Jomadd’s arrival,” Stiles answered. “Has many questions waiting to be answered. But Priestess is in good spirits and eager to work.”
Good news all around. 
“You be prepared for assassins and the like, then?” Rialt asked calmly. 
“Made preparations upon arrival,” Stiles assured him. “No signs of trouble so far. Like to keep it that way.” 
“Good man.” 
Jewel breathed a sigh of relief as well. She and Chizeld had made sure that the strongest fighters were sent to Jordia for one very obvious reason—Jordia wasn’t that far from Daath. If any priestess was in danger from assassins, it would be Ramath’s. But in close second would be Jordia’s. Chizeld assured her that these two men had the skill to keep Priestess Havenevik safe. Jewel just prayed he was right. 
“Turn here,” Stiles directed. 
They made a right turn where he indicated. Jewel could smell a great many scents that she associated with crafters—wood, leather, dyes, and paint. “We’re in a guild district?”
“Eh, mostly musicians and the like,” Rialt answered quietly. “A busy enough place, it be, with people going in every direction. It no becluttered, though, like most cities. The place has the same spacing between each building. Someone planned this street out well.” A note of approval sounded in Rialt’s voice. 
Jordians were well-renowned for taking great care in every facet of their lives. Jewel didn’t find it a surprise that they had planned their city out carefully too.    
Stiles led them along several other streets before he brought them to a stop. “In here.”
“Hmmmm,” Rialt hummed to himself. “It be a library.”
Jewel’s head cocked to one side. A library? The priestess lived in a library? Surely not. Perhaps she was simply still doing that research Stiles mentioned before. 
They all dismounted and climbed three short stairs before entering a building. Jewel felt a sense of immense age coming from the building, just judging by the sound of a heavy wooden door opening and the way the air smelled. She identified the scents of old parchment, dust, and leather without trouble. It washed over her with a faint feeling of cool air lingering against her skin. 
“There must be thousands of books here,” she whispered to Rialt.
“Eh, or more,” he whispered back. “Bookshelves cover the walls, they do, and every inch of floor. It be a wonder people can move in here.”
That crowded, eh? Jewel made sure to tuck herself into Rialt’s side as she had no wish to topple over a bookshelf or a stack of books. Rialt brought her in even closer still. 
The silence of the library had such a tight rein on the room that even her breathing sounded too loud in her ears. Jewel winced at every loud tread of a footstep on the wooden floorboards. She didn’t know what punishment came along with disturbing this awe-inspiring silence, but it would surely be a weighty one. 
They passed through what must have been a large room, as it took some time to cross it, before another door opened. This time they entered a smaller area, judging by the way the sound bounced quickly to her, a place that had carpet on the floor. 
“Priestess,” Stiles said in a normal tone, “Priestess Jomadd is here.”
“Oh!” A book quickly shut and then someone stood up in a quick flick of skirts. “I am Alexandra Havenevik,” she said in a soft sing-song voice. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
Alexandra had a completely different feel to her than the other priestesses. Clari and Chantel, as opposite as they were in personality, still radiated a certain power. They were confident, capable women and they gave a very strong impression of that even at a first meeting. Jewel couldn’t detect such a vibe from Alexandra. She had a quiet manner to her. 
But she had the feeling of Elahandra’s power emanating from her, so Jewel had no doubt that she was capable. Her abilities were apparently just better hidden. So without a qualm, Jewel smiled at her and gave a short bow. 
“I am pleased to meet you as well. I am Jewel Jomadd. With me are my armsmen—Rialt Axheimer, Sarvell Sorpan and Chizeld Lorin. My furry companion is Bortonor.”
A soft swish of fabric, as if Alexandra had executed a short bow as well. “Gentlemen, you are welcome.”
“Thank you,” Sarvell answered for the group with easy charm. 
“Please, come this way.” 
Jewel tangled her fingers in Bortonor’s fur as she followed. Alexandra had a very light step, and with the sound of footsteps all around her, she found it challenging to know where the other woman was going. Bortonor had to guide her more than he usually did to compensate. 
They travelled down a short hallway with wooden floors and thick rugs to an enclosed room. Every sound was muffled here. Jewel could feel very thick carpeting underfoot, but even that didn’t explain it. She’d only encountered something like this before in a personal study or a small library. 
“Are you perhaps a librarian?” Sarvell inquired as they all filed into the room. 
The question pleased her, as Alexandra had a smile in her voice as she answered, “My father is. I was studying to be one as well, before the call from Elahandra came. Please, be seated.” 
A librarian, eh? Well, at least she knew how to research. Jewel smiled as a little worry slipped away. 
Rialt’s hand slipped around her back and under her elbow as he guided her to a chair. As she followed his silent cues, he leaned down enough to murmur into her ear, “The lass is a dainty one, built like you, but with a no-nonsense air about her and glasses on her nose.”
She appreciated the quick update and whispered a quiet thank you. 
Once she sat, Rialt faded into the background, finding a seat behind her before settling into it. Jewel absently tracked the men’s movement and was not surprised when Chizeld also found a seat toward the back of the room and Sarvell sat next to her. Clearly they’d decided that Sarvell could do the talking for all three of them. 
“Alexandra,” Jewel started and then paused, trying to find the right way to phrase this. “I am not sure how much Elahandra told you or how much your research has revealed about a high priestess’s ability.”
“There is not much written,” Alexandra answered frustratedly. Jewel had wondered if the right books and scrolls were in this library to really provide much information. “When I inquired, Elahandra told me that you would answer all of my questions.” 
Oh joy. Normally Jewel wouldn’t mind this, but having to phrase everything to suit this culture…whether Chizeld liked it or not, he was going to have to help. “We will certainly do so. I must ask this first, however: have you tried to find your charge?”
“I did go in search of her, and found her,” Alexandra responded but she sounded disgruntled. 
“Er…I take it that she’s in a bad location?” Jewel could only hope that it wasn’t as bad as the Veris crystal’s. 
“A challenging location,” Alexandra corrected with a groan. “You are perhaps aware that we have many water amusements here?”
As challenging as speaking in this culture could be, the Jordian’s were still excellent hosts. They also had a wide variety of small lakes, rivers, and waterfalls in the area. Because of this, there were many resorts and vacation spots built here. Most of the resorts had some sort of featured water-sport or activity as well. “Yes, I am aware. Is she near one of those?”
“No, not precisely. They built a water slide around her.”
Jewel frowned, a feeling of growing unease spreading through her chest. Around? 
“Forgive me, Priestess,” Sarvell interrupted, “but please explain that.”
“She is standing on the shore of one of the lakes, and the owner of a nearby resort has built a narrow slide that spirals around her.” 
Oh…shards. Jewel felt like finding a hard surface and just banging her head against it. She’d surely have less of a headache that way. They’d built a water slide around the crystal…who in their right mind would do such a thing?! 
“That is…troublesome,” Jewel sighed. “Have you spoken with the owner?”
“Not yet,” Alexandra admitted. “I did not know if there was a protocol in place for a problem like this.”
“There is not,” Jewel groaned, rubbing at her temples with both hands. I wish there were.

“But you have negotiated under similar circumstances before, have you not?”
“I have,” she was forced to admit. “I will certainly go with you to negotiate her release.” Moving the crystals back in their right place was, after all, her responsibility. “Before we go and do so, I must ask, are your armsmen settled in yet?”
“Stiles and Trexler? Oh yes, a day ago. Thank you very much for sending them to me. They have already been a great help.” 
So they had managed to track her down that quickly, then? Good. That was another worry off her mind. Although she hoped, for their sakes, that they’d either already been familiar with Jordia’s culture or someone had taken them aside and gave them a crash course on it. If not, she’d sic Sarvell on them. “I am glad to hear it. As it is late in the day, perhaps we can find a place to stay and go to release our crystal-friend in the morning?”
“That is a fine plan. Come, I can show you to a good host.”
Oh, so she knew of a good place to stay? Thank the heavens for that. “We appreciate that.” 
“He is on this street.” The words were accompanied by a quick rub of fabric and the slightest creak of wood as Alexandra left her chair. “A short walk will take you there.” 
Jewel smiled at the idea of being horizontal soon. 
Without a word being exchanged, they left the room again. Rialt maneuvered around to her other side this time, slipping her hand into the crook of his elbow. With Bortonor on her right, they barely fit through the hallways, but she didn’t mind being so close to Rialt. 
“We often encounter visitors that are reluctant to speak for fear of giving offense,” Alexandra offered, a lilt turning the statement into a question. “Such a restraint is not necessary. We are very accustomed to visitors here.”
“All the same, lass, we rather no take the chance,” Rialt drawled. “It be no fear on my part, see, but dead certainty.” 
To Jewel’s surprise, Alexandra let out a soft, girlish giggle. “No, truly, we wish for you to be comfortable here. The Ramath especially are always welcome.”
Jewel’s head cocked in surprise. “Why Ramathans especially?”
“They are the ones that stand up to the Daath,” Alexandra explained simply. “If they did not do so, we would have to. We owe them a great debt for that.” 
Was this a personal opinion of Alexandra’s or did the whole of Jordia really feel that way? Jewel hoped for the latter. It would be nice if at least one clan appreciated Ramath’s sacrifices. 
“Well, that be good news for the ears to hear.” Rialt’s response was polite, but the tone made it clear he still didn’t intend to talk unless he really needed to. 
“You will see.” Alexandra clearly had no doubt of that. “But for tonight, rest. You have had a hard journey.”
That obvious, eh? She of course didn’t know what they looked like, but judging from the feel of mud and grime on her skin, tangles in her hair, and the horsey smell, they probably looked like they’d been on the road for nearly a week solid. Jewel just sighed. So much for first impressions. 
 



Chapter Twenty-seven
 The inn that Alexandra guided them to could not have been more perfect. They were in the off season for tourists, giving them more of a choice of rooms. Rialt informed Sarvell firmly that they’d be on the ground floor and Sarvell politely asked for just that. The inn keeper probably assumed that Jewel needed a level floor (which certainly wasn’t the case) as he asked no questions but assured them that he had connecting rooms on the main floor available. Better yet, these rooms came with a bath en-suite. 
Jewel’s first concern, however, was not taking a bath, but how to pay for the rooms. The situation that Alexandra described sounded…challenging. It would probably take several days to negotiate getting the crystal back, at the very least, and then it would take even more time to dismantle the slide around the crystal so they could drag it free. If they were able to leave Jordia within two weeks, Jewel would be very surprised. 
Rialt, as usual, had a cot in her room. (Although the inn keeper swore that he could do better than that, and that another bed would be moved inside immediately.) Once they were inside the room, she took better stock of her new surroundings. A nice wide bed (wide enough to give a dog enough space to sleep without using her as a pillow), a small chest to put clothes into, another small table and chair in one corner, and a modest fireplace against the interior wall. Next to the fireplace another door led into a bathing area that had a tub even Rialt could fit into tolerably well, with a sink and everything. Compared to the inns she stayed in before, this seemed more like a resort than a simple inn. 
“Rialt…how expensive is this place?”
“Expensive,” Rialt answered bluntly. “But they said, if you be here to move the crystal back and save them from a Daath invasion, they be no going to charge you for a few weeks’ stay.” 
Jewel turned toward him, her hand still on the bathroom door. “Did Alexandra set this up in advance?”
“Eh, seems so. Sarvell did no bartering afore we were shown up. It was just the particulars of who sleeps where they discussed.” 
She’d been so focused on coordinating with Alexandra on when and where to meet the next day she’d missed that part of the conversation. Hmmm. So Alexandra had connections? Or at least the charm and skill to coordinate things of this nature. I think I see why Elahandra chose her. “Well, I want a bath before dinner. You?”
“Go ahead, lass. I will go in after you.”
He didn’t have to tell her twice. She grabbed clean clothes from her bags (one of the last sets of clean clothes, which was a problem she’d worry about later) and went straight into the bathing room. 
It took her a little time to work out how to fill the tub. Someone clever had rigged a faucet over the edge along the wall, and by turning two different knobs she could adjust how much hot and cold water she wanted. Delighted by this, she filled it with water as hot as she could stand. 
“Lass?” 
Jewel started a bit. She’d never gotten used to people talking through a bathroom door. “Yes?”
“They be offering to clean any clothes we need washed. Anything you want to send?”
Oh good! Something she didn’t need to worry about. “All of it,” she responded firmly. 
“All it be, then.” His voice dropped slightly to a more normal tone, although of course she could hear most of it. The door wasn’t that thick. He sent her clothes and most of his to be cleaned before the main room’s door shut. “Lass? They say there be a place outside if we care to wash Bortonor.”
He certainly needed it after traveling in rain and mud the past few days. “Yes, that needs to be done. Er…are you volunteering?”
“Sarvell said he would go.”
Brave man. Bortonor had proven to be quite slippery and adept at dodging the last time they’d given him a bath. “Tell him good luck!”
“Be what she said,” Rialt sounded amused. “Bort, off with you. Do no give me that look, now, I will watch her.”
The dog huffed out a discontented breath, but she heard him pad out into the hallway. 
This conversation between the planks of a door continued, off and on, as Rialt asked her questions or offered an opinion. It was beyond strange and yet she rather enjoyed it. The situation seemed very similar to what a husband and wife would do. Well, not quite. The door would likely be open if they were married. 
She could feel herself blushing a little at where her mind headed and firmly shook the thought away. Rialt was still waiting to get in here and bathe himself, after all, so it would behoove her to make this short. She gave herself another quick scrub and final rinse before stepping out. The water, she felt sure, was grimy after her being in it, so she released the plug at the bottom to let it drain. “Rialt, how hot do you like your water?”
“Hot as it gets, lass.”
They had that in common, then. Smiling, she finished drying off and slipped into clean clothes before reaching over and setting the tub to fill again. The water, she was pleased to note, didn’t drop in temperature. Whatever system they had for water heating certainly did its job. She opened the door, toweling her hair dry as she stepped into the main bedroom. “All yours.”
“Chizeld is right outside,” he told her as they passed. 
Good to know. “Alright.” 
She sat down in the chair and focused on drying her hair as much as she could before picking up a comb and trying to untangle it. This proved to be more difficult than normal and she had to go slowly to avoid yanking hair out of her head. 
From the other side of the door, there came a panicked yelp and then thud. In instinct, Jewel rushed for the door. 
“Rialt?! Are you alright?” Without waiting for an answer, she grasped the doorknob and started to push it open. 
“Jewel!” Rialt yelped, voice rising in octave. “Do no dare come in here! You—whoa!”
A loud splash, as if something heavy had just hit the water, and then water sloshed out in every direction, spraying her even though she had frozen in the doorway. Oh dear, had he fallen in? 
“Rialt—” she started, only to cut herself short when the door behind her burst open, Chizeld racing inside. 
“Heard a loud thump, everything alright?” he asked in a rush. 
“I be no alright!” Rialt grumbled, sounding like a wounded bear. “She be peeking!”
Chizeld snorted on a laugh, clearly trying to choke it back and failing miserably. 
Jewel just sighed in exasperation. “Rialt, for the love of heaven, it’s not like I can see you!”
“I do no care!” His brogue was thickening with every word. “The principal of the thing, it be!”
“What is going on in here?” Sarvell demanded as he came inside. 
“Sarvell, make them go away,” Rialt pleaded, water making sloshing noises and the bathtub squeaking as he apparently tried to climb back out. “And shut that door!” 
A moment passed as Sarvell obviously took a moment to survey the scene. “Why are you half-dressed and in the tub?”
“Sit on her,” Rialt commanded from the safety of the bath tub. “She be no trustworthy.” 
“Eh?” Sarvell clearly didn’t know what to make of this, but he sounded interested, as if he was just waiting for a good story. 
So Jewel gave him one. “He’s accusing me of peeking on him.”
It took a second to click, and then Sarvell started laughing out loud. “A l-little d-difficult for you to manage, isn’t it?” he managed to choke out. 
Her face muscles seemed to ache from the wide smile on her face. “He said it was the principle of the thing.” 
“Both of you, out!” Rialt ordered with a growl. “Can no a man bathe in peace?!”
She just shook her head. Well, he didn’t sound mortally injured. He’d probably just slipped on the wet tiles. Still…there was this evil impulse lurking in her to tease a little. 
“But you’re hurt, aren’t you?” she asked with as much concern as she could muster, taking another step inside. 
“JEWEL!” he spluttered, truly panicked now. 
She had to slap a hand over her mouth to keep a maniacal laugh from escaping. 
“You conniving woman,” he grumbled even as he heaved himself to his feet. “I hear that chortling, now, do no think otherwise.” 
She wanted to protest this innocently, but the laughter proved to be too much and it escaped despite her best efforts. 
“Fine conduct for a priestess to have,” Rialt muttered. The water sloshed about, followed by the splat sound of soaking wet material hitting the tiles. “Intruding on a man’s bath.” 
She’d no doubt pay for this later, but for the time being, she just enjoyed the moment. “Here, let me have your wet clothes for the laundry…”
“You take one more step inside here and I will toss you out,” he growled. “And the pair of you, stop laughing like jack-o-napes and get her out of here! I want to bathe! ALONE!”
Chizeld dissolved into a laughing fit right on the spot. She heard the thunk he made as he propped himself against the wall and was very tempted to join him. 
Crossly, Rialt reiterated, “Just take them, will you?”
Sarvell, proving to be a man with amazing control no matter what the circumstances, ordered calmly, “Hmmm. Alright you two, come along. We can discuss your behavior over dinner.” 
Jewel translated this without a problem to you’d better tell me the full story over dinner! “Of course.”
~*~*~*~
They sat down in a private dining room just off the main taproom. Unlike some dining rooms that only had just enough space for a table surrounded by chairs, this one also included a buffet along one wall filled with various foods and a deck that led out to a small garden. Jewel could hear splashes now again (it sounded like fish moving about) so she assumed that either a pond or a small stream took up part of the garden space as well. 
The food served was excellent, but the conversation…well, it lagged. Bortonor had wolfed down his plate of scraps in moments and then sat next to her, sulking. He smelled much better after his bath but he didn’t like being damp and he let everyone at the table know it. 
Rialt’s attitude wasn’t much better than the dog’s. Of course, this came as no real surprise, considering. Every time he’d try to say something, either Chizeld or Sarvell would choke on barely restrained laughter, and then the whole table would dissolve into a fit of giggling. 
After the third round of this, Rialt slammed a hand down on the table. “It be no that funny!”
“Hilarious,” Chizeld disagreed, nearly wheezing for breath. “Seeing a veteran commander react like a shy maiden is hilarious.” 
“I second that,” Sarvell agreed, voice shaking with the effort of not laughing. 
Rialt let out a growl and a string of words that the table at large was better off not knowing. “Jewel, you see what you started?”
“My intentions were pure,” she denied innocently.
“Eh,” Rialt agreed darkly, “pure evil.”
Unable to refute that, she just snickered. 
Chizeld cleared his throat in a deliberate manner. “Alright. Perhaps a change of subject is in order?”
She listened with interest. It had not escaped her notice that ever since Rialt had become her armsman in truth, he and Chizeld had developed a better relationship. In fact, they were acting more and more like brothers in arms with each passing day. Chizeld charitably bailing Rialt out of an awkward situation (after having gotten a good laugh in at his expense) was a prime example. So she smiled and played along. “Actually, there is something I wanted to talk about,” Jewel admitted. “Chizeld, do you know what the Ramath Order’s building is supposed to look like?”
“Of course. Each Order’s building is more or less the same.”
“Oh good. Can you either draw it out or find blueprints for me? I want to send it to someone in Denzbane so they can start construction. If they start now, it might be near completion by the time we get home.”
“It be a fair thought,” Rialt granted her. “Send it to my uncle, and he will make sure it gets done.”
“Broeske Axheimer?”
“The very man.”
“Hmmm.” She’d known they were related somehow, but hadn’t realized it was that close. “Alright. Can you do it, Chizeld?”
“Of course. Will see to it tomorrow. All three not necessary to go negotiate for crystal, right?”
“Right,” she agreed. “Especially since Alexandra’s armsmen will be with us as well. Speaking of which, what did you think of her?”
“Quiet,” Sarvell offered. 
“Thoughtful,” Chizeld chimed in. 
“A force to be reckoned with, that one.” Rialt added dryly, “After all, it be the quiet ones to watch out for.” 
Jewel just knew he was talking about her. “I’m never going to live this down, am I?”
“Oh, you will. After I get proper revenge.”
That’s…what she was afraid of. 
 



Chapter Twenty-eight
They had an early breakfast the following morning. Jewel’s nerves were a little on edge as Rialt hadn’t extracted his revenge during the night (as she’d half-expected he would) and so she didn’t know when or where he’d strike. Perhaps picking a prank battle with a veteran commander was a bad idea…although it was too late to think of that now. 
After breakfast they went their separate ways. Alexandra had met them for breakfast and she assured Chizeld that there were indeed blueprints for the Ramath Order building. If he wanted to go and make a copy before sending it to Ramath with instructions for construction, that would be fine. So while Chizeld headed for the library, they went to the resort where the crystal sat. 
Jewel of course had never been to Lyra before and so the many turns and streets they took to get to the resort outside of the city’s limits made no sense to her. By the time she had arrived, her sense of direction had become hopelessly muddled. All she knew was her feet hurt after walking so far. They hadn’t thought to ride here, as it (according to Alexandra, who apparently walked everywhere) wasn’t more than a stretch of the legs. 
“Perhaps you wish to see where she sits first?” Alexandra offered to Jewel. 
What she really wanted was five minutes sitting down, but Jewel shoved the selfish impulse aside and nodded firmly. “Yes, I would.” 
They left the paved road for grass. The ground had a slight slope to it, as if she were walking along the edge of a hillside. A few moments passed before Alexandra said, “There.”
There, indeed. Jewel could feel the crystal distinctly. Unlike the others, which had been lying down, this one seemed to be standing upright. Jewel walked closer to it, and since her hand was tucked in Rialt’s arm, she practically dragged him along with her. 
“Wait, lass,” he protested, setting his feet and pulling her to an abrupt halt. “No need to get your feet wet.” 
Feet wet? Alexandra had said that they crystal had a water slide built around it, true, but that didn’t necessarily mean that…oh no…the crystal was actually sitting in the water? For Alexandra’s sake, Jewel posed the question in the least-offensive way. “Alright, describe the situation exactly.”
“Our crystal-friend is sitting just on the edge of a lake bed,” Sarvell responded promptly. “She’s surrounded on all sides by water, although from here I can’t quite tell how deep. It looks rather shallow, though. From the very top, there is a spiraling slide made of wood and ceramic that wraps around five times until it ends just above the water’s surface.”
Five times…five rings to either dismantle or somehow work around. “Why do I get the feeling that this is going to be just as challenging as the bridge in Veris?”
“Because it will be?” Sarvell offered dryly. 
Jewel felt like smacking him. “I need to know how deep the water is. I’m sure that Alexandra and I are going to need some sort of swimming gear to go in after it, but how much do we need?”
“Yon manager belike knows,” Rialt suggested. 
Well, that was a good point. The manager of this place would know how deep the water was. Jewel turned slightly to her left where Alexandra was standing before asking, “Alexandra, do you know the manager?”
“I do. I have met him once. His name is Caish Greenwell.”
“Then can you lead us to him?”
“I believe so. If he is not in his office, then the staff of the resort should know where to find him. Please, this way.” 
With her hand tucked into Rialt’s arm for guidance, she followed Alexandra’s lead. Jewel spent the short walk to the resort listening to her surroundings intently. There weren’t many people here—even for Jordian culture, the place had a very quiet air to it. Aside from the lapping of the lake water against the banks, the lake was still as well. This being early spring, it made sense that the resort wouldn’t have many visitors yet. The vacation period, after all, wouldn’t start for another three months at least. Jewel knew full well why no one chose to go into the lake, too. The Chain Lakes were fed by mountain run-off, and nothing got colder than that. It wouldn’t have chunks of ice in it, but the water’s temperature would be barely warmer than that. 
Jewel was not looking forward to getting in that water. Not one little bit. 
“Steps,” Rialt warned with the ease of long practice. “Three, two, one, up.”
Jewel stepped upwards without losing a beat although she slowed her pace slightly. There was no universal width or depth to stairs (oh how she wished there was!) and every staircase she had been on had a different length to its steps. Until she figured that out, she couldn’t brashly forge ahead. 
Rialt patiently followed her pace up the first four steps until she had the feel for it, and then they went up a better speed. “Last step,” he warned softly. 
Jewel appreciated the warning. It always felt disconcerting to lift her foot for a step that didn’t exist. “You’re getting much better at this, Rialt.” 
“All the practice.” 
The steps had led them up to a wooden deck, judging by the hollow echo of their footsteps. They were barely on the deck for more than a few seconds when a door ahead of her opened and they went from being outside to a much warmer interior of a building. 
The space inside felt very open, as if there were no furnishings to speak of, with a tall ceiling. Sound just seemed to echo above her head and the air at her feet felt cooler than the air on her face, a sensation that she’d only experienced in rooms with a vaulted ceiling. 
They came to a sudden stop and Alexandra’s voice softly inquired, “Forgive my rudeness, but we must speak with Caish Greenwell. Would you know of his whereabouts?”
“I believe him to be in his office, Priestess,” an unfamiliar male voice responded politely. “May I guide you there?”
“That would be much appreciated, thank you.”
Jewel followed quietly along polished wood floors to a much smaller hallway with carpeting. Someone (probably their male guide) knocked softly on a door. “Sir? Priestess Havenevik to see you.”
The door immediately opened. “My dear Priestess, it pleases me to have you grace my resort with your presence. Ah, I see you are not alone?”
“Indeed not, Master Greenwell. With me is High Priestess Jewel Jomadd of Ramath and her armsmen as well as my armsmen. We wish to speak with you of an important manner. Might we have some of your time?”
“Of course,” he assured her cordially. Jewel could detect a trace of worry in his voice, not unexpected—after all, he had no idea why he had two priestesses suddenly demanding an audience with him. “Since we have so many people, perhaps the conference room just down this hall would be a better place to talk?”
“That would be splendid,” Alexandra assured him genially. 
“Excellent. Please, this way.”
‘Just down’ turned out to be nothing more than a dozen steps. As they stepped inside the room, Rialt leaned down to murmur in her ear, “Just one long table with chairs all around it.”
So, not much for her to trip over? Good. She followed his silent cues to find a chair and sank into it as gracefully as possible. This proved difficult as the chair had such cushy padding it felt like it would just suck her in. 
All around her, chair legs lightly dragged against the carpet as they were pulled back and people took seats. As Alexandra had jurisdiction in this area, Jewel let her take lead in the meeting. 
“Master Greenwell, as this is Priestess Jomadd’s task, I shall let her explain why we are here to speak with you.” 
…or not. Jewel hadn’t kept track of where Master Greenwell chose to sit so she just faced ahead and spoke to the table in general. “Master Greenwell, some months ago I was charged by Elahandra to see that all of the lost crystals were returned to their rightful place.” Oops. She wasn’t supposed to address the crystals directly…ah well. The man ran a resort, he surely had grown accustomed to the other clans’ way of speaking. “I am happy to report that all of them have been found at this time. The last is sitting in your lake.”
“Priestess Jomadd, I am delighted to hear that your task is going so well.” Ah, there he was, to her right and further up the table. “However, I must admit confusion. She is in my lake? Do you mean buried in the water?”
“No, I mean she is standing upright with a water slide wrapped around her,” Jewel corrected gently. 
“Ehhhh?!” The chair squeaked as he jerked in surprise. “But how is this possible? Legend says that when our crystal-protector stood in her rightful place, she glowed a deep, vibrant red. Our crystal-friend outside is pure white!”
Jewel had to pause two seconds to phrase this correctly before she could speak. “When Elahandra’s power resides in something, then the red glow of her power is obvious. Right now, your crystal-protector is without a shred of power in her. That is why she is the color of a normal crystal.” Whatever that was. 
“I see…that is why you needed to speak with me. This is most troubling. The water slide, you see, is the main attraction for my business. To lose it would cause great financial loss.” 
“I quite understand,” she assured him patiently. “I assure you, we will do everything in our power to not destroy the slide. In fact, we are not on a tight deadline. I do believe there is sufficient time to find a way to either dismantle just a portion of the slide in order to ease her free.”
“She is tightly enclosed on all sides,” Greenwell objected in a forlorn voice. “I do not see how this is possible. Is there no way for you to use her where she stands?”
Why did everyone seem to ask her that question…? “I’m afraid there is not.”
“But surely moving her would be a horrendously difficult task,” Greenwell insisted. 
That entirely depended on where the crystal was… “For a High Priestess of Elahandra, it is not. Master Greenwell, I do not believe you fully understand the situation. The barrier at this moment is powered by Thornock’s crystal.” Oops, she did it again. Frustrated, she shook her head and forged on. “There is not enough energy to keep the barrier sustained for more than another few months. Your crystal-protector must be in directional alignment with the others in order to be properly connected with her sister-crystals. If this does not happen, the barrier falls.”
A taut moment of silence fell. Jewel kept her peace and let him mull that over for a moment. 
“Master Greenwell,” Alexandra said in her soft, musical voice, “our crystal-protector has been very alone and out of contact with her sister-crystals for over two hundred years. Surely you would not stand in the way of their reunion?”
“Oh!” the man let out an anguished sound. “Oh, Priestess, when you phrase it that way, it tugs at my heart. How selfish I’m being.”
Jewel cocked her head slightly. Ah…what?

“Of course, if she needs to be moved, then please move her,” Greenwell assured them sincerely. “How can I be thinking of profits at a time like this? We’re in the off season anyway. I will have time to rebuild.”
Wait, that was all it took? That one line? Jewel felt like someone had yanked the rug out from underneath her. In Bryn and Veris, she’d argued and fought to get permission to move the crystals. She hadn’t had such an easy time of it since Ramath! Somehow, she managed to get her mouth cooperating again. “Thank you, Master Greenwell.”
“Our thanks,” Alexandra echoed. “But we will do all we can to not inconvenience you more than is necessary.”
“My Priestess, if it means that our silent friend can be reunited with her sisters, who am I to complain? Especially since it means the safety of all Evard. Please, do whatever needs to be done.” 
If we’re smart, we’ll move while the man’s still feeling sentimental. “In that case, let’s return to the shoreline. I have an idea.” 
~*~*~*~
Jewel sank back into her chair with a soft sigh. “I really hope this works.” 
“I hope so as well,” Alexandra concurred. A soft clink of china accompanied the words as Alexandra replaced her tea cup on its saucer. 
They had spent a good amount of that morning making a rough plan of attack on how to move the crystal. Jewel had offered the opinion that perhaps it wasn’t necessary to remove all five rings of the slide on one side to drag the crystal free. Perhaps, if only the bottom two or three rings were removed, it would be possible to tilt the crystal at an angle and maneuver it out that way. Everyone standing nearby had measured the situation with their eyes and concurred that it might be possible, at that. But to make sure, Alexandra had called upon an architect that she knew to make measurements and discern if the theory was practical. If not, well, they’d have to fall back on the original plan: remove all sections of the slide on one side. 
And no one really wanted to do that. 
After spending much of the day on the shoreline, they’d retreated to Alexandra’s personal library where Jewel had spent the remainder of the day telling the new priestess everything she could. Alexandra had been taking notes at ferocious speed and asking a continuous series of questions. After who knew how many hours of this, they unanimously voted to break off for the day and pick it up again the next morning. 
Now they simply sat, enjoying the other’s company. Jewel had mostly described what the other three priestesses were like, as the odds of Alexandra ever being able to meet them were slim to none. Yet, they would all need to stay in constant contact with each other, in order to control the crystals in their care. But the time had also been spent talking about things best said by women outside of a man’s hearing. 
Alexandra had especially taken advantage of the lack of armsmen in the room to ask some of the more delicate questions involved by being the only woman in an Order’s shrine building. Jewel answered them frankly, even the ones that she thought to be a little silly. It was probably because of this familiar repertoire that Alexandra felt comfortable enough to ask what she did next. 
“Jewel.” Alexandra’s voice had a certain hesitancy to it. “Has Rialt been your armsman longer than the others?”
Jewel went stock still for a moment, so surprised by the question that she couldn’t immediately form a response. “No. None of them have been with me for long.” Well, Rialt and Sarvell had a week on Chizeld, but…technically Chizeld had been her true armsman the longest as he swore an oath to her before Rialt had. “Why do you ask?”
“Well, it’s just that I’ve noticed that you might send Sarvell or Chizeld out on some task, but you always seem to keep Rialt with you.” 
Did she? Jewel’s head canted to one side as she thought about it. She could think of very few exceptions to Alexandra’s observation.
“And whenever you want something, you always seem to call Rialt first. I just thought it was because you trusted him more.” 
Well, she did trust Rialt implicitly. But she trusted the other two as well. Especially after all they had gone through, that shouldn’t be any sort of surprise.
“Don’t think much on it,” Alexandra dismissed the topic airily. “It was just idle curiosity on my part.” 
Alexandra’s mind was sharper than a needle. Jewel couldn’t dismiss her observation and question so easily. 
The door clicked open. “Lass? Dinner be set.”
Jewel bit her lip to keep from smiling. I notice he didn’t say “come and eat afore it gets cold” like he usually does. “Alright. We’re coming.” 
~*~*~*~
Jewel had learned from past experience that if she wanted to lay in bed and think, she had to be sneaky about it. If she tossed and turned (as she was wont to do) then Rialt would instantly take notice. If she didn’t keep her breathing deep and even, he’d even notice that. So she had to be especially sneaky. 
Why did she always turn to Rialt first? True, he was more protective than the other two and was usually the one nearby. But that couldn’t explain everything. 
“Lass, you be no sleeping.”
She obviously needed to work on her sneakiness. “Just thinking.”
“Oh?” his tone invited her to talk about it. 
“Alexandra asked me a question that made me think. Do I depend on you too much?”
He snorted. “No. I wish you would.”
She smiled at his response. “You know I’m independent.”
“Eh, lass, I know. But do no worry about that and sleep, eh?”
“Alright,” she said as if she actually intended to. She even rolled on to her side to reinforce the impression. 
Eyes closed, breathing deep and even, she continued to think. Alexandra’s observation didn’t really scratch more than the surface. When Jewel actually slowed down enough to think about it, it wasn’t just help that she turned to Rialt for. Whenever she wanted reassurance or some measure of comfort, it was always him that she reached out to first. Half the time she didn’t even have to ask for it—he automatically gave her what she needed. 
That thought pulled up the memory of when he had gently massaged her hands and neck. The memory of warm, callused skin on hers brought a rush of tactile memory to her skin. Her skin tingled as if he had touched her only moments before. 
What is this? Jewel had no personal experience with this sensation before, as the men in her life had never felt comfortable enough with a blind woman to approach her. But she’d listened in or participated in enough girls' late night talk to recognize the symptoms well enough. I…when did I fall for him? She couldn’t remember any flash of high emotion, or some turning point where her feelings suddenly changed. In fact, if not for Alexandra’s question, she might not have realized it at all. 
Her heart started beating faster and she had to focus to keep her breathing under control. She needed to quickly bring her racing heart back to a normal beat as well. It sounded so loud in her ears that she couldn’t help but think that Rialt would soon notice it, too. The man was uncannily in tune with her. 
Alright, heart, calm down. She put it into a straightforward, concise summary. I’ve fallen in love with Rialt Axheimer. I think.
“Oh, you have,” Elahandra informed her quite smugly. 
Jewel just about leaped out of her skin. 
“Lass?” Rialt’s weight shifted on the other bed, making the springs of the mattress squeak a little. 
Of course he noticed that. Jewel waved a hand at him. “It’s fine. Elahandra’s talking to me.” 
“Ah.” The springs squeaked again as he returned to the bed. 
What do you mean I have? Jewel frantically demanded. You knew about this and didn’t say anything to me?!
“And miss watching this play out? Heaven forbid.”
Jewel could feel a headache develop. She rubbed her temples, futilely. Am I even allowed to marry my own armsman?
“What a silly question to ask. Of course you can. I’d have never let this develop if you couldn’t.”
Jewel let out a slow breath of relief. 
“In fact,” Elahandra continued with open amusement, “I rather insist that you two marry soon.”
Elahandra…I’m not even sure if he feels the same. 
For a moment, it felt like a hand reached down and patted Jewel lightly on the head. “Are you so sure he doesn’t?”
As suddenly as she had come, Elahandra disappeared. Jewel let her head flop back on her pillow and lay there thinking. Elahandra obviously knew something about Rialt that she didn’t. No surprise there. But the way she’d responded suggested that Jewel should know it as well. Now, had Rialt ever said or done anything to suggest…Jewel suddenly froze as Rialt’s voice came to her mind with perfect clarity. “Well, if you do decide to fancy one of us, I be the best candidate.”
At the time, I thought he was just teasing. But what if he wasn’t? What if he were trying to find out if I really did prefer him? She gulped a little nervously. Her stomach did flip flops at just the thought. Did she dare ask? 
She turned her attention to the other side of the room, concentrating on the sound of Rialt’s breathing. It had roughened and deepened, bordering on a near snore—in other words, the man was fast asleep. 
Jewel raised a hand and pinched the bridge of her nose. Of course he was asleep. The minute she really wanted to talk to him, he fell asleep. Clearly she’d have to wait until tomorrow to sort any of this out. 
With a soft sigh, she tried to snuggle into her pillow a little more. It didn’t noticeably help promote any thoughts of sleep. Obviously this would be a very long night. 
 



Chapter Twenty-nine
Timing, once lost, was not easily regained. Jewel learned this the hard way the next morning as she struggled to find a private moment with Rialt. But it seemed that from the very moment of her waking that everyone wanted a piece of her. Alexandra was the most demanding, as she showed up for breakfast and proceeded to monopolize Jewel’s day. 
By dinner, Jewel mentally threw her hands up in the air and gave up. Obviously she wouldn’t get any chance to talk to Rialt today. She’d probably have to wait until tomorrow…although the odds of tomorrow being any different were very slim. Alexandra had made it plain through dinner that she had every intention of stealing Jewel away the next day as well. 
There was just one problem with this plan. 
In the past, Rialt had been her friend and armsman, so Jewel hadn’t thought twice about sleeping in the same room as him. But that had changed overnight. Now being in the same room as him would be wildly inappropriate and beyond awkward. Worse, Jewel had no idea how to fix it without severely ruffling his feathers. 
Managing five minutes of privacy with Rialt had been impossible all day, but she found an opening that evening to speak alone with Chizeld when Rialt went for a bath. With the door firmly shut (and locked, which tickled her funny bone), she had a beautiful opportunity to get some advice. She did take the precaution of dragging Chizeld out into the hallway first, though. She knew from experience that everything could be clearly heard through that bathroom door. 
Chizeld followed along amiably when she grabbed him by the elbow and hauled him outside. He didn’t say anything at all, either, when she closed the door quietly and just stood there for a long second. 
But once she had him, her tongue felt tied and she didn’t know how to say anything. Her face started heating up with a hot blush just trying to formulate the words. 
“That’s a pretty blush, Jewel,” Chizeld offered in amusement. “Need an ice bag for it?”
Strangely, the jocularity helped and she choked on a laugh. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to say this. But I need your help.”
“Ask,” he encouraged, tone saying that’s what I’m here for.
Jewel took in a deep breath for courage and blurted it out all at once. “I just realized I’m in love with Rialt, only I haven’t found a chance to talk to him about it, not that I know how to talk to him about it, but I don’t think it’s wise for him to sleep in the same room as me tonight, only I don’t know how to tell him that without hurting his feelings and I hoped that you might be able to help advise me because I have no idea what to do.” 
Chizeld put both hands on her shoulders and advised dryly, “Breathe. Breathing would be a good start.”
After saying all of that in one shot, she needed to take a breath. 
“Need to speak with Rialt,” Chizeld told her. 
“But what if he doesn’t feel the same way?” she nearly wailed. “Then it just makes things awkward! And I don’t want that!”
“Hmmm…doubt that. Very much doubt that. But will go and ask on Jewel’s behalf.”
She was so relieved by his offer that her knees felt weak. Throwing both arms around his waist, she hugged him tight for a moment. “Thank you!”
Chizeld chuckled and returned the hug tightly for a moment. “Sit with Sarvell for a moment,” he ordered. Stepping back a pace, he knocked on his and Sarvell’s door before opening it. “Sarvell? Keep Jewel company a bit.”
“Certainly,” Sarvell responded, a note of curiosity in his voice. “Come in, Jewel.”
Still blushing and feeling painfully awkward, she stepped a foot inside and abruptly stopped. Until this point, she’d never entered the men’s room. She assumed that it had a similar layout to the room she had, but she didn’t know that. And Bortonor was sound asleep on her bed, so she couldn’t ask for his help. 
Sarvell’s hand found hers within moments and silently guided her forward and into a chair. He had indeed learned a great deal about her in the past two months to be able to respond so instantly to her needs. “So what’s this about?”
Her blush, if possible, darkened. The courage and words she had a moment ago with Chizeld seemed to have fled somewhere as well. “Um…”
His stare at her face was so intense that she could feel it distinctly. “Anything to do with Rialt?”
If her blush got any hotter than this, she could fry an egg on it. 
“Ahh, I see. I hoped you would realize it soon.”
“Why does everyone know about this?” Jewel complained while throwing her hands up in the air. “And not one person talked to me about it!”
“Don’t pout, Jewel. To us, it was obvious. But it doesn’t do any good to force a person to realize their own heart. It feels awkward and rushed if that happens. It’s better for things to come to their own natural conclusion, like now.”
She shook her head. “You really think I don’t feel awkward right now?”
He chuckled, rich and deep. “Not the awkward I meant. But you have nothing to worry about. I wish you could see how Rialt looks at you. Everything about him softens when his eyes are on you.” 
“Really?” she asked wistfully. 
From the wall, she heard Rialt’s voice rise in a muffled exclamation. “What?! No!”
“Uh-oh.” Sarvell, despite making that sound, didn’t particularly sound worried. In fact, he sounded like a man that was watching a play and the next act was about to open. “Whatever line of attack Chizeld tried to use obviously wasn’t the right one. Brace yourself.”
“Hiding under the bed sounds better,” she muttered anxiously. Jewel had a whole new respect for every heroine in a love story that had confessed her feelings. This took a lot more courage than she had previously guessed. 
Within seconds, the door crashed open. “What be this about, now?” Rialt demanded, his accent deeper and rougher than normal. 
“And that’s my cue to leave,” Sarvell announced to the room in general. As he passed her chair, he reached over and gave Jewel’s shoulder an encouraging squeeze. 
Promising herself that she would strangle Chizeld later (and Sarvell), Jewel took in a deep breath and stood from the chair so that she could turn and face Rialt directly. It took two tries before her mouth cooperated enough for her to quietly command, “Close the door.”
It shut almost before the words left her mouth. 
Praying for strength, she sought for the courage that had let her talk about this before Rialt had burst in. 
“Jewel?” he asked searchingly.
Deep breath. In. Out. “Rialt, do you remember a conversation we had several nights ago? When you were massaging my hands to help me sleep?”
“Eh, lass, I remember,” he answered cautiously. Clearly, he didn’t know where she was going with this. 
“You said something then, and I thought you were teasing, but now I really hope that you weren’t. You said, out of all of you, you were the best choice. Rialt, I—” heart, don’t fail me now “—can I choose you?”
The shortest and most eternal moment of silence hit the room. Jewel didn’t even dare breathe for fear of breaking that silence. Then Rialt darted forward and caught her tightly against him, lifting her feet off the floor. Her pent up breath whooshed out at the impact. 
“Eh,” he whispered tenderly against her ear. “Eh, you do that. You choose me, as I already chose you.”
Relief washed through her body in an all-consuming wave. Feeling dangerously on the verge of tears, she wrapped both arms around his back and up to his shoulders. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t say that.”
He relaxed his hold on her just enough so that he could put a soft kiss on her forehead. “For the courage of your heart, I thank you.”
At that, she was truly afraid she would cry. 
His hand came up to cup her face, tilting it slightly. Then, with practically no warning, his lips softly touched hers. Her heart skipped a beat at the soft caress. Oh. So this is what a kiss felt like? It was like sunlight. 
They lingered in that world of soft kisses and a warm embrace for an endless time before Rialt dragged himself away from her and put her feet back on the floor. “Lass,” his voice was rough, “I do no think it be safe for me to sleep near you tonight.”
“I don’t think so either,” she panted. “I’m liable to attack you.”
A rich laugh filled the room. “Perhaps you will think on marrying me, then?”
He said it in a teasing way, but Jewel had learned that when he said things like this, he wasn’t teasing. “Soon,” she said firmly. “We’re marrying soon.” 
“No arguments here, lass.”
“Good.” Jewel pointed a finger heavenward. “Otherwise you’d have to take the matter up with herself.” 
“Oh?” Rialt sounded amused by this instead of alarmed, as most prospective grooms were. “Gave us marching orders, did she?”
“You could say that.” Jewel had no doubt that both of her exiled armsmen were lurking in the hallway, trying to listen in. They were both nosy, curious men that way. “Um…how do you want to tell the two outside?”
Rialt hummed to himself thoughtfully before turning around and taking two long strides to the door. Opening it, he proclaimed calmly, “We will be married on the morrow. For now, Chizeld and I will swap beds.”
Someone clapped, and another person let out a low whistle. “Well done,” Sarvell congratulated. “I’ve never seen a courtship this fast in my life!”
“Pah, not true,” Chizeld protested. “The courtship well in progress for weeks. Those two only that didn’t realize.”
Jewel really wished that she had a comeback for that but…she didn’t. Clearing her throat, she decided a change of subject was in order. “Chizeld, a high priestess has the authority to marry people, right?”
“Yes. Priestess Alexandra could perform ceremony.” Chizeld paused before adding slowly, “Believe it will be the first time in history that a high priestess has done ceremony for another high priestess.”
Jewel had already done quite a few things that were history in the making. What was one more? “I’ll ask her tomorrow. For now…it’s a bit early for bed, isn’t it?”
“A little,” Rialt agreed. 
“Why don’t the two of you just spend a little time together?” Sarvell suggested with saint-like benevolence. “Chizeld and I will handle swapping the luggage and bedding around.”
Jewel didn’t mind that idea one bit. “There’s an informal den downstairs, isn’t there? We can go there to stay out of the way.” 
“Fine by me.” Rialt returned to her side and tucked her hand into his elbow. 
The newly minted couple retreated into a quieter section of the inn. Jewel felt like she should be talking to Rialt about all sorts of details that revolved around their future, but she couldn’t begin to figure out where to start. She needed to sleep on it, and let her mind sort things out, before she could properly talk about it. 
Perhaps Rialt felt the same way. Or perhaps he sensed that she was a little overwhelmed. Whichever the case, he didn’t attempt to ask questions, but guided her into the small den and to a chair next to a table without a word spoken. 
“Hmm…quite a few games and books in this room.”
Jewel perked right up. “Games? I haven’t played one in ages.”
“Ohh?” he sounded slightly surprised by this. “What games do you fancy?”
“Board games are my favorite,” she admitted. “With the way the board has grooves in it, it’s easy for me to play. I can play cards, too, as long as they’re marked for me.”
“In that case, I will pick up a deck next we be out,” he promised. “For now, let us see…we have a few options. There be Tactics—”
“Tactics?” Jewel repeated in delight. “There’s a Tactics board in here?”
She could feel Rialt’s incredulous look at her. “Lass, you play?”
“Of course!”
“Without even able to see the board?!” he protested. 
“Rialt,” she responded with forced patience, “I can memorize every step of a castle’s layout and you’re surprised that I can memorize something that’s only forty-eight squares?”
“…you know, lass, put like that it seems simple. Alright, then, let us play.”
Rubbing her hands together briskly with anticipation, she quickly turned and cleared off the table in front of her. “Don’t give me a handicap,” she warned as she set books aside. “You’re going to need all the help you can get.”
“Ohhh, challenging me now, be you?” The wooden board made a quiet thunk as it was set on the table. The chair made a soft whooshing sound almost immediately after as Rialt’s weight settled into it. “So, which will you be? Queen or king?”
“King.” 
“Should no a woman playing automatically be queen?”
“Why?” she asked innocently.
“Eh…I can no think of a reason,” he admitted. “Alright, king it is.” 
They set up the pieces on the board in silent camaraderie. As Rialt played the side of the queen’s board, he was the first person to move a piece forward. 
“Ah,” Jewel snapped her fingers. “I almost forgot to tell you. For me to keep track of what you’re doing, you must tell me which piece you moved and to which square.” 
He let out a soft chuckle. “And here I thought you can track it all by ear.”
“I’m good,” she admitted dryly, “but not that good.”
“Alright, then. Infantry to square 18.” 
The object of the game was to move the king (or in Rialt’s case, the queen) to the center of the board with at least six pieces surrounding it in order to win. There were many opening strategies and tactics to start this process off, and so the first few moves were automatic and without any surprises. Then they started to get a feel for how the other moved, how they thought, and the game became much more challenging. 
Jewel lost all track of time as they moved pieces back and forth, sometimes losing or gaining pieces in turn as the game played out. Aside from them talking back and forth about which piece was moved where, there was absolutely no sound in the room. 
That’s probably why the quick knock on the door startled her so badly that she nearly leaped out of her skin. Jewel put a hand on her heart, sure that it had tried to leap into her throat. 
Chizeld’s voice came from the doorway, “The hour is late. Wasn’t sure what the situation was in here.”
“I will tell you,” Rialt grumbled. “She be beating me!”
“Beating?” Chizeld repeated in bemusement as he walked further into the room. 
“The lass has a head for strategy as I have no seen afore,” Rialt continued to complain good-naturedly. “Here I sit, with two good eyes in my head, and she keeping it all up in her noggin, and still she can think three moves ahead of me!”
“I’m used to memorizing things and having them moved about on me,” she explained again, only this time smugly. “A game like this isn’t a challenge. Now, put me in a castle full of people that are moving in every direction, people that like to change where things are put no less, and then I’ll lose track of things.”
Chizeld stood next to the table for a long moment before asking, “How did Jewel drive the queen into a corner like that?”
“No idea,” Rialt bemoaned. “I sat there and watched her all the while, and I still do no ken.”
“Plans for how to get out?” Chizeld inquired in bemusement. 
“No idea on that, either.” 
Chizeld suggested, “How about a rematch?”
“Only option at this point,” Jewel agreed sweetly. “I’d take the center in three moves anyway.”
“I be rusty,” Rialt sighed. “And here I thought to take it easy on her.”
“Perhaps I should take it easy on you?” she offered with that same sugary-sweet tone. 
“I would no mind.”
“Flirt tomorrow,” Chizeld suggested dryly. “Sleep now.”
If they really were going to get married tomorrow (although Jewel somehow doubted that Alexandra would be ready to marry them on the spot) then he was likely right. “Alright, bed it is.” Very reluctant to part from Rialt, she stood only to hover in place. 
“What?” Rialt asked gently.
“This feels strange,” she complained. “I’ve been with you almost constantly for two months!”
“I know, I know.” He snaked an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in for a warm hug. “Why do you think I be insisting on marriage so soon, eh?”
Chizeld grabbed her around the waist and pulled her free. “Flirt tomorrow,” he repeated sternly. 
“Ah—” she protested inarticulately.
Grabbing her by the elbows, he stood behind her and frog marched her out of the room. 
Rialt sniggered as he followed along behind. “You make a good chaperone, man.”
“Someone has to,” Chizeld muttered under his breath. “Good night, Rialt.”
“Yes, yes, I be going. Sleep well, heart.”
Jewel flushed slightly when she realized he was now calling her by endearments. “You too, darling.” 
 



Chapter Thirty
“I knew something was going on!” Alexandra exclaimed in delight, clapping her hands together. 
Of course she did, Jewel mentally grumbled to herself. Everyone seemed to know except her. Sighing, she shook the matter aside and focused on the question she’d asked—the unanswered question. “So, will you marry us?”
“Of course! It would be a great honor to do so. From what I’ve read, it’s unusual for a High Priestess of Elahandra to perform a marriage ceremony. We just don’t get the opportunity very often.”
“That’s true,” Jewel admitted. “And Chizeld—did you know he’s an Order historian?—well, anyway, he told me last night that this will be the first time in history that a high priestess has officiated for another high priestess’s wedding.”
“Hoooo, now that is very interesting. So I’ll be making history. Again.” Alexandra sat back in her chair with a slight bounce of the springs. 
Jewel had come straight to Alexandra’s study directly after breakfast, partially to ask this favor, but also to see if the architect had given an answer yet about moving the crystal. Chizeld and Rialt had a quick side errand of sending the shrine blueprints and written instructions to Broeske Axheimer. But they promised it wouldn’t take any time at all, and they’d meet her directly. At the moment, only Sarvell and Bortonor were with her. 
“I’d have to study up on the marriage ceremony,” Alexandra warned. “For that matter, I’d have to find it first. Is it alright if I draft Chizeld’s help with that?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Then, when do you want to marry?”
“Rialt is hoping you’ll say today,” Jewel told her dryly. “We recognize that things probably can’t happen that fast, though.”
“Heavens, no!” Alexandra protested in something close to near-panic. “I insist on preparing a formal dinner of celebration at least. I know that we’re short on time, but surely we can delay enough to do a proper ceremony for the two of you. This is history in the making, after all.”
Jewel didn’t have much of a romantic streak, not compared to most of the women she knew, but she wistfully admitted to herself that having at least a small celebration would be nice. “Well…just nothing elaborate. We don’t have time for anything truly elaborate.” She’d heard of weddings that took months to plan. As it stood, anything that took more than three weeks would interfere with their plans to return to Veris.
“Moving our crystal-friend is going to take some time too,” Alexandra concurred thoughtfully. “Hmmm. My architect-friend should be reporting to me sometime today about whether your idea is feasible or not. Let’s go look for the wedding oath and the official paperwork we’ll need to do this morning while we wait. Then once he gives us an idea of the work involved we can plan everything out.”
Jewel nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
“Then, let’s start digging.” 
~*~*~*~
They spent the entire morning researching. The wedding vows themselves were (thank the gods for small favors) short and to the point. Alexandra even found them fairly quickly. The matter that distracted them completely was all of the history about the few priestesses that were married after they were called. Apparently, it hadn’t happened very often, and when it had, there had been quite the celebration. Jewel had to repeat herself several times—neither she nor Rialt wanted anything extravagant. What with moving the Jordian and Veris crystal, not to mention going back to Ramath and re-dedicating its crystal, and then charging all of them in order to put the barrier back up at full strength, they could be left without any time for the next several months to be married. 
No. Jewel put her foot down. She didn’t want to travel the width and breadth of Evard again and only be engaged to the man. That would just add complications to an already tiresome journey. And for no reason, either. 
The architect came in during lunch to announce that he believed Jewel’s plan would work. He also thought that two days would be enough time to dismantle enough of the slide to move the crystal through. Everyone met the news with open delight. But it also meant that their time here couldn’t be extended much longer before they needed to travel back to Veris. 
So for two straight days, both women planned out a quick wedding to take place the day after the crystal was moved. Alexandra insisted on having nice wedding clothes made for everyone and reserving a large dining hall for a dinner. In between all of the preparations, the days seem to fly until the day had arrived to move the crystal. 
Jewel woke up late, ate a large breakfast, and dressed warmly before heading out with everyone to the crystal’s location. No one was in a particular hurry to get there quickly as the water was still icy cold and they hoped that if they gave it a little more time it’d warm up. 
There was a heavy fog; she could smell it in the air and feel the pressure of it against her skin. At this hour of the morning, the only sounds came from the soft lap of the water against the shore and the movements of the people around her. She paused in mid-stride and turned her head slightly to listen better to the sounds behind her. She and Rialt were toward the back of the group, and yet… 
“Rialt, do you hear that?”
“Hear what, heart?”
“I thought for a moment I heard people behind me.” She paused, mouth searching for the words to explain. “They weren’t walking normally. It was more like they were trying to sneak.”
Rialt let go of her arm instantly and drew the axe at his back in a smooth, gliding motion. “Sarvell, Chizeld,” he called with unnatural calm. “We have company.”
Jewel felt a little alarmed at his actions. “Wait, I said might!”
“No, sweet, I do no doubt your ears,” Rialt disagreed as he stepped in front of her. “You can hear things we can no hope to. There be no reason, at all, for a man to be sneaking about the lake at this hour of the morning. How many did you hear?”
“Er…” nonplussed that her words could cause this reaction, she had to stop and force her mind to go back to that moment. “Two? But don’t take that as gospel. I can’t always hear people walk.”
She heard Sarvell step up to flank her right side, and Chizeld came up to her left. Turning, she extended a hand, searching. “Alexandra?”
Her fellow priestess grasped her hand tightly, hands cold and shaking slightly. Jewel, strangely enough, felt almost calm. Her heart still quivered in her chest, and she felt her nerves jitter at the thought of what might come at them, but at the same time…she had faced this threat before and lived through it. She did not think that anything could harm her, not with these three men standing so solidly between her and danger. It gave her a piece of mind that let her smile and wrap a supportive arm around Alexandra’s shoulders. “It’s fine,” she soothed. “I might be wrong. It’s just a hunch that something is out there.”
“Oh, they be out there,” Rialt assured her, voice still unnaturally calm. 
“How can you see anything in this fog?” Sarvell grumbled. “It’s almost thick enough to slice and serve on a piece of bread!”
“Pay attention to the shadows,” Chizeld counseled, sounding eerily like Rialt for a moment. “There are shadows that do not belong here.” 
Alexandra had an iron grip on Jewel’s hand, but she apparently did not allow fear to freeze her. She turned slightly and spoke to the two armsmen behind her. “Stiles, Trexler, do you see anything?”
“No,” both men responded near simultaneously. 
“But do not doubt someone is there,” Stiles added. “Axheimer, think this is assassins?”
“It crossed my mind. The two of you focus on the back and sides. We will watch from the front and bide a bit.” 
“Shouldn’t we make a break for a building?” Sarvell asked. 
“Eh, I would, if no for this fog. We have no way of knowing if we be running to or away from trouble.” Rialt blew out a breath. “Curse their hides for such good timing.”
Several tense moments passed. Jewel had her ears strained to their limit, trying to hear what the men had trouble seeing. But that brief sound of footsteps didn’t reoccur. She started to lose all feeling in her hand from Alexandra’s tight grip but didn’t say anything to her. She could remember all too well what the first encounter of Daath assassins felt like. 
“Why the wait?” Alexandra asked, words cracking slightly. 
“We’ve realized they’re there,” Sarvell explained. “If you’re going to ambush people, you have a certain plan and you put people into position to take advantage of that surprise. But if your prey knows you’re there, then you have to change the plan, which means you have to be in a different position. They’re off-kilter now.”
That made sense. Part of Jewel wished they had just rushed in, though. She wasn’t sure how much more of this her nerves could take. 
To Jewel’s sensitive ears, the sudden rush of the assassins sounded overly loud. The wet grass slapped against their shoes and legs as the attackers darted forward, and the slide of weapons through the fog with a sound of displaced air. She flinched in spite of herself, which threw Alexandra a little off balance as well. 
Within moments, the ring of metal striking metal sounded, like a discordant symphony. The armsmen either gave a soft grunt of effort or hissed in a breath at nearly the same time. 
“What?” Jewel asked Alexandra in alarm. “What’s going on?”
“Six attackers all struck at once,” Alexandra responded shakily. 
Six? But they only had five armsmen… “Who took two?”
“Rialt.”
Of course. He probably did that deliberately too, as he had the most experience dealing with them. She listened as intently as she could but the slaps of weapons striking each other, the heavy breathing and grunts of the men, none of it told her who was winning. 
Then a sickening sound as metal struck flesh, a short scream of pain, truncated when a body fell heavily to the ground. For the first time, Jewel’s hand squeezed Alexandra’s painfully tight as she whispered past a tight throat, “Tell me that wasn’t one of ours.”
“No,” Alexandra hastily reassured her. “Our men are fine.”
Thank all the gods. 
Still shaky, Alexandra whispered, “Sorry. I forgot for a moment that you couldn’t see. The armsmen are holding their ground, and the assassins are desperately trying to push forward. But it looks like they’re outmatched—” this sounded vastly reassuring until Alexandra added uncertainly, “I think.”
Two more screams rent the air, shortly before something large and heavy hit the ground with a thud. “Both assassins,” Alexandra said quickly. “Ohh!”
Jewel resisted the urge to throttle her. “What?”
“They’re down.” Alexandra let out a huge rush of air and finally released the stranglehold she had on Jewel’s hand. “Stiles and Chizeld were able to help finish the others off.”
Jewel rubbed at her hands, the blood flowing back into the appendage with a painful tingling sensation. She was glad that for once, the men hadn’t exercised any mercy against their opponents. Men sometimes had the strangest notions of fighting fairly, but to her mind, assassination attempts and ambushers didn’t deserve “fair.” Apparently, Stiles and Chizeld agreed with her. 
“Trexler, call the City Guard to deal with this,” Chizeld ordered. 
“Yes, sir.” 
Jewel listened to this in bemusement. She had thought that with the armsmen being assigned to Alexandra, they would no longer be subordinate to Chizeld. Apparently that wasn’t the case. Either that or old habits died hard… 
“Two squads this time,” Rialt observed, tone ruminative. “It be quite a compliment, that.”
“Two might have done the job,” Sarvell observed dryly. “Thankfully they chose to attack when we were all together.”
“Bad planning on their part,” Rialt agreed. He took two steps backwards and laid a warm hand on Jewel’s shoulder. “Heart, you look a mite pale.”
She followed the arm and stepped in for a long hug. “I don’t think I’ve ever going to get used to being attacked like that.”
“I would be a bad husband if you did get used to it,” Rialt pointed out dryly, which made her smile. “Now the question stands, was this too much excitement for today? If you want to retreat a day and settle your nerves, no man here will think less of you.”
Jewel shook her head even before he could complete the offer. “Oh no. No, no, no, no. The longer those crystals are out of their proper place, the more incentive the Daath have for killing us. I want them all in the right place yesterday.” 
“I agree.” Alexandra still sounded shaken, but her tone was firm. “But…you do not think they will try again today?”
“Today’s the safest day to work,” Chizeld assured her. Well, assured them both, really. “Will take time to realize that these teams failed and deploy new ones. Will not be able to react today.”
It made sense. And if that were the case…Jewel stepped back from Rialt’s hold and faced the general direction that Alexandra was standing in. “Let’s move her.”
Alexandra took in a breath and let it out again slowly. “Alright. This way, then.” 
They went to the shoreline first to see for themselves what the situation was like. Jewel could feel the coldness coming off the water, brushing against the skin of her face. She didn’t like the idea of getting in that water one little bit, but…if she could get through this quickly, she could marry Rialt tomorrow. Decisions, decisions. “Alright,” she asked of the people around her, “what does it look like?”
“Whole sections on this side are gone,” Sarvell reported. “It looks like a more than wide enough gap to me. Assuming we can tip our crystal-friend without hitting the interior of the slide, it shouldn’t be difficult to move her.”
Just the news she wanted to hear. “Then let’s get this done.” 
They retreated to the inside of the resort and rooms that had been set apart for their use. The Jordians had apparently realized at some point that a woman could not modestly play in the water with what fashion currently offered. So they’d created a swimming outfit that a woman could either purchase or borrow from the resort. Made from some sort of light, stretchy material, it covered her from collarbones to knees in a form-fitting skirt, with tights underneath. Jewel was very tempted to buy one just to sleep in—they were marvelously comfortable. 
Dressed for battle, she and Alexandra came back out and returned to the shoreline. 
Now if only she could dredge up the courage to wade into the water. 
“Jewel?” Rialt stepped in close, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You afraid of water?”
She grimaced. “Cold water, yes!”
“Ahhhh. Well, in that case…” With no warning, he hoisted her into the air. 
“Wait, w-what—?!”
Chuckling in a terrifying and evil way, he tossed her carelessly forward. Jewel managed a panicked screech before she hit the water’s surface. 
Because of her flailing about, she hit on her right side. The feeling of cold, hard water nearly robbed her of breath. A painful tingle spread through her as the cold seeped quickly into her skin. She scrambled to put her feet under her, toes digging into the sand to find purchase. Only then was she able to put her head above water. She intended to yell at Rialt, but her body insisted on drawing in three deep, gasping breaths of air first.
“RIALT!”
“Revenge, lass,” he responded with mock-sweetness.
Obviously he subscribed to the theory that revenge was best served cold. 
“Besides,” he added in that same congenial tone, “the best way to deal with cold water be to jump in.”
“That’s a believable argument from a man still standing on shore!” She meant for her tone to be scathing, but couldn’t quite manage it through her chattering teeth. 
“Hold your breath.”
Hold her breath? For what? No…wait…surely he wouldn’t…
She heard as he took a heavy step forward, and then a second later a tremendous splash as something large hit the water. Once again the water washed over her head, only this time as a wave. 
The water sloshed in every direction as Rialt moved. “Phew! Mite chilly.”
Chilly?! Indignant, she balled her fists together and splashed the water as hard as she could at him. 
Rialt, the rat fink, laughed and splashed back. Not about to let that slide, she riposted the icy spray. It went downhill from there as they splashed water as much and as fast as they could. If she hadn’t already been soaked, their water war would have done the job. 
“Will you stop?” Sarvell called out in exasperation from the safety of the shore. “How is it that as soon as you two get near water, you start acting like children?”
“She started it,” Rialt defended himself, completely unmoved by the scolding. 
Jewel splashed him again for that. 
“Focus,” Chizeld commanded. “Shouldn’t be in water for long.” 
True. Jewel felt racked with shivers and she couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering. It would be unwise to stay in for long. 
Because she had been tossed in (she’d get Rialt for that later), Jewel had no real sense of direction. The crystal stood behind her, she could feel that clearly, but she didn’t know where the water ended or where the dock was anymore. 
“Here, lass.” Rialt’s warm hand grabbed hers, feeling like a branding iron on her chilled skin. “This way.” 
She grasped his wrist with her free hand for balance and waded after him. 
“Jewel!” Alexandra called from near the crystal’s base. “Why don’t you push and I pull?”
Since she could actually see, that was probably the best plan. “Alright!”
Rialt directed her more to the left, no doubt guiding her to the back of the crystal. “Is it right in front of me?”
“You should be able to reach it.”
She let go of his wrist and stretched out her hand. Her fingers grazed the flat surface easily. This crystal felt colder than the rest had, but considering it sat in ice cold water all day, well… She moved over a few feet, centering herself to the crystal. Rialt moved so that he stood behind her, out of the way. “Alexandra, ready?”
“Ready!”
“On three! One, two, three!” Jewel slowly pushed as Alexandra lifted, tilting the crystal at a slight angle. 
“Stop!” Alexandra commanded. “Now move forward five paces!”
Jewel slowly pushed forward, the water moving around her in a slow roll as the crystal shifted. She counted out five paces before halting. “Good?”
“Need to tip her a little more and then another five paces!”
They repeated this process several times before Alexandra called, “I think she will clear! Just keep walking forward!”
Jewel issued a silent prayer that this would work. If it didn’t, they would probably have to dismantle the slide completely, which everyone was loathe to do. The workers would need another full day or two to tear the slide free if it came to that. It would also mean getting into this freezing water again. 
“Jewel,” Rialt’s voice was deep with concern, “your lips be blue.”
“I take it that’s bad?” 
“Very. A few more paces and the crystal should win free. After that, you be coming straight out and into a hot bath.”
Sounded heavenly.
Her body was so frozen that every muscle seemed to creak. Jewel found it hard to move and it came to a point where her body felt sapped of all strength. Sheer willpower kept her moving steadily forward. 
“Almost to shore,” Rialt encouraged. “A few paces more.”
Jewel didn’t actually need him to tell her that, although she was heartened by the encouragement. The water was becoming more shallow with every step, and by now it sloshed around her thighs instead of coming up to her chest. In fact, the steady way the water retreated made things worse and better all at once. Worse, because the cold air hit her wet skin and chilled her even further so that goose bumps were covering her from head to toe. Better, because she knew that if the water was this shallow that she could stop soon and race to find that hot bath. 
When the water barely covered her ankles, Alexandra called out, “Stop! We can move her properly in place tomorrow.”
Jewel couldn’t agree more. 
Someone threw a blanket around her and snugged it in tight under her chin. “This way,” Chizeld encouraged her with an arm around her waist. “Resort Manager has ordered bath drawn for everyone.”
Shivering hard, she followed him mindlessly up the slight slope and to the resort. They thumped up the wooden stairs to the deck and then inside. The warmth of the air inside the building washed over her and sent another shiver racing over her skin. 
Jewel had never had a chance to memorize this place and so the quick steps and turns meant little to her and only further disoriented her sense of direction. So it wasn’t until Chizeld spoke that she realized they were anywhere near the baths. 
“Rialt,” her armsman said patiently, “Men’s baths are that way.”
Rialt made an inarticulate growl of protest. “You would no argue about me going in with her if we were married!”
“Not married,” Chizeld pointed out ruthlessly. 
“It be only two days off, man!”
“Not married,” Chizeld repeated with more emphasis. “Unless being struck by lightning by an angry goddess isn’t scary?”
“Errr…”
“Thought so. Jewel and Alexandra can help each other. Go.”
Rialt stalked off, muttering under his breath about chaperones and prudish goddesses. Jewel was too frozen to appreciate the moment fully, but she knew she’d be giggling about this later. In fact, that was obvious as Alexandra was choking on a laugh even now. 
“Go on,” Chizeld encouraged them. “Priestess Alexandra, if Jewel’s arm is taken like so…yes, exactly right. Easy to lead that way.”
Jewel switched guides and followed Alexandra into another room where the heavenly feel of hot water permeated the air. She decided right then and there that she didn’t care if anyone wound up waiting for her—she was going to soak in that tub until she was a wrinkled prune. 
 



Chapter Thirty-one
The day of the wedding dawned bright and sunny, although with a slight nip of cold to the breeze. Sarvell had never seen a calmer couple going to the altar than those two. Of course, they had nothing to worry about. All of the usual planning that a bride did Jewel had had little hand in—in fact, Alexandra and the resort manager’s wife had done most of the planning. Jewel had given her opinion when it was asked for, but really, she couldn’t decide between this shade of red and that shade or whether the overall scheme coordinated well with the interior, or any of the other decorating details that brides seemed to get hung up on. Sarvell felt that it was for the best. Jewel didn’t have that half-crazed look to her like most brides, trying to dash around seeing to a thousand last minute details. 
Rialt didn’t follow the same plan as his bride entirely. He did worry quite a bit about the security issues involved. But the local police force lent a few men to augment the armsmen, and once they were all briefed and placed to his satisfaction, he didn’t have anything else to worry about. 
Actually, he confided to Sarvell out of the women’s hearing that, “I do no care about flowers or ribbons or whatnot. As long as I be married to the lass at the end of the day, all be well.”
Rialt exercised wisdom in saying that only to Sarvell. The women surely would have bent his ear if they’d heard him, after all of the work they’d done on his behalf. 
The ceremony started at noon, in the hastily decorated main ball room of the resort. Someone had apparently decided that white and red were the appropriate colors for this occasion, as white fabric and red flowers were all over the place. Every important official (and a few unimportant ones) were in attendance, standing on either side of the red runway carpet leading to the front of the room. Apparently custom in Jordia called for the bride to take the hands of the guests nearest to her, to give them a chance to wish her well. Sarvell was just as glad this custom existed—it was the perfect way to guide Jewel silently in the direction she needed to go, as every guest pulled her toward the front of the room. 
Sarvell took her as far as the doors, standing sentinel with Chizeld as Jewel extended her hands and gripped the first person to reach out to her. He watched her carefully, in case she needed his help, but it seemed the guests were being careful to not overwhelm her. 
Watching her, he felt a brief tug of envy. She truly looked beautiful today with her hair properly curled and done up, the elaborate white dress tailored to suit her, and that flush of excitement in her cheeks. Rialt, judging from that silly grin on his face, knew what a lucky sap he was. 
It took longer than planned for Jewel to make it to the front of the room, where Rialt and Alexandra stood waiting. Everyone wanted to wish the bride well. But she finally arrived, a little breathless. Rialt calmly took her hand and guided her the last few steps to stand at his side. Alexandra recited the marriage oaths in a clear, strong voice that he could hear even at the back of the room. The couple responded and promised to keep the oaths spoken that day, exchanging marriage bracelets without fumbling. 
Sarvell breathed a sigh of relief. Good, nothing untoward had happened. Now they could go to the banquet and—
CRACK! 
Juven, in all of her angry glory, appeared from thin air with the most outraged expression on her face. 
“Rialt Axheimer! I’ll have words with you!”
Rialt heaved a year’s worth of sighs. “Juven, can it no wait?”
“No, it ca no!” she snapped back at a volume loud enough to shake the building. “I do no say more than a word of protest when you raced off to the rescue on my sister’s beckoning. I did no say a word at all when you swore oath to this lass even though you had no business doing that, either! But marrying her? Ya eijit, have ya taken leave of the senses I gave ya?!”
And they had been doing so well… Sarvell winced at the potential fall out over this. He anxiously looked at Rialt, but the man just seemed resigned at this point more than anything. Jewel…why under heaven was she smiling?
Jewel patted her new husband’s arm and said brightly, “Why don’t you speak with your goddess for a moment, husband mine. I’ll deal with the guests, alright?”
Rialt turned to give her the most betrayed expression that a man had ever done. Jewel, (purposefully) oblivious to his discomfort, released him and waved both hands toward the room in general. “Everyone, let’s go enjoy the magnificent banquet that’s been laid out for us, alright?”
As no one wanted to stay in the same room with an angry goddess, they pretty much saw her point almost instantly and started to quickly walk for the doors. Jewel whistled for Bort, following along with the crowd as soon as the dog reached her side. 
“Wifey,” Rialt protested in a near whine, “do no leave me on my own!”
“Your goddess, not mine!” Jewel called back cheerfully, not even turning her head. 
“Eh, there’s truth,” Juven growled in a threatening tone. “And I’d like to know, I would, why ya’d no tell me about this wedding afore ya exchanged vows! Before Elahandra’s priestess no less!”
Sarvell waited until Jewel had safely passed him, gaining the relative safety of the hall, before waving at Rialt and silently wishing him luck. The man would need it. 
~*~*~*~
Sarvell lifted the cup to his hands and took another slow sip of tea. He and Chizeld had retreated to this room on the main floor of the resort at the end of the dinner. The newly married couple had been escorted an hour earlier to their honeymoon suite with all of the expected teasing, the guests had retreated to their own beds, and silence had finally descended. 
Chizeld had suggested quietly that he and Sarvell keep watch for them on this night. Sarvell had to agree with his caution—if he were a Daath assassin, this would be the perfect night to attack. What with the flowing wine and the overindulgence of food, most of the guests couldn’t be alert and vigilant if their lives depended on it. Normally Sarvell still wouldn’t worry as Rialt was a light sleeper. But, well…he was willing to bet that attack and defense were not on the top of the other armsman’s mind just then. 
Being true friends, he and Chizeld would take turns standing watch so that the couple could have at least one night together that was not stained by worry. 
Chizeld leaned forward in his seat and poured himself a fresh cup of tea. To Sarvell, the other man looked a little tired, lines of fatigue etched around his eyes and mouth. Then again, out of the three of them, he had been doing the most work recently. Everyone had been heavily drawing upon his knowledge as a historian ever since they had arrived in Jordia. Traveling back to Veris would no doubt seem restful compared to their stay here. 
Chizeld had volunteered to take the first watch, so Sarvell really needed to go to bed and get some sleep, but he felt like staying up a little longer. “So how does it feel to make history instead of reading about it?”
Chizeld flashed him a quick smile before admitting, “Tiring. Reading history is much easier.”
“It seemed like you were being pulled every direction the past several days.”
“Felt like it, too.” Chizeld sat back and inhaled half of the cup’s contents before speaking again. “Been meaning to ask: never felt the urge to swear loyalty to Jewel?”
“I’ve been tempted once or twice,” he admitted. “Especially at first, when I thought she would be forced to return to Thornock. But it’s different now that she’s returning to Ramath. I can’t imagine a safer place for her. No one would dare harm a hair on her head there.” He paused long enough to return the cup to its saucer before continuing, “I’m not the type to be a good armsman anyway. Too restless. If I stay in one place for more than a month, I go stir crazy.” 
“Ahhh. In that case, being a merchant is the perfect job.” 
“For me, it is.” As long as they were touching on the more personal questions, he might as well ask… “I’ve always wondered, why did you re-swear your oath to Jewel when you were already sworn into the Order?  Why not just keep your previous oath?”
“Wanted to protect the one woman gutsy enough to face down Belthain’s toadies,” he said frankly. “Wasn’t able to do much in the beginning, though.”
“Well, no. But it was because of that oath Jewel was so readily able to trust you from the beginning.” 
Chizeld turned to him in surprise. “Was that the reason?”
“That’s what she told me.” 
“Wondered about that.” He let out a thoughtful hum as he settled back in his chair. 
A companionable silence descended. Sarvell’s mind roamed free, not particularly focused on anything. The fire crackled and popped from the fireplace nearby, and the darkness of the night seemed to be encroaching into the room at a steady pace. He might well need to see his bed soon. 
“Poor Rialt,” Chizeld idly commented with an evil smile of enjoyment on his face. “There are apparently cons to being a goddess’s favorite.”
Rialt had been rubbing at his temples when he’d finally joined them at the banquet an hour later. Sarvell had frankly been half-surprised that he’d managed to get away without being scalped, considering the mood Juven was in. “I have to wonder how he appeased her. Or perhaps she felt better after chewing him down and he managed to escape?”
“Last option seems the most plausible.” 
“True.” The last time Juven had descended in a fury like that, Rialt hadn’t even tried to say something placating. If he kept pulling stunts like that, Juven would eventually lose all patience and start chucking lightning bolts at him. 
Sarvell would hopefully be well out of range before that happened. 
“Need to go sleep,” Chizeld ordered with a shooing motion. 
The man had a point—if he were to truly stand watch in four hours, then he needed to get at least some sleep. “Then I’ll say good night.”
 



Chapter Thirty-two
Jewel gripped the saddle horn with one hand for balance. The slight chill of the air stung her cheeks and lungs as she took in a breath. They weren’t leaving at dawn, but it almost felt that way with the hasty breakfast and the quick departure. As they rode out of the inn yard, she complained to her new husband, “It doesn’t feel like we had a three week honeymoon! It felt like three days.”
Rialt chuckled and hugged her hard for a long moment around the waist. “I know, wifey, I know. Time speeds past when we be having a bit of fun.”
That was an understatement. They had spent those three weeks at the resort, and some of the hot springs that the area boasted, and Jewel had frankly never had so much fun. Most women, after the first few days of marriage, would be worried about setting up the house and settling in to their new role as a wife. Jewel couldn’t do a thing about any of that until they returned to Ramath, so she had just enjoyed being with Rialt. 
It had not escaped her notice that Chizeld and Sarvell had quietly stepped in and guarded the two of them so they could have that time. It was a wedding present to them and Jewel appreciated it beyond words. 
She really had no room to complain. Almost two months had passed since they had left Veris, and it had simply come time to return. When most people were handed a task from the gods they didn’t get to stop and have a honeymoon. Granted, the logistics of freeing the Veris crystal had in part granted them that window of opportunity, but still…
Now that she had returned to the road, Jewel could feel her mind being drawn back to the work and timelines that she had set aside. By the time they reached Veris, two and a half months would have passed since she’d taken on the task to re-position the lost crystals. At the time, she had estimated that the barrier would last for another six months, but that was only a guess. If any significant body of people—like an army—consistently battered against the barrier, it would gradually lose strength. She couldn’t imagine that the Daath had simply sat still and waited, not while seeing how weak the barrier had become. 
Rialt curled around her just enough to put his head near hers. “You be tensing up,” he murmured to her. “What be wrong?”
“I don’t know how the crystal in Thornock is faring,” she admitted frankly. Her head, unconsciously, turned upwards to face the sky. “The barrier above us is so weak that I can barely feel it’s there. I’m not sure if we can get all of the crystals in place and re-dedicated before the barrier fails completely.”
“You said the dedication only takes a day. It can no make that much difference.”
“The dedication takes a day,” she agreed, chewing at her bottom lip. “But the preparation for it will take more than that. The crystal has to be covered from top to bottom with paper lanterns that will burn all day. Do you know how many that will take?”
“No idea.”
“Me neither,” she grumbled. “Hundreds, if not thousands, will be needed to cover a crystal of that size. That takes time to gather and more time to put into place. That doesn’t even account for how long it will take to light all of the lanterns! If the dedication can be organized in less than three days, I’ll eat my boots.”
“Do no make that bet,” her husband scolded cheerfully. “Boots are bad for the stomach.”
She paused, thinking about that warning for a long second. “Do I want to know how you know this…?”
“Belike no.”
It sounded like he really had eaten boots at one point…no. He was right. She probably didn’t want to know. 
“But time be no as tight as you think,” Rialt continued as if he hadn’t just made her mind grind to a halt. “Chantel had already started preparing for the dedication afore we left. So had Alexandra and Clari. I can no imagine that the High Priestess of Thornock would no think to prepare in advance.”
Jewel waved this away. “I’m not worried about them! I’m worried about our crystal. We’re going to be the last to arrive home. In fact, it’ll take us at least three weeks to travel back to Denzbane, won’t it?”
“Eh, roughly that. But Chizeld’s a step ahead of you, wife.”
“Eh?” she turned toward her left, raising her voice a little to carry over the din of hoof beats and city sounds. “Chizeld?”
“Yes?”
“Did you do anything to prepare for the Ramath’s crystal dedication?”
“Of course!” he sounded surprised just by the question. “Silly to give directions on how to build a new shrine without sending along instructions for dedication too. Broeske Axheimer should have everything prepared well in advance.”
Jewel felt like kissing the man. He had indeed thought things through. “Chizeld, what did I do to deserve you?”
“Some grievous sin,” he responded dryly. “But don’t worry. Enough years of service will make up for it.”
He had the whole company chuckling and Jewel felt like her face would split under the force of her smile. Obviously she should stop dwelling on this and worrying at the problem. Even if she failed to think far enough in advance, the men around her were perfectly capable of filling in the holes without needing to be commanded in every little thing. 
“I even sent a letter ahead telling the family of the wedding,” Rialt added in an off-hand manner. 
Jewel froze. “You did what? Rialt! It’s bad enough I stole you as an armsman, in their eyes, but didn’t you think how they’d respond to us eloping?!”
“Sure did. This way, they have weeks to calm down.”
She counted slowly to ten and resisted the first impulse to come to mind, namely, to turn around and strangle him. “Husband-mine, are you trying to ease my worries or add to them?”
“I can no do both?” he responded mock innocently.
Turning, she jammed a finger in his ribs as hard as she could. 
“Ouch!” Flinching back, he protested, “It be no so bad as all that.”
“You keep this up and you’ll be sleeping on the floor all the way to Veris,” she threatened, meaning every word of it. 
“Oh, this is going to be an interesting trip,” Sarvell observed to the world in general. “I can just see it now.” 
~*~*~*~
The trip back to Veris could hardly have been described as eventful. Nothing untoward or surprising happened in the six days they were on the road. In fact, it didn’t even rain. The only delay they experienced happened in Shipp, as it took several hours of waiting in the city before they could board the ferry and cross the Honorvar. 
They arrived mid-morning in Rounsefell and without any fuss or fanfare went straight to Chantel’s home. 
When they entered the main courtyard, Jewel couldn’t believe the amount of noise that assaulted her ears. It seemed that dozens of people were running around in every direction, calling questions and instructions to each other, and even some curses as people accidentally jostled each other. 
She couldn’t begin to piece together what all of this noise and confusion meant, so she turned to ask Rialt.
“Preparations, by the looks of it,” he answered slowly. 
From slightly behind them, Sarvell put in, “I’m seeing a lot of crates for paper lanterns, and all sorts of candles and rolls of ribbons. Either Chantel is starting preparations early for the dedication or…”
“Or the schedule’s been met,” Chizeld completed with a note of excitement. “The bridge has been removed and the crystal can be moved!”
“Do no get ahead of things, now,” Rialt warned, although it sounded as if he were hopeful as well. “It could be things went awry while we were gone. Do you see Chanty in this mess?”
“There,” Sarvell directed. “Near the foot of the stairs.”
“Ah, there she be.” Rialt raised his voice to a booming level. “CHANTEL!”
It took a moment, but then Chantel’s voice could be faintly heard calling back, “Oh good! You’re back!”
Jewel shifted in preparation for dismounting, as she knew that Chantel, being a physically affectionate person by nature, would want a hug. But just as she leaned her weight forward, Rialt snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her back. 
“I would no suggest dismounting yet,” he warned calmly. “In this crowd, like as no, they will run you flat. Bide a bit.”
Actually, he might have a point about the dangers of being on foot here… Jewel sat back and waited for Chantel to come to her instead. In mere moments, the other priestess had fought her way through the crowd and arrived at Jewel’s side. “I’m glad you’re here!” she exclaimed with genuine excitement. “You’re just in time. The last parts of the bridge were removed yesterday, so we can actually move my crystal tomorrow. How did it go in Jordia?”
“Well,” Jewel assured her, unconsciously smiling. It was difficult to be subdued or depressed around Chantel. “The crystal there gave us a little trouble, but nothing like yours. We were able to pull it free and put it back in place with only a little work.” 
“You’ll have to tell me all about it over dinner,” Chantel commanded. “For now, let’s go—wait. Are those wedding bracelets on your wrists?!”
Jewel could feel her cheeks heating up with a blush. “You know that question you asked me before I left? Well, as it turns out, you were right.”
Chantel laughed out loud with pure delight. “Oh, you are so telling me the full tale over dinner! If you didn’t get a proper reception, I insist on throwing one for you as well!”
“We did,” Rialt assured her dryly. 
“Well, I want to throw you one anyway!” Chantel retorted. 
Sarvell remarked to no one in particular, “I just knew she was going to say that.” 
“Hush, you. Alright, this way. You’ve got time to have a bath and settle in a little before dinner. Rialt,” here her voice became mischievous and coy, “I suppose this time you don’t need a separate bed moved into Jewel’s room?”
Rialt’s voice stayed deadpan as he responded, “No need for the trouble.”
Jewel buried her face in both hands to hide her rapidly heating face. “You’re going to spend every minute teasing us, aren’t you?”
“Of course!” Chantel sang. “What else are friends for?”
Friends, indeed. 
 



Chapter Thirty-three
They left the next morning for Ziehr’s Pass right after breakfast. Chantel had kept Jewel up a good portion of the night, getting the full story of the events in Jordia and a thorough description of Alexandra. Jewel hadn’t minded talking and sharing everything, but she certainly was paying the price for their late hours this morning. She had yawned her way through breakfast and the side to side motion of the horse didn’t help in her efforts to stay awake. 
In between talking about everything else last night, the two women had planned out the dedication ceremony so that Chantel knew exactly what to do once the crystal had been moved into its proper place. Jewel had this uneasy feeling that she needed to make every moment count, and she could not afford to linger once the crystal had been moved. She needed to get to Ramath. She didn’t know why this urgency pressed against her like it did, but she couldn’t ignore the feeling. 
Chantel assured her that everything was in place. Experts in climbing and harnesses were already at the site, waiting for the two priestesses. Once they arrived, all they had to do would be to climb down and push the crystal up and back onto the cliff’s edge. Jewel didn’t think there would be anything simple about this, and she sent many a prayer heavenward that nothing went wrong while they tried to wrestle a crystal the size of a two story building up a cliff face. 
At some point during the five hour trip to Ziehr’s Pass, her sleepiness ambushed the responsible side of her nature. Pillowing her head on Rialt’s shoulder, she snuggled into the crook of his arm and fell asleep. 
“Jewel.” Something gently shook her shoulder. “Wifey, open those eyes of yours. We be about there.”
She took in a deep breath and stretched her shoulders as she came awake. “How long did I sleep?”
“About two hours, give or take.” 
Jewel lightly smacked her cheeks to help her wake up a little more. “What does it look like?”
“Busy,” he responded promptly. “Quite a few men here, all with climbing harnesses and the like. They have set up anchor points with ropes and pulleys already,” he noted in satisfaction. “After we be strapped in, we can get straight to it.”
That all sounded heartening. 
Jewel extended her senses as they reined to a stop. The wind felt slightly stronger to her than it had the last time she was here. There seemed to be a slight whine as the wind whipped its way around rock and through trees. The air, though, felt warmer and she felt grateful for that. Hanging off a cliff while shivering with cold did not appeal to her in the slightest. 
The waiting men murmured to each other in calm, collected voices as the women dismounted. Someone approached their group with a heavy tread that spoke of a very solid heavy build. 
“Priestess Moltabon, men are ready. Per orders, tandem harnesses prepared.”
“Many thanks, Foreman. My partner is this man. Jewel, who do you want to go down with you?” She gave a slight giggle. “Or should I even ask?”
Jewel resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at her. “Quiet, you.”
“I will go with her,” Rialt answered calmly.
“Er…Rialt?”
“What be it, Sarvell.”
“You’re rather larger than the rest of us. Wouldn’t it make sense for a smaller man to go down instead? To make it easier on the rest of the crew?”
“It would,” Rialt agreed amiably. “But you took her down the last time. Reckon it be my turn.”
“Chizeld could do it too,” Sarvell pointed out dryly.
“He does no have climbing experience,” Rialt returned calmly. 
Sarvell didn’t buy this and asked, “Chizeld?”
“Not a bit.”
Rialt made a noise of satisfaction. “Then it be up to me.”
All of that sounded very reasonable, but Jewel didn’t believe for one second that Rialt would have let someone else take his position. The iron grip he had around her waist said quite clearly that he didn’t trust her safety to anyone else, not even these two. 
She decided not to say any of her thoughts aloud and asked an obvious question instead. “So where’s the harness?”
It took a few minutes to put the harness on. She understood, now, why Rialt had insisted that she wear pants instead of a skirt. Trying to pull a harness in between her legs and buckle it around her waist while wearing a skirt…well, she couldn’t see how she would have managed that, now. She felt like her fingers were thumbs as she tried to help put it on, but Rialt did indeed know what he was doing—he untangled the harness and buckled into place with the calm surety of a veteran climber. 
“Are we ready?”
“We be,” Rialt assured her. “Straps are comfortable?”
“Nothing’s pinching anywhere.” She assumed that passed as ‘comfortable.’ 
“Good enough. Now, lift your legs up like so…eh, there be a lass. I will walk us to the cliff face. Foreman, be the line secure?”
“Secure,” the Foreman assured him in a gruff voice. “Line is tight.”
“Alright, lads, let us down nice and slow!”
Jewel trusted her weight to the harness and Rialt as they were slowly lowered over to the side. She went backwards at a slightly horizontal angle, as Rialt didn’t just drop feet first as she half-expected, but planted his feet at the cliff’s edge and walked down. She could hear his boots scraping against the rock as he moved. His arms tensed and relaxed in a rhythmic way as he grasped the rope. 
Jewel’s ears started popping as they changed elevations, the wind whipping around them at sporadic intervals. It felt very strange to be suspended like this, but at the same time, rather liberating. If not for the solid warmth of Rialt’s chest against her back, she would swear she was floating. 
“A bit more!” Rialt boomed out, half-startling her. 
Right, she was supposed to be working… With a quick breath, she brought her mind back to focus. The crystal felt like a lodestone to her, its presence massive to her senses. She also felt like she could reach out and touch it with her hand, if she stretched out. Actually, she should probably try that and see if she could. Jewel extended her right hand to its limits but failed to grasp anything but thin air. “Rialt, I can’t reach.”
He let out a low grunt. “We will adjust that in a moment. Let me get down to the bottom first.”
She bided her time as they were lowered several more feet. 
“Crystal should be about level with you,” he informed her. “Stretch out again and let me see how we fare.”
She obediently did so and let her hand stay there, hovering. 
“Hmm…good two feet off, belike.” He raised his voice again to that booming volume that carried to every corner. “More to the right!”
The rope started shifting, pulling on Jewel’s center of gravity to the right. Rialt bent his knees slightly and then without any warning, he pushed off the cliff face. For a few moments, it really did feel as if they were just suspended in mid-air. Jewel let out a delighted shriek of laughter. 
“Eh? You like this?”
“It’s really fun,” she responded, trying not to giggle in a demented way. “Do it again!”
With a suspiciously devious chuckle, he did as requested and gave another hard push, sending them out into the air again. Even though she expected it this time, she still had a half-terrified, half-delighted tingle racing up her spine. Another delighted shriek escaped from her mouth. 
“I can see right now I will need to take you climbing more often,” Rialt observed amusedly. 
Oh. She could do this again? “Yes please!”
“Who’s laughing down there?” Chizeld called from the top of the cliff. “Jewel?”
“This is fun!” she called back. 
“Rialt, not supposed to corrupt Priestess!” Chizeld scolded mock-seriously. 
“Too late!” Rialt drawled unrepentantly. “Now, wifey, focus. Can you reach it?”
“Even if I can, will you do that hop thing again anyway?” she inquired hopefully. 
“Sure, wifey, sure.” 
Smiling in anticipation, she reached out and stretched as far as she could. This time, her fingers barely grazed the smooth, cold surface. “So if I can’t, then that means I get two hops?”
“A greedy, niggardly woman you have become,” Rialt responded sorrowfully. “Belike Sarvell’s influence.”
“No doubt,” she agreed peaceably. “Two hops?”
“Mayhap three,” he promised. 
Oh goodie. 
It did, in fact, take three hops to get her in the right position to put her hand firmly under the crystal’s surface. The fourth hop was just because they could. 
While Jewel and Rialt played (much to the amusement of everyone watching them), Chantel and one of her armsmen were lowered down on the other side. It did not take enough time for Chantel to get into position, in Jewel’s opinion. They only got five good hops in before Chantel called out, “We’re ready!”
Sometimes being an adult was no fun at all. With a sigh, Jewel forced herself to behave and reached out her hand, situating it firmly against the bottom of the crystal. “On three!” Jewel called to Chantel. “One, two, three!”
The crystal made a harsh grating sound as it inched its way up. Jewel was abruptly grateful that Rialt had refused to let her go down alone. It took concentration on his part to slowly climb back up, even with people on top helping him to do so. She couldn’t afford to split her concentration as the crystal would slip if she tried. She’d never been forced into such an awkward position while trying to move a crystal before and until this moment, didn’t appreciate how difficult it would be. 
Their pace could only be described as a crawl as they inched their way upward. Since she had always been the one manipulating the crystal before, using her own limbs, she had always been the one to set the pace. This slow, trudging speed tasked her mental concentration and her arm started to ache from being thrust out at such a straight angle. To her, the crystal’s weight registered as something that she could easily carry. But any weight at all on top of her arm would eventually take its toll. 
“Your arm be shaking,” Rialt observed in concern. 
“I’ll make it,” she assured him through gritted teeth. 
“Be it so heavy, then?”
“Awkward would be a better word. How far are we from the top?” It seemed like they’d been at this for hours although she couldn’t imagine that was true. 
“Four or five strides.”
So, ten or so feet? Jewel sucked in a breath and pushed it out again harshly between clenched teeth. She could make ten feet. Maybe. 
“Take your mind off it,” Rialt suggested. “Think of something else instead.”
“Can’t,” she refuted. “The crystal will slip if I do. Chantel! How are you doing?”
“Arm is shaking!” Chantel called back. “But we’re close to the top!”
A grinding, almost ear-piercing sound came from behind Jewel, sounding as if it came from the opposite end of the ravine. She identified the sound without a problem, her heart giving a leap of victory. 
The top of the crystal had been dragged free. 
While this was a good thing in and of itself, it also meant that the balance of the crystal’s weight shifted. Jewel felt her hand sliding abruptly downwards as the crystal tried to slide, becoming abruptly top heavy. She let out an inarticulate sound of distress and thrust her arm completely under the crystal, trying to regain her grip on it. If this heavy thing went to the river’s bottom, she couldn’t imagine how they’d get it out again. 
“What?” Rialt demanded, half-alarmed. 
“The crystal’s weight has shifted,” she managed to explain between pants. “I’m losing my grip on it.” 
“Cherchez’s beard, that be no what we need right now.” Rialt took in a huge breath before belting out, “Chizeld! Take our weight and drag us up! The crystal be slipping and I need to help Jewel with it!” 
“Will do!” Chizeld called back. 
Rialt slipped an arm under hers and flattened his palm around her hand. She appreciated the support beyond words. Trying to hold up her arm and wrestle with the crystal had about sapped her strength. Even though his added strength didn’t do a thing to help with the crystal, it did support her failing arm, which made all the difference. Furrowing her brows, she redoubled her efforts on the crystal. In an effort to get a more steadying grip on it, she twisted her torso as much as she could to get her other hand under it. This only semi-worked, as the harness interfered with her efforts. Still, the second hand offered the leverage that she needed to steady its weight. 
“Better?” Rialt asked against her ear. 
“Yes.” She couldn’t spare anything more than that one word, as she felt the crystal’s balance tip again, this time going forward. 
“The base is starting to clear the top!” Sarvell informed them. “You’re almost there!”
All the gods be praised. 
She didn’t need anyone to tell her when the majority of the crystal’s base had finally cleared the top, as the crystal abruptly started tipping forward. The sound of the wind changed, too, becoming more of a sporadic rush that she associated with being near the edge. They had to be mere feet from the top, then. 
“Almost there, Jewel,” Rialt whispered in encouragement. “Almost there.” 
Her mind took up the mantra. Almost…there…
All at once the cold stone against her skin pulled away, and the tremendous weight of the crystal rocked forward. A loud impact vibrated the ground and air as it slammed into place. With a groan and a sigh, the crystal came to a complete stop. 
For a moment, silence reigned among the group and then someone let out a victorious shout and the rest echoed him. Someone pulled them up the rest of the way and Rialt took a large step from the edge before kneeling down. She put her head on his shoulder and just breathed for a moment, not caring that she was still strapped in place. 
They’d done it. The crystal was back up. All that they needed to do now was drag it a few dozen feet to the right resting spot and then her first task would be complete. The crystals would all be in their proper places again. 
She had done the impossible. 
“Wifey, be you crying?” The question was redundant as he raised a hand and gently wiped the tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. 
She felt like her heart would burst. Catching his hand, she pressed her cheek into his palm and assured him softly, “Tears of joy.” 
 



Chapter Thirty-four
They left Rounsefell early the next morning. Chantel protested this, saying that it wouldn’t hurt anything to rest for a day, but a gnawing sense of foreboding in the pit of Jewel’s stomach wouldn’t allow her to rest. Very soon something would go terribly wrong. She knew it with absolute certainty even though she had no proof. 
Chantel, well able to sense the condition that the barrier was in, didn’t argue with her too much. She understood Jewel’s worries all too well. Even if Jewel left this very minute, it would take her a solid two weeks of traveling to reach Denzbane. And even after she arrived, it would take another day to re-dedicate the crystal and even more time after that to recharge the crystal. It would be an uphill battle to get every crystal fully charged and the barrier back to full strength. In fact, it might well take a year’s worth of consistent work to reach that point. 
So Chantel hugged her hard, made sure the party had enough supplies, and wished them a safe journey with only a token protest. 
They travelled northeast for several days on the main highway, heading directly for Zarraga. The trade city sat on the crossway of the Honorvar and the Hatton River and reaching it would be the hardest part of the journey—not because of any geographical challenges, but simply because of the amount of traffic. This was trade season and every merchant worth his salt would be on the highway with a caravan at this point. Zarraga was the hub for trade, so everything went there eventually. Their pace slowed to a crawl just because of the amount of traffic. Still, if they went any other route it would add days of travel. Frustrating as it was, this route was the most direct. 
Being sensible people, they didn’t even try to find an inn in Zarraga. In fact, aside from lingering for a few hours to buy some supplies, they didn’t really stay in the city at all. Sarvell led them to a small village outside of the city’s limits that hosted a decent inn. (And the inn keeper greeted him by name, which Jewel didn’t find surprising at all.) 
The inn’s beds were far too comfortable for her. Especially with Rialt wrapped comfortably around her back, and Bortonor sleeping at the foot of the bed, she remained nice and warm throughout the night. Jewel found it a trial just to bring her mind to a semi-conscious state. Perhaps the weeks of travel were finally catching up with her. Before leaving Belthain, she had had no experience with travel, after all. It wasn’t just riding a horse—the constant source of new stimuli that she had to process and interact with also sapped her strength. Jewel couldn’t wait until she was home in Denzbane again. 
Stretching slightly, she tried to roll out of bed, only to be caught short by Rialt’s encompassing arm. “Rialt…let me up.”
“Lovenanty, wife,” he grumbled in a voice thick with sleep, “even the birds be no properly awake at this hour.”
“Eh?” she paused in her efforts to free herself. “Is it really that early?”
“Eh, it be,” he answered with a long sigh. “So be a good wife and stay in bed.”
She snorted. “Do you mean be a good wife, or be a good pillow?”
“That be what I said.”
Well, as long as her role in this relationship had been properly established… Shaking her head, she rolled back into her previous position. But still, if it truly was early, then why had she woken up? The room had no noise in it, aside from Rialt and Bortonor’s breathing. There weren’t any sounds from outside or next door. The fire in the room had burned down at some point to mere embers, as she could barely detect any outside heat in the air, but Rialt and Bortonor kept her warm enough that she shouldn’t have awakened due to the chill of morning. 
After all of these weeks of traveling, she should still be sound asleep…so why had her brain so rudely jerked her into the waking world? Even now, she had absolutely no temptation to go back to sleep. 
“Jewel,” Rialt had a note of forced patience in his voice, “why be you no sleeping?”
“I have no idea,” she admitted in frank puzzlement. “I’m just awake. I can’t think of anything that’s wrong…” In a split second it hit her. It wasn’t what she could hear or sense that had awoken her. 
But the absence of something she had always felt.
Jewel jerked upright in the bed, throwing back the covers and fighting to get out of the bed. “Rialt, we have to move!”
His soldier’s reflexes had him scrambling out of the bed after her even as he demanded, “What? What be wrong?!”
“The barrier,” she responded quickly, words almost tripping over each other as she rushed to get out the explanation. “The barrier is gone!”
“WHAT?!” 
Jewel dove for the saddlebags that she had laid over a chair the night before, yanking out the first clothes that came to hand and changing as quickly as she could manage. “Get the other two awake!”
Rialt had the door open before she could get the order out. She tracked his movements absently as she dressed, listening through the wall as he banged on the door and then snapped out commands to the two sleeping next door. 
She had three more buttons on her blouse to do by the time he returned, and he imitated her by going straight to his saddlebag and quickly getting dressed. Bortonor, alert to the sudden movement of his people, jumped to the floor and kept pressing anxiously against her. He didn’t understand what was wrong, only felt that his people were upset. 
Jewel spared him a quick pat on the head and a scratch behind the ears before asking Rialt, “Take him outside for a minute. I’ll pack everything.”
“Back in a moment,” he promised before whistling for the dog. 
Bortonor obediently followed him out of the room. Someone—Chizeld, actually—stepped inside almost immediately after they had left and demanded, “Sure? The barrier is gone?”
“Gone,” Jewel confirmed, clenching her hands in front of her stomach. She felt like she might either throw up or start shaking soon. Never before had Evard been completely defenseless. The Daath would certainly move on this as soon as they could. How much time did they have? Weeks? How long would it take to amass an army? “Chizeld, the horses.”
“Sarvell is saddling now,” he assured her. “Pack. Need to leave quick and ride hard.”
She took in a deep breath to calm her nerves—which didn’t have any noticeable effect—before she whirled around and started packing again at a frantic pace. Chizeld pitched in by putting Rialt’s things back into the bags. This task didn’t take more than a few seconds, as they hadn’t really unpacked anything the night before. 
Rialt’s heavy footsteps bounded back up the stairs, followed by Bortonor’s lighter tread. “Jewel, ready?”
“Ready,” she confirmed, snatching up her saddlebags. 
“Meet down there,” Chizeld said to them both as he darted out of the room, no doubt getting his own bags. 
She followed Rialt down the stairs as fast her legs would carry her, following him through the inn and to the back, where the stable yard lay. Without any words being exchanged, they mounted and road out at a quick lope, heading for the main highway. 
As soon as they were on the highway, Jewel gathered enough courage to ask, “Rialt, if the Daath noticed right this minute that the barrier was down, how fast could they act?”
“Three weeks, on the outside. But they would send in scouts and the like by tomorrow.”
Three weeks…it would take another week just to reach Denzbane. Could she and her sister-priestesses put enough energy into the crystals fast enough to put the barrier back up before then? 
Since the barrier had been given to Evard, it had never once failed or been taken down. This situation had simply never happened before and because of that, Jewel had no way of even guessing. She couldn’t even be sure why the crystal had not sustained the barrier another three months, as she guessed it would. 
Why had it failed? 
Rialt put an arm around her waist and hugged her tight for a moment. “We will make it, Jewel. We will make it.”
She prayed to the gods that he was right. 
~*~*~*~
They rode hard and fast, switching horses as they needed to, but even then it took two days to reach Belthain. Every muscle in Jewel’s body seemed to ache and she would literally beg to be given a chance to have a hot bath and a proper meal. They had expanded a great deal of energy in order to reach the city this quickly, but Jewel still was tempted to stop just for a few moments and coordinate with Tamarra before continuing on to Ramath. Those few moments of working out a schedule of how to charge the crystals might save them valuable time later. 
They entered the city proper and started weaving their way through the streets. Jewel, for once, knew where they were and where they were going so well that she almost smiled at the familiarity. She tried not to let the idea of staying in a place she knew well sway her decision. 
“This doesn’t look good,” Chizeld observed aloud. 
Rialt reined in, stopping right in the middle of the street. “What be that?”
“There, the man in the red uniform,” Chizeld continued. “See? That man was sent to High Priestess of Thornock as an armsman.” 
“And he looks upset,” Sarvell observed. 
The fact that he looked upset didn’t really surprise her. With the barrier down, likely no one was happy at this moment. But she did find it curious that an armsman was away from the priestess he should be guarding and out in the city like this. Unless Tamarra needed to speak with her? 
Over all of the street traffic, Jewel couldn’t begin to discern who was where or if anyone was approaching them. She had to rely on the men for any details. “Can one of you stop him and ask what’s wrong?”
“Don’t think we need to,” Sarvell answered slowly. “Is it my imagination, or did he look relieved to see us?”
“Seems that way,” Chizeld agreed, tone bemused. Leather creaked, as if he just stood in his stirrups, and his voice boomed out, “Gourley!”
“Sir!” a lighter male voice called back. “Urgent news! Must speak with Priestess Jomadd!”
“With me?” Jewel repeated, not particularly surprised. “I suppose Tamarra would want to ask some questions, but…”
“We will find out shortly,” Rialt assured her. “The man be making time, he be, getting to us.” 
Rialt proved to be exactly right, as it seemed bare seconds passed before Gourley stood near her right side. He sounded a little out of breath as he quickly said, “Priestess Jomadd, urgent request from Priestess Matthison. Please come to Belthain Order immediately.”
A deep sense of foreboding settled into the pit of Jewel’s stomach. She didn’t like the sound of this at all. “I will certainly come, but can you tell me what’s wrong?”
“Yes.” Gourley paused before blurting out in panic, “The Thornock Crystal is missing!”
 



Chapter Thirty-five
Jewel strode through the main doors of Belthain’s Order at something close to a run. For once she didn’t need Bortonor or any of her armsmen to guide her. She knew this building better than she knew the back of her own head. While it felt wonderful to be back on familiar ground again, she couldn’t begin to enjoy it. 
How could the crystal just be missing? 
These weren’t some trinkets that could be carelessly misplaced. Even when people had wanted to get rid of them they’d barely been able to move them far from the original resting place. Only the Ramath, with their stubbornness and ingenuity, had managed any sort of distance. But here in Belthain, the task would be especially impossible. The crystal sat in its own room, stone walls surrounding it on all sides, and the crystal’s shrine sat inside Belthain’s Castle complex! It would be a mammoth job to move it and it certainly couldn’t be done in stealth. 
Which really left only one possible culprit. 
“Jewel!”
Even though she had only met the woman a handful of times, Jewel recognized the voice instantly. She turned instinctively to face the other priestess. “Tamarra.”
Light footsteps came at a quick pace and then slowed all at once. “I’m so glad Gourley was able to find you. You were tasked with putting the crystals back in place, correct?”
Jewel gave a quick confirmation, “Yes.” 
“Then maybe you can tell me where my crystal has gone off to.”
Jewel shook her head even before Tamarra could complete the sentence. “No, I really have no idea. I can’t even fathom how a mortal would be able to move it out of here to begin with.”
Tamarra quickly picked up on the qualification. “A mortal? You think the gods are responsible for this?”
“I can think of one especially that is anxious to not have all of the crystals back in place,” Jewel said grimly. “He’s been hounding my footsteps on every leg of this journey. But I didn’t think Cherchez had the power to interfere in Evard.”
“By ancient decree, that is not possible,” Chizeld confirmed. “No god may interfere in another’s territory.”
“But that means that the only god who could possibly move the crystal would be Elahandra herself,” Tamarra protested. “And I certainly can’t see her doing that, not after she sent Jewel out!”
Neither could she. Jewel frowned slightly, letting the possibilities spin in her mind. “Actually, we’re missing the obvious. There is one other god, the god of Thornock, that could do this.” 
“Baurthan?” Tamarra asked incredulously. “But why would he even want to?”
“Now that be the question,” Rialt rumbled. “Jewel, a quick word to herself is in order.”
“Not a bad idea,” Jewel admitted. She quickly bent her head and offered a prayer. Elahandra, the Thornock crystal is missing. 
It took a moment before Elahandra responded. “It’s WHAT?!”
It’s missing, Jewel repeated neutrally, although her worry about the situation creeped into her voice. After all, if the Thornock crystal was gone, then the barrier was gone too. They wouldn’t even have a prayer of putting the barrier back up without the central crystal to connect to. And there’s no sign of how it was done. Perhaps Baurthan might know?
“I’ll ask. Wait right there.” Elahandra’s presence left as quickly as it came. 
Jewel lifted her head. “She’s not sure what happened, but she’s asking her brother.” 
“It is his territory, after all,” Sarvell muttered. “He should know.”
“Not necessarily.” Tamarra sounded disgruntled. “The downside of having the God of Order as your deity is that he dislikes the chaos that mortals create. I think he ignores us as much as possible.”
That had actually been one of the reasons why Jewel felt so thankful that Elahandra had chosen her as a priestess. At least that way she had one god that paid some attention to her. 
Even though she stood outside in the hallway, Jewel instantly felt it when Elahandra appeared in the empty crystal room. In fact, the feel of two deities emanated from that room. 
Tamarra let out a low growl. “Now what’s going on?” Without waiting for any answer, she spun about in a swish of skirts and darted for the crystal room. 
Jewel darted right after her, tracking by ear as her armsmen and Bortonor followed on her heels. Still, she only crossed a few dozen feet before skidding to a halt again, just inside the doorway, to avoid running over Tamarra. The other priestess had frozen almost as soon as she entered the room, blocking the doorway. 
“Tamarra? What—” she cut the question off as two voices, raised at an angry level, started firing back and forth. 
“I don’t care if they complained,” Elahandra bit off in an angry hiss, “put it back.”
“Really, sister, this creation of yours has caused nothing but trouble,” another voice responded laconically. He had the tone of a bored aristocrat who was only conversing for the sake of politeness. “I’m doing you a favor.”
“No, you’re just making my job harder,” Elahandra corrected through gritted teeth. “I’m in charge of keeping all of Evard safe, remember? It’s a little hard to do that when one of the key pieces of my barrier is in your hands. Now put it back!”
“I don’t know why you insist on keeping this silly barrier of yours. Surely there are more elegant methods. In fact, I think it’s time to revise the whole concept.”
“What are you—?! Oh don’t you dare drag the whole family here to discuss this!” 
“I told you, I think it’s time to revisit this idea and think of a better solution.”
“What better solution!” Elahandra demanded. “None of you wanted to—”
“What be this about?” a new female voice asked. This time, Jewel recognized the new arrival. Juven had arrived. Strange, but perhaps because she had been in the presence of this goddess before, Jewel felt more from her. Elahandra’s presence always had an overtone of light and…a nurturing feeling of affection. Juven seemed quite the opposite—her presence had the overtones of strength and challenge, like a huntress on the trail of fresh game. 
“Our idiot brother has lost his mind, that’s what!” Elahandra snapped. 
Before Juven could respond, another god appeared in the room, one with a mellow tenor voice. “Goodness, Ela, I haven’t seen you this mad in three centuries. Baurt, what did you do?”
Jewel turned and touched Rialt’s arm to catch his attention. “Who is that?” she whispered.
It was Chizeld that answered in a quiet tone, “Gostrum, the god of Death.”
“Be he?” Rialt asked in mild surprise. “He looks more like a school teacher.”
“The depictions in children’s storybooks far from accurate,” Chizeld assured him dryly. For Jewel’s sake, he leaned near her ear and said, “Gostrum is of average height, long hair in pony tail, with a narrow build.”
She gave him a quick smile of appreciation. “And Baurthan?”
“Think of a young lord with money to burn, and you got him,” Rialt answered in a slightly disgruntled tone. 
While they conversed, two other gods appeared and joined in on the argument. Sarvell did the honors this time and leaned against her shoulder to whisper, “That’s Thaazan and Morchel. Do you remember what they look like?”
“Like small boys who are constantly up to mischief,” she whispered back, but she wasn’t really paying attention to what she said. Good heavens, they really were calling on everyone if even Bryn’s gods were here. In fact, only the Moping God and the God of Learning were missing. 
A new presence filled the room, and while each god seemed to have their own ambiance, this one felt different than any other. If Jewel had to put a label to it, she would have said sullen. 
“What is going on here? Why am I always called when I have other things to do?” a male voice petulantly whined. 
That absolutely has to be Corbeird. Apparently his title of Moping God is well deserved. Jewel charitably avoided saying that aloud. But if Corbeird had arrived, then all they were missing—
“My, I think this is the first time in one hundred and sixty-four years since we were all together,” a mild baritone observed. 
Broeske, the God of Learning and Veris’s deity, had arrived. Baring Cherchez, who couldn’t be physically in Evard anyway, the whole pantheon of gods was in this single room. The spiritual presence alone nearly overwhelmed her. Even though she had been in the presence and spoken to several of them personally, none of them paid any attention to her, for which she said heartfelt thanks. They were clearly in an antagonistic mood right now and who wanted to deal with an upset god? 
“Baurthan, for the love of the all-Father!” Juven exclaimed. “You did what? Have you taken complete leave of your senses?”
“I got tired of all of the complaints!” Baurthan retorted. “And really, this wasn’t a good idea to begin with.”
“Not a good idea?” Elahandra parroted in outrage. “It was better than any of you could come up with! And it would have worked just fine if people had left it alone!”
“That would be Juven’s fault,” Thaazan (or was it Morchel?) observed easily. 
“Now wait a minute, how is that my fault?” Juven demanded. 
“Well, it was your clan that moved the Ramath crystal, wasn’t it?”
“Like I told those eijits to do such a thing! And your own people were quick enough to do the same, were they no?”
“We didn’t tell them to do it.”
Elahandra let out a growl of aggravation, similar to that of a frustrated hunting cat. “And none of you stopped them either!” 
In a way, the situation was remarkable. No one had ever witnessed or been in the presence of all the gods at a single moment in time. This moment would surely be something that Chizeld would love to record for history. So Jewel felt it rather a shame that he couldn’t report something splendid. Instead, they were bickering like children. 
They started to talk over each other, different siblings accusing each other and others denying, and the noise level rose steadily as they had to shout to be heard over each other. As sensitive as Jewel’s hearing was, she could only pick out bits and pieces. As abruptly as it rose, it fell again (probably because at least some of the gods were down to glaring at each other or ignoring each other). Although that certainly wasn’t true of all of them: at least one god still had plenty to complain about. 
“You’re still holding onto that?” Gostrum spluttered in amazement. “Corbeird, that happened over eight hundred years ago!”
“Yes, and I’m still upset about it. No one properly apologized after all.” The tone made it clear that he had his bottom lip stuck out in an open pout. 
“No one’s going to listen to old grievances.” Broeske, at least, sounded calm. Or maybe he was just indifferent. Jewel found it hard to tell just by the sound of his voice alone. “We should—”
“Oh, then let’s talk about new ones, eh?” Juven cut in with a clanking sound, as if a hand had just hit against armor. “Let us talk about a certain goddess who steals people that are no hers!”
Elahandra quickly defended herself. “I didn’t steal him! He volunteered.”
“Well of course he did,” Morchel (Thaazan?) agreed with a carefree laugh. “After all, it was obvious that if those two ever met they’d fall in love.”
Jewel and Rialt choked at the same time. Jewel could feel her face heating up with a vivid blush. Oh. So the gods knew that things like that could happen? So part of the reason why Rialt had been chosen to go to her rescue was because Elahandra was playing matchmaker? 
Instead of being embarrassed, Rialt apparently found this amusing, as he chuckled openly. “Remind me to thank herself later.”
Jewel reached back and found his hand, tangling her fingers with his. The blush hadn’t faded, yet she couldn’t help but smile too. Yes, she’d have to thank Elahandra for that bit of manipulation later. 
“You can afford to lose one man to keep the whole clan safe!” Elahandra erupted in a voice loud enough to set everyone’s ears ringing. 
Assuming, of course, that the gods ever stopped arguing. 
Tamarra, standing beside her, let out a long groan. “Shards, this is ridiculous. They’re just going in circles. They’re not even arguing about the right thing anymore!”
“Someone’s going to have to step in and mediate,” Sarvell observed. 
“Ye gods, man, do no be reckless!” Rialt protested. “Have you ever been in a family fight like this? Especially with sisters in the fray. A man be like to lose his head, he be.”
“True,” Chizeld agreed. “But a parent or someone of authority is always needed to break it up.”
“Well, I can no argue with that, but the only one that fits the description be the Father God himself. If you have a line to his ear, Chizeld, feel free to use it.”
“Er…”
“I thought as much.”
While the men behind her had a point, Jewel couldn’t help but feel that Sarvell was right. Someone needed to step in and break this up. Gods or no, they were still family and arguing like one. Jewel normally wouldn’t dream of interfering, but every minute that they let pass was another minute that the Daath had free access to Evard. The very thought left her heart cold. 
She squeezed Rialt’s hand once, just for courage, before letting her hand slide free. Then she lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and marched forward. 
“Alright, that’s enough!” she had to shout to be heard over the overlapping arguments. “Will all of you start acting like gods and not squabbling children?”
The tumult ceased. Jewel could feel incredulous stares boring into her from every angle of the room, but she kept her face serene even if her heart was beating in a crazy rhythm. “You need to focus back on the issue at hand,” she continued with forced calm. “The crystal was removed from this room. It needs to be brought back.”
“Mortal woman, you’re quite daring to face down eight gods,” Broeske acknowledged in quiet pleasure. 
Err… Jewel’s head jerked back a fraction when the full force of his approval centered on her. She’d never been on the receiving end of approval from any god before except Elahandra. While pleasant, the sensation also felt somewhat…odd. 
“Indeed she is,” her goddess responded proudly. 
“You’re too brazen,” Corbeird informed her, feathers obviously ruffled. “Really, what makes you think that you have the right to chastise us? Ela, really, how can you condone such outrageous behavior?”
To Jewel’s surprise, Juven came to her defense. “What be wrong with it? The lass has spirit, which is more than I can say about you.”
“Juven!” Corbeird spluttered in a half-whine. “You always side against me!”
“Oh, stop whining,” Broeske ordered in exasperation, sounding weary of the whole argument. “No wonder this mortal girl can’t take you seriously. What god pouts?”
“You’re all against me!” 
Elahandra cleared her throat in a meaningful way. “Corbeird, if you have nothing to add, go away. I don’t know why you’re here to begin with as this problem doesn’t have anything to do with you.” Pointedly ignoring Corbeird’s gasp of outrage, she continued, “Thank you, Jewel, you are right. We did get sidetracked by old disagreements. Baurthan, let me ask you again and this time I want a proper answer. Why did you remove the crystal?”
“Eh? Ah, well, I had a great many prayers complaining about it,” Baurthan responded. “Something about the re-dedication of it being expensive, or messy, or some such. I thought, since it’s causing so many problems, why not just remove it?”
Elahandra let out a pained groan. “Baurthan. Please, for the love of all that is holy, will you pay more attention? The same people that were complaining to you are the ones that have kidnapped, incarcerated, or threatened my priestesses. They’re also the ones that have been the source of all my barrier problems for the past two decades.”
“…oh. Really?”
“Yes, really. Now, put the crystal back. Once you’re done with that, go deal with those louts before I’m forced to do something.”
“Ah. But are you sure that the crystal is necessary? I mean, there must be a more orderly way to—”
“Baurthan.” Elahandra sounded like she had a stranglehold on her temper. 
“Er…yes?”
“Who is in charge of the protection of Evard?”
“You,” Baurthan sighed. 
“And who was it that said it was too troublesome to keep track of, and he didn’t care how it was done as long as it worked?”
Baurthan gave an even longer sigh. “Me.”
“Have you changed your mind? Because the only way that you’re going to create a different system of protection is if you take on the task.”
“Ah…no. It’s fine. You can keep doing it.” 
“Good answer,” Morchel approved with a mischievous laugh. (Jewel felt almost positive this one was Morchel.) “Ela, how about Thaazan and I go and oversee the crystal’s dedication for our Bryn?”
“I suppose that you want me to forgive you if you do so?”
“That would be excellent, dear sister,” Thaazan chimed in sweetly. 
Elahandra muttered something under her breath that was too low to catch. Fortunately. “Oh, off with you, scamps! Just make sure it’s done properly.”
With suspicious chuckles, the twin gods disappeared. 
“Jewel,” Elahandra reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I promise you that Thornock’s crystal will be back in place and dedicated before the day is out. Now, hurry home to Ramath and see to your crystal, alright?”
Jewel gave her a sweet smile. “Certainly.” 
 



Chapter Thirty-six
They arrived in Denzbane without mishap or any other problems. With the Belthain crystal back in place, the barrier had perforce been restored, although it still remained weak. Just having the barrier back eased some of the strain for Jewel, and while she still wanted to get her crystal re-dedicated and charged as quickly as possible, she no longer felt the need to drive the party so ruthlessly forward either. 
When they finally did arrive in front of Rialt’s—their home, late in the evening, they were greeted by the townspeople as if they were conquering heroes returning at the end of some grand quest. They had been traveling for three straight days, so three days of travel dust, sweat and grime covered her skin. Not being able to sleep in a proper bed for two of those days had not helped ease her sense of exhaustion. But somehow she didn’t mind any of that when she heard her name called out in excitement. 
Someone—she had no idea who—started to pull her off the horse, asking a thousand questions at lightning speed. Rialt just chuckled at the enthusiasm and handed her down. “Ease off, now, ease off!” he admonished in humor. “You will squash her.”
Some large, heavy hand landed on her shoulder. “Priestess, we be very glad you have returned.”
Finally, a voice she recognized! “Master Broeske, you have no idea how glad I am to return!” she responded truthfully. “Did you get the message from Chizeld?”
“Did, and acted on it,” he assured her with open satisfaction. “We do no have your building finished yet, as we had a snag here and there, but the walls and roof are up. In two days, mayhap three, you can move in.”
She felt like kissing the man. “Wonderful! I suppose with all of that work, you didn’t really get a chance to prepare for the dedication.”
“No,” he corrected, “the preparations be what held us up. We had no place to buy so many paper lanterns, you see. So the women and children put their heads and hands together and made them.”
She went very, very still as that last statement penetrated. “Made them. But it would take hundreds, if not a thousand, to cover that crystal!”
“Almost two thousand,” Calio corrected from nearby. 
Jewel turned to her new mother-in-law, feeling people shift this way and that to make room for her to approach. She didn’t know how to react to this woman anymore. Calio had been less than pleased at her appearance the first time. Rialt had given her no real indication of how he expected his parents to react to his elopement, and Jewel didn’t know them well enough to make any predictions. So she stood there, mouth dry, stomach clenching, and prayed. 
“It took us weeks, but we be ready for you,” Calio continued and her voice sounded…oddly warm. “Goodness, daughter, but you be a sight! Did that son of mine drag you through every mud puddle along the road?”
At the word daughter, Jewel relaxed and smiled sheepishly. “It’s actually my fault. I was pushing hard to get here.” 
Rialt dismounted behind her with a creak of leather and a loud thump. “Phew, there be truth! Many an officer can take lessons from this wifey of mine.”
“Oh?” Calio responded in open challenge. “So be it her doing that you married so far from home?”
Rialt responded mischievously, “No, ‘twas mine. You always said no woman would be daft enough to marry the likes of me. So when she said yes, I thought: marry quick, afore she changes her mind!”
The crowd around them snickered. A few of them made comments to each other about actually hearing Calio say that over the years. 
“Eh, I suppose I had that coming,” Calio drawled, but it was clear from her tone that she saw the humor in the situation. “Well, we will do a proper dinner later to celebrate then.”
“That be fine. Mam.” His voice abruptly became serious and strangely formal. “I present my wife, and your daughter, Jewel Axheimer.”
“We welcome her,” Calio responded with equal formality. 
Jewel half-started when the other woman reached out and brought her in for a close embrace. It took a moment for her to gather her scattered wits enough to return the hug, but when she did, it was heartfelt. Jewel had no memories of a mother, so this embrace felt foreign to her, but she quickly decided she liked it. 
“Daughter,” Calio said as she stepped back. “Do no take this wrong, but you need a bath.”
Jewel laughed outright. “I agree! In fact, I think we’re all due for one.”
“The crystal can wait one more night,” Calio said firmly. “For now, let us see to all of you. Husband! Draw some baths!”
“Two steps ahead of you, wifey!” Colben called from somewhere in the back of the crowd. “Son, take care of the horses.”
“Eh, that we will do.” 
~*~*~*~
After everything that had happened, Jewel truly wanted to sleep in. But the dedication went from dawn’s first light until sunset, so…reluctantly, she dragged herself out of bed at dawn’s twilight. 
She wandered down to the kitchen and fixed a hearty breakfast for herself and her armsmen. All three men had a healthy appetite, so eating this amount would be normal for them, but for her it felt uncomfortable. But she forced herself to eat every bite. One of the other parts of the ritual required that the priestess fast during the day. Her only chance to eat or drink anything was right now. 
The men stumbled into the kitchen one after another, like a set of badly controlled finger puppets. They dressed and got ready to leave in a similar fashion, as if they were operating through sheer willpower and habit. Jewel felt rather bad about it, as she was partially to blame for their exhaustion. But after this day, they could all rest for a few days. They just needed to last this one more day. 
After a quick cleanup, she left the house, walking through the front yard. The streets were not as empty as Jewel assumed they would be, given that the sun wasn’t properly up yet. She heard people walking and talking in hushed voices from every corner of the square. Ella Crossbear, local Priestess of Elahandra, had assured her last night that they had arranged for people to help her set up all of the lanterns. (Jewel had frankly been relieved to hear this. If it had been left to just her and the men to light everything, it would have taken the full day to do it.) Perhaps the people she heard were the ones designated to help her this morning? 
She soon got her answer, as people spied her stepping out of the house and immediately came to her. “Priestess!” a young man’s voice called to her in excitement. “I be Ronan. I—well, all of us—be here to help with the lanterns.”
His voice sounded oddly familiar, although it took a second for her to place it. “Thank you, Ronan. If I remember, you helped hack the crystal free, didn’t you?”
He sounded pleased that she remembered. “Eh, so I did. Well, everyone here did. We thought, might as well finish the job we started.”
“A good thought,” Rialt endorsed from behind her. “Alright, now, let us get to the shrine quick-like. We have only a short time to light the lanterns.”
Everyone obediently fell into line behind her and Rialt. She smiled as she heard their enthusiastic questions and comments. “They sound so energetic. I’m envious.”
“Eh, there be truth,” Rialt sighed wearily. “I feel old this morn.”
She patted his arm in a consoling way. “You don’t look it.”
In a very dry tone he responded, “Thanks, wifey.”
“Anytime.”
Their exchange did not go unnoticed. Everyone within earshot chuckled. 
The banter oddly helped Jewel to wake up. Because of this, she continued to take verbal jabs at her husband as they crossed the two bridges and made their way to the far side of Denzbane where the crystal awaited them. By the time they arrived, everyone seemed to be engaged in a battle of wits. They were laughing and in high spirits as they went through the shrine doors and Jewel smiled in approval. The re-dedication would be an enormous amount of work, but it was a joyous occasion and should be enjoyed. 
Ella Crossbear had arrived ahead of them and called out cheerfully, “A good morn to you, Priestess Axheimer!”
Jewel blinked at hearing this, as she hadn’t quite gotten used to her married name yet. “Good morning, Priestess Crossbear.”
“Ella be fine,” she corrected. “All be in place. All we need be a bit of light and some instructions.”
“There’s not actually much you can do, except light the lanterns,” Jewel admitted. “I’m the one that has to do all of the praying.”
“In that case, I will supervise what you can no, eh?” Ella didn’t wait for a response but started to give out orders for candles to be passed around and lit, organizing people into groups. 
Rialt took her on a tour of the room as everyone else took up their stations. She hardly needed it—this room was an exact replica of the one in Belthain. It had a hexagonal shape to it, with little in the way of furniture or ornamentation. The crystal sat squarely in the middle of the room, stretching up to the very rafters. There were exactly two rooms that branched off of the main area—one was an office that held all of the records and history of the Order. The other served as a small apartment. Technically that room belonged to her. But since she was married, it would be given to Chizeld. 
By the time she had walked the circumference of the room, her helpers were ready to start lighting the lanterns. 
She stopped when Rialt did and asked, “Who’s standing next to me?”
“Imara, Priestess.”
“I’m very glad you joined us this morning, Imara,” Jewel said sincerely.
“T-thank you,” the girl stuttered out, clearly embarrassed to be singled out. 
“Can you tell me how the lanterns are going to be lit? I hear a great deal of clattering, like wood striking the floor.”
“Oh!” Her embarrassment shelved, she explained with enthusiasm, “We built these long poles that have a rolling base to them, see. The lanterns be all on a rope and pulley. We just draw ‘em up as they be lit.”
Jewel clapped her hands together. “Perfect. So these long poles can be rolled directly next to the crystal?”
“We can touch the very surface,” Imara assured her. “We tried it, just to make sure.”
“Then let’s start. Ella, are we ready?” she called out to the room in general, not sure where the woman had moved to.
“Eh, that we be!” Ella called from what sounded like the opposite side of the room. 
Jewel couldn’t do the actual work on this—she’d like as not accidentally set something on fire trying—and the dedication prayer couldn’t be said until the room was filled with light. But they were clearly waiting on her direction, so she raised her voice and said, “Fast and snell, light them quick! We have to be ready to go before dawn’s light hits this building!”
They laughed at her using Ramathan phrasing and quickly dove into the work. 
In this small space, the heat of the lanterns could be easily felt. Jewel stood there and listened intently as people gave instructions to each other, and the pulleys squeaked in an almost rhythmic way as the lanterns were hauled upwards. 
“That…is a lot of light,” she said almost to herself. Even though she had explained several times what needed to be done, she had never tried to imagine what this moment would be like. Now that she stood there, experiencing, she felt almost as if with every lantern that was lit, power flooded into the room. 
“You can feel it?” Rialt asked her curiously. 
“Oh yes. How close are they to finishing?”
“Close,” he admitted. “Another two, three lanterns from the top.”
“Do you see the sun yet?”
“It be just peeking over the rooftops,” he said calmly. “We will do.”
A cheer went up, coming around the room like a wave. Jewel didn’t need anyone to tell her—they were done. “My turn,” she muttered to herself. “Are the lanterns touching the crystal?” she asked the room in general.
“Eh!” several people answered happily.
She heard Chizeld leave her side and walk rapidly around the room. She had no doubt that he was double-checking this. So she paused and waited for him to return before starting. 
He stepped in close and touched her shoulder, murmuring, “Everything be in place.”
“Good,” she whispered back. Jewel took in a deep breath, lowered her hands to her waistline, spreading them out in an open gesture of acceptance. She had spent days memorizing the formal prayer to start the dedication. It was tediously long, and she sent a heartfelt wish to the heavens that her memory held true. 
After another deep breath and she started the prayer, carefully enunciating each word. When the last word left her mouth, she had to swallow twice just to get any moisture back on her tongue. But standing there reciting had been worth it—the sensation of power had doubled and now felt so strong to her that it seemed strange that the people around her couldn’t see it. 
“I could be wrong,” Sarvell ventured uncertainly, “but is the crystal actually glowing? I know the lanterns’ light is reflecting in every direction but…”
“No, it’s giving off its own light,” Jewel corrected with a satisfied smile. “The start of the dedication is a success. By sunset, this crystal will add its strength to Thornock’s crystal and the barrier.” 
Someone quickly ran toward her, skidding to a halt just inches away. “Priestess, did I hear that right? We have succeeded?”
“Yes, Ronan,” she answered with a mile-wide smile. “Your work—everyone’s work—has paid off.”
“Rialt.”
“Eh?”
“Permission to hug your wife?” Ronan asked quite seriously.
“Granted,” Rialt answered just as seriously.
In the next moment, Ronan snatched her up in a fierce hug, nearly spinning her around. Jewel let out a strangled shriek as the world spun, but she hugged him back and ruffled his hair for good measure. “What are you hugging me for?” she protested, laughing. “You’re the ones who did most of the work! Now put me down. Go tell everyone that we’ve succeeded.”
“Yes, ma‘am,” he said, nearly vibrating with the urgency to spin off. Fortunately he set her gently back to earth before taking off for the doors. 
Quite a few people followed, calling out to anyone within earshot as they ran. 
Jewel just basked in the moment. Her worst fears had never been realized. They were all safe, and not slain at the hands of some minister’s lackey or Daath assassin. The crystals were all properly in place and even now being dedicated. The barrier after this would be stronger than it had been in generations. Ramath especially would not fear invasion ever again. 
She simply could not imagine a better day than this. 
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