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1
A Final Sunset

Ginger-Sun feared her own power.
She was alone inside the RayLight Chamber, a circular room two paces across with stained-glass walls. Afternoon sun hit skylights in the roof far above her, and mirrors reflected the light down to where she stood. She craved the radiance that bathed her body, for as long as it shone, she was safe from her inner darkness.
She served as a priestess for the Dragon-Sun, who blazed in the sky and lit the world. Her people worshipped the day. Her duties in the village of Sky Flames were concerned with offering comfort to her people and carrying out ceremonies in praise of the sun. She could do no magic now. She knew this to be true—for it was the middle of the day.
Her spells worked only at night.
Ginger opened her hand and stared at the fire opal on her palm. Such a dangerous gem. Her grandfather had given her the four-sided pyramid on her fifth birthday. Years ago, she had discovered it allowed her to create spells of heat and light. She had never heard of anyone with such abilities. No one knew about her power; she guarded that secret as she would her own life. It would be dangerous enough if her people suspected she could do spells; if they realized she could do them only at night, gods only knew how they would deal with that trespass against her calling to the dragon.
“Ginger-Sun?” a man called, using the honorific that named her as a priestess. “Come quick!”
His urgent tone jolted her. Whoever called couldn’t enter here; this chamber was forbidden to all but the priestess. As she opened the door, the rumble of men talking rolled over her. The presence of so many rough voices unsettled Ginger. She felt suddenly conscious of her vulnerability; this building was a ten-minute walk from the village and she lived alone.
Ginger entered the main temple, a large room with a roof of inverted terraces high above her head. A fountain bubbled nearby, fed from the village irrigation system, and a statue of the dragon stood within it, his wings spread. Instead of fire, he breathed water. It rose into the air from his upturned head and cascaded down his body into the square basin.
Across the room, five men had gathered by the wall. They wore coarse trousers, shirts and boots encrusted with sand. The sun had weathered their faces, and heavy muscles corded their arms. Tools hung from their belts. They had shovels strapped to their backs—and massive axes.
Ginger’s pulse leapt. Why did they want her? She took a breath, steeling herself. Her calling required she tend anyone who came to the temple, no matter how threatening. She walked toward them, seeking to appear calm, though sweat dampened her palms. Her bare feet made no sound on the floor. She wore the traditional garb of a priestess, a gold silk wrap that fit her snugly from neck to ankle and constrained the size of her steps.
As she reached the group, a stocky man with gnarled muscles spun around and grasped the handle of the axe sticking up over his shoulder. Ginger gulped, her gaze fixed on the blade as he pulled it above his shoulder.
Then he paused, and the clenched set of his face eased. With a start, she recognized him as Harjan, who had been a friend of her parents before they passed away. Now that she could see the others better, she realized they were miners who worked the ore flats outside the village. They kept watch over the temple, too, for her protection. The relief that washed over her was so intense, it felt visceral.
Harjan lowered his arm. “My apology for disturbing your evening, Priestess.”
“Are you all right, Jan?” she asked. His pallor worried her. Behind the miners, someone was lying on a stone ledge that jutted out from the wall. A makeshift litter lay on the floor, and blood stained the men’s clothes. The miners averted their gazes more than usual when she looked at them.
“Has there been an accident?” she asked.
“Not an accident,” Harjan said. “This man was stabbed.”
“We didn’t want to bring him here, Priestess,” another man said with a look of apology. “But only you can do the rites.”
Ah, no. They wouldn’t have come to her if the man lived; the village had another healer who treated the men. But only Ginger could give the Sunset Rites to a person whose spirit had left his body to walk among the dead.
Afraid of what she would find, she walked forward, and the miners moved aside. A large man lay on the shelf. She sat next to the body and pulled a knot of black hair off his face. The man looked in his midthirties, with a square chin and strong nose, but that was all she could see. Bruises covered his face, and deep gashes had gored his torso, his arms, even his legs. Blood soaked his clothes. She pulled away scraps of his shirt and winced as coagulated blood smeared her hand. The ragged pattern of his wounds told a gruesome tale, that he had fought hard against his assailants—and lost the battle.
“Gods,” someone muttered. “Why would anyone do this?”
A tear ran down Ginger’s face. “Only the Dragon-Sun can answer that.” She couldn’t imagine how he could burn in the sky while such a monstrous crime took place below him. “Do any of you know this man?”
“Never seen the poor bastard,” another man answered. “We don’t know what happened.”
“I’m sorry we had to show you this,” Harjan said.
She looked up at him through a mist of tears. “You were right to bring him.”
“Ach, Ginger-Sun.” He lifted his hand as if to lay it on her shoulder, offering comfort, but he stopped himself in time, before he touched her.
“Could you bring him to the Sunset Chamber?” Her voice trembled. If she didn’t perform the rites before sundown, the man’s spirit could be condemned to wander the site of his murder until his killers died.
The miners seemed relieved to take action. They lifted the body onto the litter and carried it across the temple, past the RayLight Chamber, which no longer glowed now that the sun was too low in the sky.
At the far wall, Ginger opened an arched door with a window at its apex that depicted the setting sun. The floor, walls and ceiling in the chamber beyond were bare stone in the red and ochre hues of the desert, a stark but fitting memorial to those who lost their lives in this harsh land. Here the dead received their blessing before their spirit traveled to the realms beyond.
They laid the body on a stone table that filled much of the chamber. The only light came from slits where the ceiling met the walls, and shadows were filling the room as the day aged into night. She hoped she could complete the rites in time; otherwise she would have to remain here all night with the corpse, to ensure its spirit didn’t become trapped in the realm of the living.
Harjan was watching her. “We can stay.”
His offer touched her, but they both knew she had to refuse. If she allowed the uninitiated to stay while she performed the rites, she risked stirring the wrath of the Dragon-Sun.
“Thank you.” Her voice caught. “But it isn’t necessary.”
He twisted his big hands in his sleeves. “It’s not right you should have to face this alone.”
“I must.”
“But you’re so young.”
She almost smiled at that. He had always been a big bear of a man with a kind heart. But she would celebrate her eighteenth year in only a few tendays, which put her two years past the age when young people were considered adults.
“I’ll be fine,” she told him, though she wasn’t sure who she wanted to convince, Harjan or herself.
He nodded with reluctance. He and the other men bowed and quietly took their leave, closing the door behind them.
Ginger sagged against the wall. Despite her assurances, she feared being alone with the body. Her service in the temple mostly involved offering succor to the people of Sky Flames, who eked out lives in the harshly beautiful desert. She gave blessings, performed rituals to honor the sun, presided at marriages and christenings, comforted mourners, listened to those who needed to talk and tended the health of women and children. It was a calling she loved, one well suited to her. She needed to perform the Sunset Rites less often than other ceremonies, and she had never done them for someone who had suffered such a brutal death.
Ginger drew herself up, determined to do well by this man’s spirit. She went to a wall niche and lit the fire-lily candles there. Their spicy scent wafted around her, and in their flickering light, the scrolled carvings on the walls seemed to ripple. As she picked up a bundle of cloths, she realized she was clenching her opal. Startled, she set it down. Then she changed her mind and took it up again. The opal gave her a sense of confidence, which right now she very much needed.
One of the candles sputtered and died, and a tendril of smoke curled in the air. She thought of doing a flame spell, then shook her head, angry at herself, and relit the candle from one still burning. In her childhood, she had discovered by accident that she could do fire spells by concentrating on the opal, but she didn’t understand why it happened. She used her abilities rarely and strove to do only good with them, but deep inside she feared they were a curse.
Ginger took the bowl of water in the niche and a soap carved like a dragon. She would clean the body to give the man dignity for his trip to the spirit lands. She returned to the table and looked down at his ravaged face. Softly she said, “May you have more peace among the spirits than you had among the living.”
The dead man opened his eyes.


2
Darz

Ginger froze. The man was staring at her with a bloodshot gaze. Her heartbeat ratcheted up, and the urge to run hit her hard. She took a shaky breath. Then she laid her palm on his neck—and felt what she hadn’t seen before: a faint pulse.
“Gods above,” she murmured.
“Who…?” The man’s voice was barely audible.
“I am Ginger-Sun, the temple priestess in Sky Flames.”
“Too young…for priestess.”
“Not here.” Her elderly predecessor had passed away two years ago. Ginger had been the only acolyte, so at fifteen, the age when most girls began training, she had taken on the full duties of a priestess.
She set down her supplies and went to work. Bathing him had suddenly become much more vital; she needed to tend his wounds. It flustered her to feel his skin, for no living man could touch a priestess. But the temple was too far from the village; it would take her thirty minutes to bring back the male healer, and that assumed he was home. She didn’t dare leave her patient untended. She entreated the Dragon-Sun to understand; she couldn’t let this man die.
Her patient closed his eyes. He breathed so shallowly, she couldn’t see the rise and fall of his chest. She felt no exhalation when she held her hand in front of his mouth.
With care, she pulled away scraps of his shirt. He truly was strong, to survive after suffering such horrendous gashes in his chest and abdomen. The stab wounds must have missed his vital organs; if he had suffered internal injuries, she doubted he would still be alive. The bleeding had stopped, but she feared he had already lost too much to live.
As she treated him, the water and her cloths turned red, and she had to fetch more of both several times. It shook her deeply, for she had never treated anyone with such horrible injuries. She rolled him carefully on his side to treat his back. He also had lacerations on his calloused hands, as if he had grabbed the dagger of whoever was stabbing him. She flinched at the images his wounds conjured, the violence of the fight that caused them. It was no wonder they had left him for dead.
Night descended as she worked, and shadows filled the chamber. She fetched the dagger she used to shave a body during the rites, but instead she used it to slice away his trousers so she could treat his legs. She could tell little about his shredded clothes except that they had a simple cut. He lay still as she worked, never flinching, though his pain was surely terrible. Only one time, when she pressed too hard, did he lose his iron control and groan.
Her voice caught. “I truly am sorry.” He probably wouldn’t survive the night, but she would stay at his side to tend his life while he breathed and his spirit if he passed away.
Her opal remained where she had set it on the table, a small fiery pyramid. She could use it to create light in many ways, including symbolically, by giving comfort. Still she hesitated, agonized. She was a sun priestess. But the sun had gone down and power stirred within her.
Forgive me, Dragon-Sun, she thought. I must help when I can, even if it is by the night rather than by your incomparable days. She couldn’t heal—but she could ease this man’s pain.
Ginger picked up the opal, and it warmed her palm. Closing her eyes, she drew on the power she always concealed, knowing it would estrange her from her people, just as her red-gold hair and hazel eyes set her apart from everyone else, with their dark coloring. A spell grew within her. When she opened her eyes, golden light surrounded her and bathed the man. She poured the spell into him, offering it to soothe his pain.
Ginger called on her deepest resources and let the spell go on longer than she had ever tried before. She had finished tending his wounds, and this was all she had left to give him. Although he never opened his eyes, the set of his ruined face seemed to ease.
She finally sagged against the table. The opal fell out of her hand and rattled on the tabletop. As her head dropped forward, she braced her palms on the cold stone to hold herself up. The last candle sputtered, and night filled the room, waiting to stake its final claim on this man.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice breaking. “I can do no more.”
Then she crumpled to the ground.
 
Ginger awoke slowly, disoriented, gazing at the ceiling. The stone floor hurt her spine. She rolled onto her side and found herself staring at the base of the Sunset Table.
Her patient!
She struggled to her feet, afraid to find that he had died while she was unconscious. The man lay exactly as she had left him, his torso, arms and hands covered by bandages, and more on his legs and face. Incredibly, his eyes were moving under their lids, and his chest rose and fell more naturally than last night. An intense blend of emotions rose within her, part gratitude, part relief and part astonishment. She stroked his forehead, and he exhaled, restless in his sleep.
“Will you live, after all?” she asked. Perhaps today the Dragon-Sun would be kind.
She needed to feed him if he was to rebuild his strength. Rubbing her eyes, she walked into the main temple. It was dark except for a tinge of dawn that set the RayLight Chamber glowing faintly, as if the embers of a fire burned within it like a heart. Several redwing doves had flown inside through vents up in the roof and were cooing their dawn songs.
Ginger went to her private rooms. Sunrise mosaics tiled her parlor, rosy near the floor and shading up into the blue of a dawn sky. Lamps on fluted poles opened in glass fire-lily blossoms. A pot hung from the rafters, bright with sun-snaps. The ceiling was white, giving the room an airy feel, and light poured through the windows. A fiery glass sculpture of the Dragon-Sun sat in a niche above her bed.
Ginger exhaled, grateful to be here. These rooms were so unlike the cell where she had lived as an acolyte. She had come to the temple at an unusually young age; when she was nine, she had lost her mother to a fall in the cliffs, and her father had died a year later from the hacking-cough. Despite her brother’s adamant protests, the village elders decided a boy of fifteen couldn’t rear a girl child. So they sent her to the temple. She had cried in her cell every night, drowning in grief, certain the dragon had punished her by taking her family. She hoped that by devoting her life to him, she could atone for her night magic.
When Ginger had taken over as priestess five years later, her brother had entreated the elders to let her live in this suite. It drained her to toil all day and sleep on the floor in a barren cell at night. She tried to hide her exhaustion, but her brother knew. Even so, the elders denied his petition. They feared to offend the dragon by giving a child these rooms, which were among the few privileges granted a priestess. It enraged her brother, who pointed out that Ginger had all the duties, that indeed, she had done them for years. The elders remained firm: she must wait until she was sixteen to formally assume the title.
Ginger quickly washed up and brushed her hair, which fell down her back in waves. She changed into a rose-silk wrap. The wraps were exquisite, but confining; for everyday wear, she wore an old tunic and leggings so she could do her work. With a patient in the temple, though, she might have visitors and had to observe proper protocols.
In the kitchen, she prepared a tray with rose-glasses and a carafe of water. Given the man’s injuries, she didn’t think solid food was a good idea, so she cooked two bowls of rice-cream with brown sugar. Carrying the tray and a sheet, she went into the main temple and walked through the dawn of bird song. Inside the Sunset Chamber, the stranger was as she had left him, asleep on his back.
Ginger set her tray on the table and covered him with the sheet. Then she murmured, “Wake up. I have food.”
No response.
Ginger caught her lower lip with her teeth. She had already touched him too much. But he needed to eat. Dragon-Sun, she thought, forgive my transgression. Then she brushed her finger alongside the bandage that stretched from the outer edge of his eye down his cheek.
The man stirred, then sighed. After a moment, his lashes lifted and he stared at the ceiling. He shifted his gaze to Ginger.
“You’ll be all right,” she said gently. She lifted his head and tilted the glass to his mouth. At first he didn’t respond, but when she ran a trickle of water between his lips, he swallowed convulsively. Although he drank with difficulty, he drained most of the glass before he sagged back. Ginger held his head, aware of him watching her with his dark, intense eyes. The swelling on his face had receded, and he looked a lot less like a corpse this morning.
“Where…?” he asked.
With apology, she said, “You are in the Sunset Chamber.”
His lips quirked the barest amount, far too little to qualify as a smile, but an astonishing ghost of humor. “Not ready for my sunset…yet…” His breath wheezed and he coughed, his face contorting.
“Shhh.” She laid her finger on his lips. “You must rest. Build your strength. Here.” She set down the glass and offered him a spoonful of the creamy rice cereal. He even managed three swallows before he gave up.
“Can you tell me your name?” she asked.
“Darz…”
She brushed the matted hair off his forehead. “Well, Darz, you and I are alone here, and I’m not strong enough to lift you. So I’m afraid I can’t move you somewhere more comfortable.”
His lashes drooped closed. “This’s fine….”
After a moment, she realized he was asleep. She gently set down his head, relieved to stop breaking the taboo. Or so she told herself. Her urge to keep holding him, offering comfort, disconcerted her. She leaned on the table, more tired than she wanted to admit after having spent the night crumpled on the floor. It couldn’t be any better for him on this hard table. As soon as he was strong enough for her to leave, she would run to the village for help.
She sat on the floor against the wall where she could watch Darz. She tried to eat her rice, but her head lolled forward. She brought it up with a jerk and set her bowl on the ground. Within moments, she was nodding again.
Ginger dozed, never fully asleep, always aware of her patient…
“Is anyone here?” The call resonated in the temple.
Ginger jerked awake. She jumped to her feet and hurried out of the chamber before she even fully knew what she was doing. Four miners were standing by the fountain.
“Harjan!” She couldn’t run in the wrap, or even stride, but she managed a fast walk. “I’m so glad you came!”
Relief suffused his face as he and the others turned to her. “Have you been in the Sunset Chamber?” he asked.
“All night.” She spoke quickly. “Can one of you go for the healer? We need a stretcher, too. We can use one of the acolyte’s rooms. They’re all empty, and I have no trainees. I’ll get bedding from the storeroom.”
“Ginger, slow down.” Harjan’s face crinkled with affection. “We can help you move the body, if that’s what you’re asking. But the healer can’t do anything for him. We’ll bring someone to help prepare him for burial.”
“No!” She stared at him, aghast. “He lives! I thought surely his spirit would leave during the night, but it stayed. He sleeps on the table. We must move him.” Another thought hit her. “Oh! If he turns over, he’ll fall on the floor.” She spun around and headed back to the Sunset room.
Darz had not only avoided rolling over in his sleep, he was awake when she entered the chamber. He pushed up on his elbow and stared past her, his expression hardening.
Glancing back, she saw the miners following her into the room. She went over to Darz. “It’s all right. These are friends. They will move you to a more comfortable place.”
Darz narrowed his eyes as Harjan came up to the table.
“You must lie down,” Ginger told Darz firmly. “You could start bleeding again.”
He looked as if he wanted to refuse, but his face was pale and his breathing labored. With difficulty, he eased back down. The entire time, he watched Harjan as if he expected an attack.
Harjan spoke cautiously. “I’m gratified to see that you live, Goodman…” He let the title hang like a question.
“Darz Goldstone,” the man said. His voice sounded creaky, as if he wasn’t ready to use it.
“Goodman Goldstone.” Harjan nodded in the greeting of one villager to another.
Darz stared at him strangely, but he returned the nod as well as he could while lying on his back.
Ginger laid her hand against Darz’s cheek, painfully aware of the miners watching her break the taboo. His skin felt cool. “You don’t have a fever. That’s good.” She had feared his wounds would fester and become inflamed.
Harjan glanced at the other men. “Can you get the stretcher?” Firmly he added, “And the healer?”
Perrine and Tanner went for the litter, and the third man headed to Sky Flames for the healer. Harjan stayed with Ginger and kept a wary gaze on her patient. He was the only one of the miners she knew well, though she often saw them working in the bluffs outside the village. They sold ores to the Zanterian caravans that came by Sky Flames, or else they journeyed to the far cities themselves to find buyers. Her brother, Heath, was doing exactly that right now; otherwise, she had no doubt he would be here, too, hulking suspiciously over Darz.
Perrine and Tanner returned with the stretcher, and Darz tensed as they lifted him onto it. She wanted to assure him they wouldn’t hurt him, but if he was anything like the men of Sky Flames, such words would offend his pride. So she held back.
They carried him to a cell. Darz lay completely still, his eyes closed, his face strained, and she feared they had moved him too soon. They certainly could risk nothing more. The miners had apparently understood her hurried words, for they had brought in a bed and blankets from storage, which no acolyte would have been allowed. After they set him in bed, she set a stool by the bed and sat down to check his bandages. Blood had seeped through the cloth on his torso.
The miners hovered behind her like a trio of wary hawks. She knew they didn’t want to leave her alone with Darz, but the more people who crammed the room, the more it would disturb her patient. She could tend the sick and was expected to do so for women and children. Surely they realized she needed to look after Darz, as well, however uncomfortable it made them all. Nor did she feel right keeping the men away from the work that provided their livelihoods.
She spoke gently. “I thank you all for your generous help. But you needn’t stay.”
“It is our pleasure to help, Blessed One,” Tanner said.
“We can stay,” Harjan said. “It’s all right.”
Their solicitude both touched and flustered Ginger. She was used to looking after the temple on her own. It was grueling, and she often wished she had help, but most people in the village were struggling to support their own families.
“I don’t want to keep you from your work,” she said.
“It’s no trouble,” Tanner told her.
Harjan looked past her at Darz and frowned. “None at all.”
It took some time, and many reassurances, but she finally convinced Tanner and Perrine they could go. After they left, Harjan indicated the corner. “I’ll sit over there.”
Ginger stood up. “I’ll bring a chair.”
He reached out to stop her by putting his hand on her arm. Then he realized what he was doing and dropped his hand. “My apology!” His face turned red.
“You have nothing to apologize for,” she said. He hadn’t touched her, after all.
“You needn’t get a chair,” he said. “Surely if half-grown girls can live in these cells with no soft things, I can manage for one day.”
She smiled at him. “You would make a fine acolyte.” When he glared, she shooed him away. “It’s all right, Harjan. You don’t have to stay.”
“I don’t mean to intrude. I’m just not easy leaving you with him.”
“He can barely move,” she said.
Harjan raked his hand through his unruly black hair. “All right, Ginger-Sun. But if you need us, we’ll be at the bluffs.”
She inclined her head. “My thanks.” His concern touched her, and she did feel reassured to know they would be close.
When she was alone, Ginger watched Darz for a while. Eventually, though, she had to resume her duties, which today consisted of dull chores such as sweeping floors, dusting furniture and tending the fountain.
Darz slept soundly and roused only when the healer came. Brusque and efficient, the healer cleaned his wounds, stitched them up and gave him sky-wood tea to ease his pain. He cautioned against moving Darz and reluctantly advised Ginger to keep him in the temple until Darz recovered enough that they felt certain he would survive—if that happened.
Later, Ginger carefully woke Darz to give him water and spoonfuls of sweet rice-cream. He seemed so disoriented, and he barely ate anything before he dropped back into sleep. The only time he stirred on his own was when Tanner, one of the miners, came to check on Ginger. She wasn’t sure what woke Darz that time, unless it was the clink of the tools on Tanner’s belt. They sounded like weapons.
After she finished her chores, she retired to the archive room. She loved to read the scrolls, learning about her country of Taka Mal, where the Topaz Queen reigned in the ancient and splendorous city of Quaaz. Nothing ever happened in Sky Flames. It was a full day’s ride to the nearest town and half a country away to any major city. But Sky Flames usually had a priestess, which was more than many such isolated settlements could claim. The women who had served here before Ginger had recorded their thoughts about the land, nature, science, even mathematics. She most enjoyed reading their historical accounts.
Ginger was working on her own history. She had little to write about in her short life, certainly no land-shaking events, but she recorded the days in the village and temple. She wrote for the pure joy of capturing beauty with words. Perhaps her scrolls might offer some future historian the same pleasure that those of past priestesses did for her.
She took an antique scroll to Darz’s room and sat by his bed, reading as he slept. When she came to a fine evocation of Taka Mal, she read aloud, even knowing he couldn’t hear. If beautiful words could heal, these would surely help him.
The next day was the same, except she wore leggings and a tunic. It would anger the village elders if they caught her dressed this way, but it was too hard to work otherwise. She was alone except for a patient who did nothing but sleep, and she had no appointments. It seemed absurdly impractical to toil in a tight silk wrap.
Toward midday, when even the temple became uncomfortably warm, she went to the fountain and asked the Dragon-Sun for his blessing, that she might use his bounty. Then she carried a ewer of water into Darz’s room. Sweat soaked his sleep-trousers. She eased them off and removed his bandages, then bathed him with dragon soaps. She had never touched a living man, not this way, and her hands wanted to linger on his muscled form. She knew it was wrong, and she struggled to resist the temptation. He was powerfully built, and hairy, too, which made her blush. His beard grew fast; thick black stubble already covered his chin and cheeks. She wondered what kind of violent life he endured, for his skin had many scars much older than his wounds from this attack.
He stirred while she cleaned him, but he didn’t seem in pain and he didn’t awaken. She dressed his wounds and clothed him in fresh sleep-trousers the healer had left. Then she just sat at his bedside. She truly didn’t want to leave, though she had no more reason to stay. It was a while before she could make herself return to her chores.
In the evening, Ginger stood by Darz’s bed, watching him sleep. “I hope you’re resting better,” she murmured, though he couldn’t hear. “I’m sorry I had to wake you earlier to eat.”
The hint of a smile touched his face as his eyes opened. “To wake up to such beauty is worth a thousand sufferings.”
She jumped back. “Goodness! You’re awake.”
“It seems so.”
“I should let you sleep,” she said, mortified.
“Don’t go. ’S boring. The morning…so long.”
“Morning?”
“It’s morning, yes?”
“No, actually, it’s night.”
“But those men…brought me here this morning.”
She finally came in and sat on the stool so she could be closer to him. “That was two days ago.”
“Gods. No wonder I’m so sore.” He pushed up on his elbow. “I should get moving…”
“You must stay put,” she said firmly. “You are sore, Goodsir, because you have many injuries.”
His smile quirked. “Now I’m Goodsir. Your friend Harjan called me Goodman.”
“You have a fine way about you,” she assured him. In truth, he seemed rather rough, but her philosophy had always been to err on the side of courtesy. Goodman was the address for most people, with Goodsir reserved for those few families such as the Zanterians who had a heritage of wealth and authority. Although he didn’t look Zanterian, one could never be sure.
“You’re a diplomat,” he said wryly. “Goodman is fine.”
“Are you a merchant?” It could be why he had been out in the desert.
“Not a merchant. Soldier.”
Ah. That explained his scars. The calluses on his hand were probably from wielding a sword. “Is that why you were attacked?”
“I’ve no idea. I had just woken up and gone to pi—” He stopped and cleared his throat. “To, uh, relieve myself.”
Ginger smiled. “I’ve heard the word before.”
He squinted at her. “One never knows what will offend a priestess.”
“We’re not so delicate.” She hesitated. “Is the army coming here?” She had heard nothing of such events.
“No. I was on leave…before the attack.”
“Do you know who attacked you?”
He shook his head. “It was dark. And they hid their faces with scarves.”
The thought of masked assailants creeping up on him in the dark disturbed her. Perhaps they had been soldiers from another country. With all the recent upheavals among the settled lands, she wasn’t certain who allied with whom anymore. Taka Mal had survived the war last year, but battles had destroyed much of the Rocklands, and the queen had to marry a prince from Aronsdale as part of the peace treaty. Ginger lived so far from the population centers of Taka Mal, it was hard to stay informed about the events sweeping their land. She did know that Jazid, the country to their south, had been less fortunate than Taka Mal; it had fallen to the conquering army of the Misted Cliffs.
“Do you think it’s because you’re in the army?” she asked. “Maybe they were Jazid soldiers.”
His brow furrowed. “Why attack me? Jazid was our ally.”
She leaned forward, uneasy with her words. “We’ve heard rumors that minions of the Shadow Dragon have crept to the lands of the living and wander the night.”
He looked more amused than worried. “Indeed.”
“It’s true,” she assured him. “They are deadly.”
“Do you mean the Shadow Dragon Assassins?”
“Is that their name?” She laced her fingers together, the sign for warding away evil. “I hope no demons come here.”
“They’re human, I assure you.” He seemed more alert now. “Supposedly they’re a covert group of assassins that served the late king of Jazid. After his death, they may have escaped into Taka Mal with several of his generals.”
“Oh!” She put her hand over her cheek. “They tried to assassinate you.”
He smiled slightly. “Even if they exist, which is doubtful, you ascribe far more importance to my existence than it deserves.”
“You’re a soldier.”
“So are thousands of men.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his bandaged hands. “Besides, I’ve nothing to do with the army that conquered Jazid. Hell, the Misted Cliffs tried to conquer us, too. And how would they have even known I’m in the military? I was just traveling to Taza Qu to visit family.”
Ginger had to admit, her theory did sound unlikely. “Taza Qu is a long way from here.” She knew little about the city besides its name. It had always sounded exotic and exciting, but also frightening, because it was the unknown. “Will your family know where to look for you?”
“I doubt it.” He spoke grimly. “Whoever stabbed me didn’t want to leave my body where searchers would find it. That’s probably why they brought me here. To hide the corpse.”
“Not very well. Our ore diggers found you.”
“I was near a mine?” He tilted his head, his face puzzled. “I would have thought they’d bury me near a cemetery.”
That surprised her. “The cemetery isn’t far from the mine. But why bury you?”
“Camouflage. Even if my body was found—which isn’t likely—who would know I wasn’t from here…?”
His voice was drifting, and it worried Ginger. She plumped up his pillow. “I shouldn’t keep you talking. You need rest.”
His tone gentled. “I’ve always time to talk to a pretty girl….”
A flush heated her cheeks. Apparently he had forgotten or didn’t realize he shouldn’t speak that way to a priestess. She didn’t answer as he closed his eyes. His breathing soon deepened into the slower rhythms of sleep.
His forbidden words unsettled Ginger. She didn’t want to enjoy them. She knew it was wrong. But they gave her a tickling sensation in her throat that always came when she was nervous—or full of anticipation. She had little sense of how she appeared to other people; she wasn’t allowed objects of vanity. The elders expected her to be well-groomed and provided her with brushes and soaps, but no cosmetics or mirrors. Although they had never seemed to care with her predecessor, they forbade Ginger to look at herself, which bewildered her, because Elder Tajman and Second Sentinel Spark both stared at her when they thought she didn’t notice.
The only time she saw her reflection was in the fountain, which didn’t offer a clear image. As much as she wanted to please the elders, she couldn’t help chafing at their restrictions. She had been so young when she came to the temple, she had never known what it was like to have a man court her.
Lost in thought, she watched Darz sleep. With his bruises dark and purpled, it was hard to see his full appearance, but she didn’t think he was from this part of the country. People here had intermarried for generations and had similar looks.
Ginger’s grandfather had come from Aronsdale, the country west of Taka Mal. He was the reason she had exotic hair, golden-red instead of black. Her brother called it fire hair. He believed it was why she had dedicated her life to the Dragon-Sun even though she hadn’t come to the temple by her own choice. She never told anyone the temple was her refuge from the dark magic. In Sky Flames, any differences could spur the townsfolk to shun a person. The strange color of her hair was bad enough; she dreaded what people would do if they discovered her night magic.
She sometimes wondered if her grandfather had suspected. She had always been curious about him. He had moved far across the settled lands to marry his lover, her grandmother. People said Ginger was like him. He had died when she was five, and by then, only a few streaks of fire remained in his silver hair. She would never forget his kindly voice or loving nature. He told her that someday she would want to go to Aronsdale. As much as she had adored him, she never understood why he believed such a thing. She had no desire to leave her home and travel to a distant land with too much fog and too many trees.
Eventually, she returned to her suite and brewed a pot of the tea that helped dull Darz’s pain. She carried a tray with the tea and dinner back to his cell and set it on the floor—
A scream shattered the night.


3
The Unseen

Ginger scrambled to her feet and ran out to the main temple.
No one.
Chill air breathed on her neck. She spun around, but saw no one. Turning in a circle, she looked everywhere. Across the temple, a spray of dragon-snaps gleamed on a table in the light of two candles. Shadows otherwise filled the building, and the RayLight Chamber was dark at this hour of the night. Someone could hide behind it, or if they were truly impious, within the chamber.
She folded her arms protectively around herself. That scream had been real. It hadn’t sounded like one of fear or of pain, but something vicious. Inhuman.
“Who’s here?” she called. Her voice trembled.
No answer.
“Don’t go out there,” a harsh voice said behind her.
With a cry, Ginger whirled around. Darz was standing in the entrance of the cell, sagging against the arch, one hand clenched on the door frame and the other crossed over his torso, holding his side where he had sustained the worst stab wounds. His face was pale and drawn.
“You mustn’t get up!” She hurried over to him.
“Stay in the light. I don’t—I can’t—” He groaned and slid down the frame.
Ginger caught him around the waist, then glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was creeping up on them. “I’ll help you to bed.”
The ghost of a smile curved his lips. “Can’t argue when a beautiful woman says that.”
Saints above! Again he violated the taboos. If only his forbidden words didn’t sound so sweet. He draped his arm on her shoulders, and his weight almost knocked her over. His muscles were like rock. She tried to ignore how his body felt against hers. She couldn’t let herself notice.
It was only a few steps to his bed, where she eased him down onto his side. “Here you are.”
His eyes drooped. “Don’t put your back to the door.”
She straightened with a jerk, expecting to see a killer or bloody victim in the doorway. But it was empty. The only light came from the candles across the temple, and their dim glow barely reached Darz’s cell.
“I should search the temple,” she said uneasily. “Someone may need help.”
“No!” He pushed up on his elbow. “That scream—it was familiar. Can’t remember—that damn tea fogs my mind.” He fell back as a cough wracked his body, huge and wrenching.
A terrible memory rushed over Ginger, from when she had been ten: her father, coughing violently, trapped in his killing deliriums. He too had kept trying to get out of bed.
He had died soon after.
Darz kept struggling to get up. She sat next to him, saying, “Please, you mustn’t.” Then she grasped his arm.
Darz reacted incredibly fast, throwing her facedown on the bed. He shoved her into the mattress and pinned her as if she were an enemy soldier. Her mind reeled at the illicit contact of his body against hers.
Just as suddenly, and with a mortified oath, he released her. “I’m sorry, Ginger-Sun! Don’t grab me that way! I can’t always control my reflexes.”
Rattled and confused, she rolled over and came up against him. He leaned over her with one hand on either side of her shoulders, and she stared up at his face. They were so close, she could see individual hairs on his chin and the tiny creases in his full lips. He gazed at her as if he were hungry, and his lips parted.
Frantic, she ducked under his arm and sat up.
“Ginger…” His eyes were glazed from the pain-killing herbs. He tried to pull her back down, and the feel of his hand on her arm sent a jolt through her as if she had touched a cat after it rubbed its fur on a carpet.
“You must stop,” she said, her voice shaking. As she wrested her arm away from him, she looked up—
A man stood in the doorway of the cell.
“No!” Ginger jumped off the bed. Darz lurched to his feet and pushed her behind him.
“Move back!” the man said. He had drawn a dagger, and the candlelight from the temple glinted on the long blade. His grizzled face was in shadow, and his husky frame filled the doorway. Tools hung from his digger’s belt—
Digger’s belt?
“Priestess, move back.” He entered the room, turning so his back wasn’t to the doorway. His gaze fixed on Darz. “Make her scream again, you filthy bastard, and when I’m done with you, you’ll wish your would-be killers had finished the job first.”
Now that Ginger could see him better, she recognized the man. It was Tanner, one of the miners who had brought Darz to her. “It wasn’t me who screamed,” she said. “Darz was trying to protect me. He dragged himself out of bed, half dead, to do it.”
“Then who screamed?” Tanner kept his blade drawn. He gave her clothes an odd look, and she remembered she had on the tunic and leggings instead of the wrap.
“It was out there.” She motioned toward the main room behind him. “But I didn’t see anyone.”
Tanner lowered his dagger. “Neither did I.”
“Did Harjan tell you to watch the temple?”
“We’ve been taking turns.” With apology, he added, “He says it makes you uncomfortable. I’m sorry, Ginger-Sun. But we must guard you.”
She spoke quietly. “I am deeply grateful, Goodman Tanner.” She took a breath. “I need to search the temple.”
“You’re not going out there,” Darz growled.
“He’s right,” Tanner said, grudgingly. “I’ll do the search.” He frowned at Darz. “You’re a soldier, yes?”
“That’s right.” Darz watched him as if he hadn’t decided whether or not the miner was an enemy.
Tanner spoke to Ginger, his voice gentling. “If I leave you here with him, will you be all right?”
“I’ll be fine. Truly.”
Tanner gave Darz a hard look. “It will be safer if she stays here under your guard. But if I find out you even looked at her wrong—” He lifted the dagger.
Darz scowled at him. “I would never harm a priestess.”
“See that you don’t.”
It was embarrassing for Ginger to realize Tanner considered a man who could barely stand up better able to protect her than she could herself. Even so. He meant well. And she had no desire to search for someone who screamed like a banshee.
Tanner left them in the cell and crossed the temple to the table with the candles. He lit another for himself, then paced along the wall until he moved out of view. Uncertain what to think, Ginger turned to Darz. He stared at her—and crumpled.
She caught him before he crashed to the floor. He was too heavy for her to hold up, but she managed to change his direction so he fell on the bed. Blood had soaked through the bandages on his chest and into her sleeve.
“Can’t lie down,” he said thickly. “Have to stand guard.”
“I know.” She nudged him onto his back.
“You shouldn’t trust that man. He might be the one who screamed.”
“I’m sure he isn’t.”
“You know him?”
“Not well, but he’s always lived here.” She went to the tray she had left by the wall. It held bandages, plus sticky patches the healer had given her to hold them in place.
“You don’t have to do that,” Darz said.
“It’s no trouble.” Ginger needed to do something or she would pace and worry. She set the tray on the stool and poured pale blue liquid from the glazed pot into a mug. Steam rose from the drink and curled around her cheeks, reminding her of times long ago when she had been sick and her mother brewed sky-wood tea. It could blunt the worst of Darz’s pain.
She sat next to him, taking care to keep space between them. Then she offered the tea. “This will help you.”
“It makes my brain muzzy,” he mumbled. The steam from the mug blurred his haggard face.
“We’ll take care of you,” she soothed.
Although he looked as if he wanted to refuse, he took the mug. He tried bending his head forward to drink, but then he groaned and dropped back on the bed. She barely caught the mug before it splashed hot liquid over them both. Acutely self-conscious, she slid up the bed and turned so she could lift his head into her lap. The more she touched him, the more it unsettled her, but she didn’t see what else to do. His shoulders stiffened against her leg, and she sensed his physical power. He drew her as if she were a moth pulled to the flame of his forbidden masculinity. Holding his head up, she tilted the mug to his mouth. As he drank, his lips moved against the mug, full and sensual.
After a few swallows, Darz let his head fall into her lap and closed his eyes. She had to fight her desire to stroke his hair. Setting the mug on the floor, she told herself she was trembling because of tonight’s events. It was partly true; she balanced on a honed edge of fear. Tanner’s footsteps had receded as he searched, and she could barely hear them. What if it wasn’t him? She was as tense as a drum skin pulled too tight.
Ginger eased Darz’s head onto the bed and moved back to sit at his waist. She peeled the bloodied bandages off his torso. The gashes looked terrible, even closed with the healer’s neat stitches. Blood oozed from several gashes. He grunted as she cleaned and dressed the wounds, but he never complained.
After she finished, he dropped off immediately despite his attempts to stay on guard. Even asleep, he looked barbaric, with his massive size, grizzled black beard, and harsh features.
“You must be a fine warrior,” she said. “Such strength and courage.”
His lips curved upward. “I’m a terror in battle.”
“Oh!” She put her hand on her cheek, mortified. How could a man look and sound as if he were sound asleep and yet be so alert? Perhaps it was a survival mechanism; no enemy soldier would find him defenseless in sleep.
The footsteps were growing louder, and candlelight flickered outside the cell. Ginger stood up, keeping her hands free in case she needed to defend herself. It was Tanner who appeared in the doorway, his face lit from below by the candle, his knife drawn.
“I went through the entire temple,” he said as he came into the cell. “I found nothing.”
“Did it look as if anyone had been here?” Ginger asked. “Anything broken? Signs of a struggle?”
“Not a thing.” He held up his candle and frowned at Darz’s sleeping form. “This building has several exits, though. And windows someone could climb out.”
“Or into.” Ginger shivered in the night’s chill creeping through the stone walls. She felt cold in a way no braziers could ever warm.
Tanner spoke earnestly. “I won’t leave you alone, I swear it. No one will get past me to you.” He lowered the candle so it didn’t shine on her face, she who could never be gazed at too long or with longing. “Please forgive my presumption, Ginger-Sun. But the three of us should stay in here until morning. It would be difficult for me to watch two places at once.” Quickly he added, “I’ll leave the door open.”
“It’s all right,” she said, awkward, but grateful for his presence. “We’ll need blankets. These cells get icy.”
He nodded and stepped aside for her. They walked together through the main temple, Tanner holding up his candle so he could scan the area. Wax dripped into its pewter base. Ginger hated leaving Darz alone, and she increased her pace.
“Priestess,” Tanner said. “Where is your wrap? Such a walk is—” He glanced at her body, then quickly looked away.
Ginger flushed and slowed down. She knew what he had meant to say. Unseemly. She wasn’t even sure why people cared about her clothes. The loose tunic came to her knees, and she wore it with heavy leggings; together, they revealed far less of her shape than a wrap. But priestesses had always worn the ceremonial garments. In fact, in earlier centuries, the women who served the dragon had been rigorously secluded in their temples. They were brides of the Dragon-Sun, after all. It was a symbolic distinction; the justices had long ago repealed the laws that forbade a priestess to marry. But the elders adhered rigidly to tradition. No man could woo her; only the elders could choose her husband, and then only after a sign from the Dragon-Sun that he allowed and blessed the union.
Tanner stopped at the entrance of her rooms, his blush visible even in the dim candlelight. Ginger paused, uncertain what to do. It was forbidden for him to enter, of course, but it was even more forbidden for him to let her get killed while he waited outside.
“I’ll just be a moment,” she said. “I’ll leave this door open. You can see from here into my bedroom.”
He cleared his throat. “Don’t be long.”
She ran to her bedroom despite what he had implied about her immodest walk, yanked the covers off her bed, and hurried back out. They returned to the acolyte’s cell and found Darz still asleep. He didn’t look as if he had stirred.
They settled down with as much separation between them as possible, Tanner by the door, Ginger against the cold back wall. She gave him the blanket and wrapped the quilt around herself. Ill at ease, she settled in for an uncomfortable night.
 
The bright chirps of birds tickled Ginger’s hearing as she awoke. She sat ensconced in the quilt, bleary-eyed. Light with the fresh clarity of dawn sifted into the cell from the temple. Tanner was gone, and Darz was asleep.
After a while, comprehension that she was awake seeped into her mind. Standing up, she stretched her stiff limbs. Tanner had left a note on the tray, saying he and the other miners would watch the temple. She remembered then; he could read and write, and taught children in the village when he wasn’t mining.
Ginger leaned over Darz. Mercifully, no blood stained his bandages, and his forehead felt cool. She had discovered that if she cleaned wounds with water and soap, the Dragon-Sun often spared her patients the killing fevers.
Out in the main temple, with dawn lighting the windows, her fears from last night seemed overblown. She knelt on the lip of the fountain and murmured a blessing to the Dragon-Sun. Then she cupped her hands full of water. Bathing her face, she thought, May your ride through the sky shine today, Ata-TakaMal D’Az.
One of Ginger’s duties as an acolyte had been to memorize titles for the Dragon-Sun. Most formally, he was the Ata-TakaMal D’Az or Dragon-Sun King. The queen of Taka Mal was Ata-Takamal D’or, or Dragon-Sun Princess. The late king of Jazid had been Atajazid D’az, or Shadow Dragon Prince. After the Misted Cliffs had conquered Jazid, some people claimed the Shadow Dragon no longer stalked the land. Ginger wasn’t so optimistic. Jazid’s conquerors knew nothing about the Shadow Dragon and could unknowingly release his dark forces.
Ginger shivered at her thoughts. In her suite, she changed into a red silk wrap and prepared rice for Darz. He was still asleep when she returned to his cell, so she left the bowl on the tray by his bed. She was startled to find her opal under the bandages there. In last night’s excitement, she had forgotten it. She could have eased Darz’s pain with a spell rather than tea, but Tanner might have seen and named her a witch. She had never harmed anyone, but that wouldn’t matter; that she could do spells at all could turn people against her.
She left the cell and went to the RayLight Chamber. The light within it was faint this early in the morning, but enough to make the stained glass glow. Radiance gathered in pools of color on the floor.
“Dragon-Sun,” she said. “Help me understand. I wish to serve you, not the Shadow Dragon.” As much as she longed to believe the Dragon-Sun had granted her these abilities so she could bring a glow of his brightness into the shadows, she feared her power came instead from the dragon who ruled the night. Her dedication to the sun was the best way she knew to turn her powers to the day, but her calling demanded a painfully high price.
“Dragon of light, I swear my life to you. Always will you have my devotion.” Tears gathered in her eyes and she wiped them away with the heel of her hand. “But I’m so lonely. Please, Great Ata-TakaMal D’Az, give me a sign I won’t spend my life alone. I am honored to be your bride, truly I am. But I—I—”
Ginger stopped, afraid to offend the sun. She thought of the last priestess who had served here, elegant and slender in her wrap, with white hair curled around her face. She had told Ginger the dragon never chose a mate for her. Perhaps that was true, but Ginger thought her predecessor would never have let herself see such a sign, for she liked her independence. Had this confused yearning ever burned within her? The loneliness was crushing Ginger.
“Darz seems a good man,” she said. “He’s a soldier in the queen’s army. So strong and brave. Is this the sign, Great Dragon? Or do I cause offense by wanting an injured man whose life is entrusted into my care?”
Nothing changed. If the dragon had an answer, either she didn’t see it or he had chosen to wait. She hoped he would show tenderness. The hard life in Sky Flames left so little of that for her people, and it was why they came to her for blessings, to ease their lives. But sometimes she ached for warmth. Who would tend the priestess? Maybe the sun was punishing her for using a spell to help Darz in the Sunset Chamber. Had the Dragon-Sun sent a demon to frighten her? That scream last night hadn’t sounded human.
Ginger shuddered. Her Aronsdale grandfather would have said demons didn’t exist, that dragons of the sun and night were myths. He had to be wrong. She saw the sun in the sky every day except when he pulled a blanket of clouds over his face. He was as real as the desert breezes that whispered sensually across her skin. He was a harsh lord to serve, and maybe a possessive one who would answer her wish for companionship with severity rather than compassion. But she had to believe he was real. Otherwise, she had dedicated her life to nothing.
 
“Oh!” Ginger stopped in the doorway of the cell.
Darz looked up at her, a spoonful of rice-cream halfway to his mouth. He was sitting on the bed against the wall with the glazed bowl of cereal in his lap. He had pushed the bandages back from his fingers so he could hold the spoon.
He grinned at her. “This cereal is good. Did you make it?”
“Yes,” she said, blushing. “I did.”
“You’re a good cook.”
“Thank you.” She loved to cook, but she rarely had anyone to do it for besides herself. “How do you feel?”
“Better.” He swallowed the spoonful of cereal.
She sat on the stool by his bed. “Are you in pain?”
He paused a moment too long before saying, “I’ll be fine.”
She took that to mean yes, he was in pain, and he was too stoic to admit it. “Well,” she said, “if you would like some sky-wood tea to wash down your breakfast, let me know.”
“I’ll do that.” He didn’t look the least interested in drinking any tea, though.
“I was wondering,” she said. “You mentioned you were going to visit kin. Would you like us to send them word?” She hesitated. “Or to your wife, to let her know you’re all right?”
“It isn’t necessary.” He ate more of the rice. “I’m not married, and I hadn’t told anyone I was coming.”
It pleased her far more than it should have to hear he had no wife. “So you were just traveling?”
“I do sometimes, to clear my mind.” With a rueful smile, he added, “Your temple is ideal for clearing the mind, Priestess, but I would have preferred a less drastic method of arrival.”
“Aye,” she murmured. She wanted to add, I’m glad you are here, but she bit back the inappropriate words. She felt so nervous. She had asked for a sign and found Darz awake. Could it be the sign she had hoped for? More likely, she was reading what she wanted to see into his recovery.
“Your face changes so fast,” Darz said. “What troubles you? I hope I haven’t too sorely disrupted your life.”
“You’ve nothing to apologize for.” She wished her moods weren’t so easy for people to read. “I’m sorry your visit here had to be under such terrible circumstances.”
“Ah, well. I’ve seen worse in battle.”
“You must let your commanders know what happened, yes? So they don’t think you deserted.”
He set down the bowl as if he had lost his appetite. “I’m on indefinite leave. No one expects me back.”
It sounded odd to Ginger, but she was too unfamiliar with the military to know if it was unusual. Maybe his attackers had tried to kill him because he had forsworn his oath to the queen. She didn’t think so, though. She had no facts, just intuition, but he didn’t strike her as someone who would desert.
“I wasn’t discharged,” he said, watching her face. “My commander has the notion that I need a rest. So it seems I’m on leave whether I want to be or not.”
She wondered what had happened to him. “Did you fight in the Battle of the Rocklands? The stories we’ve heard are awful.”
“Aye.” He let out a breath. “Many men died.” He looked tired. “I lost a friend and mentor I had served with for years.”
“I’m sorry,” she said softly.
He tried to smile, but it resembled a grimace. “Taka Mal survived. That’s what matters.”
Ginger wished she had better words to say. She knew so little about the war. The fighting had taken place far away, on the western border of Taka Mal with Aronsdale. They had battled the army of the Misted Cliffs, though it wasn’t clear to her why.
“We heard that King Cobalt from the Misted Cliffs beheaded the Atajazid D’az Ozar,” Ginger said. She shivered. “They say Cobalt the Dark is a monster, nine feet tall, a demon who slaughters his victims without mercy.”
“For flaming sake,” Darz grumbled. “He’s only six foot seven.” Then he said, “But yes, he did kill the Jazid king.”
“I’ve heard—” She hesitated. “People say the Dragon-Sun appeared in the sky and roared flames to stop the battle.”
He shrugged. “The sky lit up with what looked like a dragon.”
His offhand response to such a manifestation bothered her, but she was glad for the affirmation that the dragon she served existed. “He wouldn’t want his people to die fighting.”
Darz rubbed his eyes with his bandaged hand. “Some say this dragon in the sky was no more than a trick of light created by the queen’s consort.”
“No one could do a trick that big.”
“He’s from Aronsdale,” Darz growled, as if that explained everything and none of it good.
“You don’t approve of Aronsdale?” she asked curiously. He was a veritable wealth of information. “Or the royal consort?”
“I would never speak ill of our glorious queen’s consort,” he said dourly. “Or our new ally, Aronsdale. Gods forbid.” He leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.
Guilt washed over her. Here she was, pumping him for gossip when he could barely sit up. She was about to leave when he added one last comment. “But it can’t be true about these people from Aronsdale, that they make spells of light.”
Ginger felt as if the ground spun beneath her. Spells of light? She waited until she could speak calmly. “Whatever are you talking about?”
Darz sighed, slumped against the wall. “Supposedly their queens are mages…” He opened his eyes and stared across the room. Then he eased down to the bed and lay on his back.
“Ai, I’m terrible.” Ginger was appalled at herself. “I shouldn’t keep you up.” She leaned over him. “Would you like more tea?”
“I never drink tea,” he groused. “I need ale.”
She smiled. “I’m afraid I have no ale.”
His lashes drooped over his eyes, dark against the pallor of his skin. “Would you read to me…as before?”
So he had known she was reading. “Yes, certainly.”
Ginger fetched a scroll from the archive. Then she sat on the stool by his bed and read to him about life in Sky Flames a hundred years ago. But her mind was whirling with what he had said. Spells of light. Could it be she wasn’t the only one who could make them? Her Aronsdale grandfather may have bequeathed her something far more complex than his fiery hair.
A disquieting thought intruded. If her spells did come from her Aronsdale heritage, from a people who didn’t worship the sun, would the Dragon-Sun be angry?
What he would do, she had no idea.
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