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    Pronunciation Guide
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    Ignori = Ig-NO-ree


    Isbi = IZ-bee
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    Markitoran = Mar-kee-TOE-ren


    Nicolen = NICK-oh-len


    Notaren = NO-tar-en
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    Voberen = VOE-ber-en
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    1-Invocation


    


    Marki tightened her grip on the shovel and struck the parched land as hard as she could one more time.


    Nothing.


    With a frustrated grunt, she threw the shovel across the garden where it clattered on the dry earth beside the withered bean stalks. She slumped to her knees and wiped the sweat and tears from her cheeks.


    The air felt stifling. Nothing stirred without effort. In a few moments, Isbi would be back from the well in The Village with water for the day and find that the grave was still not dug. Marki’s only consolation was the knowledge that Isbi would not be angry with her for failing.


    Her gaze slipped to the shadowy heap where her parents lay dead, still holding each other as they had when hunger overtook them. With dull eyes, Marki looked back across the garden to the solid stone and mortar home her father had built when he was the chief cutter at the quarry. Wiping her hands on her sleeveless tunic, she walked across the garden to retrieve the shovel.


    A piercing shriek filled her ears and a shadow passed over her. The black wings of a buyu spread wide and beat the air until, with a thud, the giant bird landed and hobbled awkwardly toward the bodies. Fear and rage exploded within Marki. Wielding the shovel over her shoulder like a club, she rushed at the bird. “No-o-o!” she roared, striking the buyu fiercely. “Don’t touch them! Get away!” The bird turned to fend off her attack, but Marki brandished the shovel in front of her, ready to jab if the buyu came closer. With enormous talons, it grasped the handle and lifted into flight. For a surprising moment, Marki grappled to stay grounded. Then she leaned and tugged at the shovel. The handle splintered and broke in the clutches of the buyu, and she tumbled backwards. Lying on the ground, she felt the wind of the buyu’s wings as it descended upon her like a black cape. She could no longer see the grey sky of dawn.


    “Marki!” Isbi’s scream distracted the bird long enough for Marki to thrust the broken handle into its chest like a spear. The blow struck high, near its neck. With a terrifying caw, the buyu faltered, and then flew away.


    Breathing heavily, Marki lay back and closed her eyes in relief. When she opened them, Isbi was kneeling over her, tears streaming down her face. “You could have been killed!”


    Marki looked at the corpses. “We need to get them buried or the buyu will be back.”


    “It’s my fault,” whispered Isbi. “I took eggs from its nest by the well.”


    Marki stared at her sister in alarm, and then shrugged. “We have to eat something. The food barrels are empty now.”


    Isbi nodded and sighed. Then she looked west across the plain and began to invoke a blessing of the Ancients. Marki rolled her eyes and stood, but she listened to the familiar Faithful prayer. The faint whispers brushed Marki’s ears with hope.


    “…Ancients…come now and guard us…we know you are kind…help as you will…”


    Marki did not understand Isbi’s love of the Ancient lore, but she agreed that the stories brought a feeling of peace—as long as they were whispered far from the ears of the Realm’s soldiers.


    Marki ran her fingers through her dark curly locks and shuffled her bare feet in the dust, waiting for Isbi to finish. Isbi’s honey-colored hair was pulled into a loose braid, revealing a delicate face despite the shadows of fatigue under her eyes. When Isbi’s invocation ended, Marki asked, “Will the Realm take our home?”


    “I don’t think so. I’m of age.”


    “Only just,” countered Marki.


    “Old enough to marry,” said Isbi with a wistful look.


    “But the Villagers might drive us out so they can take—”


    “There’s nothing to take.”


    “Grandfather’s carvings. Please don’t sell those, Isbi.”


    “I won’t,” promised Isbi. Grandfather’s sculptures remained inside, hinting at a more prosperous time before the drought had laid most of Cadeven to waste.


    Isbi sighed. “It wasn’t always like this. When the Ancients—”


    “Do you think Vontu would help us?” interrupted Marki.


    Isbi blushed and nodded. “We’ll go to the Hill and see if he’s there. He was leaving for Abduran today, but we might still find him.”


    


    ***


    


    Vontu looked down the slope to the Nopeki Plateau’s sero grasslands, dotted with idim brush and the occasional withered shade tree. The Village nestled itself against the quarry, a crumbling bowl in the ground marked with grey, black and white patches that revealed its mixed lode. Dirt roads webbed through the thatch-roofed stone homes and faded to footpaths that separated the dying crops.


    Two figures approached. Wary, Vontu stood. He had received enough threats from Villagers that he was ready to leave the town far behind him, but he pulled windblown hair from his hawk-like face and peered at the climbers. Immediately, he relaxed and smiled.


    Isbi waved. “Leaving without saying good-bye?” she accused gently. He blushed and studied the ground, weighing his answer before looking up at her. Their eyes locked for a heartbeat before she spoke again. “Please, we need your help. Our parents…I found them dead at sunset.”


    “The drought,” said Vontu.


    “No!” blurted Marki. “No, Vontu. I did it.”


    Vontu blinked.


    “Marki,” said Isbi, in a warning tone.


    “But I did, Vontu,” said Marki. “We argued, and I was so angry that—that I wished them dead.” With clenched fists and trembling lips, she said, “Don’t you see? I wished them dead—and they died!”


    Vontu smiled sadly. “We all wish things like that when we’re angry, Marki, but you can’t wish people dead.” He tousled her hair and questioned Isbi with his eyes, but her face held no expression, and an awkward silence fell. Picking up his satchel and canteen, he looked at Marki with empathy, knowing the loneliness of being an orphan. “Come,” he said, putting his arm around her, “Show me where they are. I guess you’re going to need some help digging a grave.”


    As they walked back down the hill toward The Village, Isbi stole a glance at Vontu. “You’ve come to The Village at a good time. The winds have started again. Especially up here. It’s been years since I felt them, and they cure so much of the heat.”


    Vontu cocked his head at her curiously. “Is the Nopeki usually still?”


    “Very.”


    He considered this remark. “I’ve come before and didn’t notice. It seems as breezy as any other part of Cadeven.”


    Marki squinted up at the sky where heavy clouds sped westward. “Maybe the wind chases away the rain so it never has time to fall.”


    “True. The clouds never stand still, and the rain never falls.” Vontu reached into his satchel and pulled out three strips of dried meat. “Would you like some tanat meat? You must be hungry.” He offered each a portion and took a bite of his own.


    “You killed a tanat?” asked Marki, wide-eyed.


    “No, I think the buyu must have gotten it. It was already dead when I found it. I just cooked it over the fire.”


    Marki’s nostrils lifted as she inspected the piece more closely. “Do you think it’s safe?”


    “Safer than starving to death.” He flinched as the words left his mouth and looked at Isbi for her reaction.


    She showed no emotion, but murmured, “Mother wanted to be buried near the sea.”


    Vontu slowed to a stop as her words sank in. “The sea is many days away. It would be a long, dangerous journey. Did she really—?”


    “I thought we could take them to the cliffs overlooking the desert,” said Isbi. “They say you can see the water from there, in the distance.”


    Relieved, Vontu asked, “Is there a cart we can use?”


    “Father’s old hand cart,” said Marki. “It should hold together if we’re careful.”


    “It may take us many days to get there and back,” said Isbi apologetically. “We’ll be keeping you from Abduran.”


    “Only for a little while,” he said cheerfully.


    “We’ll go quickly,” promised Isbi. “Thank you so much. I’ll feel much safer now that you’re with us.”


    Vontu’s mouth folded in a shy smile. “Of course.”


    


    ***


    


    People walking in The Village did not yield to the cart when they saw that Vontu and Marki pushed it. However, when they recognized Isbi, they murmured a greeting and let them pass. In the marketplace, Marki ran ahead and peered into the deep crevice well.


    “I can’t see any water,” said Marki.


    Isbi knelt beside the grey tree and reached for the rope tied there. It had been patched many times to add length as the water had withdrawn further into the earth. Her hands moved skillfully to tie off her bucket and lower the rope, and soon her knuckles whitened as weight was added. With easy strength, she pulled the full bucket to rest beside Marki.


    “How do you do that every time?” asked Marki.


    “I just know it’s in there. I imagine there’s a whole lake under the Nopeki.”


    Vontu poured the water into a large barrel in the handcart. As he turned back, a heavy foot kicked the bucket from his hands. It rolled to the edge of the well and tumbled in, dragging the rope with it.


    “You!” snarled a dusty man with a wide sero hat. His fist flew, catching Vontu on the jaw. “You come here and drink our water and give it to her!” He pointed at Marki. Punctuating each word with a hard shove, he growled “Don’t feed Death!”


    The ground gave way beneath Vontu’s feet, and he felt his stomach lurch as he fell into the well. He crashed against the uneven walls of the crevice in a series of stabbing flips. He came to a stop with his right knee wedged on an outcropping and his arms flexed hard against the walls to keep him from falling further. Below him, the shadows swirled with dust. Above him, harsh voices shrieked. The rope dangled near, and Vontu searched with his free leg for something to push against. Finding a point of leverage, he heaved himself forward, and the weight of his body swung the rope in a spinning pendulum, pounding his back against the jagged rock. When at last the rope was still, Vontu pulled himself up with strong, laboring arms.


    When Vontu reached the top and grabbed the well’s mouth, a wailing form flew past him. He felt something clawing at his back before arms closed around his waist, and he looked down to see Marki’s panicked face. Bracing his feet against the walls, he tugged her up to where she could hold him around his shoulders. Shouts and rocks flew down at them, one stone sharply grazing him above the eye, but he pulled himself again to the well’s edge.


    Looking out from under his bleeding brow, Vontu felt rage swell within him. A crowd had assembled, and Isbi cowered a few paces away, but no one moved to help. With a grunt, he lifted himself and Marki out of the crevice on mighty haunches and roared an oath at the onlookers.


    An eddy of dust swirled up and tore through the circle, and the people pulled back, shielding their faces. The wind settled, and from the stillness came Isbi’s voice. “Gerunt, please…We’re going to bury my parents by the cliffs. We need water for the journey.”


    The man who had knocked Vontu into the well shifted slightly and his back straightened. Something about the lines in his face softened.


    “They starved, Gerunt,” said Isbi. “Like your Faithful sister, Nadel, and all the others.” She stood and searched the face of each spectator in turn, and their heads dropped in shame. With strength that showed no anger, she turned back to Gerunt. A heavy moment pressed on them before he turned and pushed his way through the crowd. Slowly, the people dispersed, staying in tight clusters of muttering fear and spite.


    The three beside the well looked at one another. Marki’s voice rang hollow. “I’m not coming back.” She looked at Vontu. “I’ll walk all over Cadeven with you, but I’m not coming back to The Village ever again.”


    Vontu held her in a protective embrace, and together they ached and bled silently. Beside them, Isbi murmured, “Ancients who once walked the earth…come now and help us as you will…”


    


    ***


    


    A breeze blew with them, cooling their muscles and their grief. They took turns pulling the cart, heavy with the corpses, provisions, and the last of their memories of home. When the night blackened and the stars winked open, the suffocating heat dissipated. Vontu built a small fire of idim brush, and Isbi prepared tubers to boil. Marki could think of nothing to do, so she sat by the cart with her knees folded under her chin, staring blankly at the shadowy outline of her parents.


    Over the sound of the snapping fire, she heard Vontu whispering, “But why do they hate her? Why did he call her ‘Death’?”


    Marki held her breath and picked at the scrapes on her arms, listening to how Isbi would answer. The reply came carefully.


    “She has been unfortunate throughout her life in that death seems to follow her bursts of temper. She blames herself—says she made the people die, but she’s never hurt anyone. She only throws words.”


    “She made them die?”


    “That’s what she believes…and so do others in The Village. Gerunt, especially.” Isbi searched for a better explanation. “Once she fought with a neighbor and that night, the woman had a bad fall, and—”


    “—And they blamed Marki for the accident.”


    “Yes, even though she was nowhere near at the time. And when a man came to our home and criticized Grandfather—she loved Grandfather very much—Marki was furious. In the morning, the man was found dead on the road, half-eaten by buyu.”


    “And now your parents die of hunger after years of drought, and she thinks it’s her fault because they argued last night,” said Vontu.


    “Yes.”


    “Those are sad coincidences, but that’s all they are.”


    “I know, but it hurts her. Gerunt has made her an outsider in the eyes of the Villagers. She’s been very alone.”


    “More than I am,” said Vontu. “When we’ve buried your parents, why don’t we go to Abduran and settle there? People there aren’t so superstitious, and it’s far from the Realm.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Many people there still speak openly of the Ancients. There are Faithfuls in great numbers. We would not have to hide our beliefs,” he added. Marki tensed, knowing what he said would tempt Isbi. He pressed further. “It has a lake and the Klume River. You won’t suffer any more with the drought.”


    “Is it safe to be so close to Lam’s Forest? What about the tanats? Don’t they attack people? I’ve heard their bite can break a man’s leg.”


    Marki closed her eyes and listened to the silence that followed. Vontu cleared his throat and said gently, “Isn’t it safer to be near a tanat or two than to have Gerunt kicking Marki into the well?”


    Isbi’s answer came as a quiet gift: “Yes. Yes, we’ll go with you to Abduran.”


    Grateful, Marki leaned against the cart. Though her stomach felt tight, sleep overcame her, and she slept without dreams.


    


    ***


    


    With the sun rising behind them, their shadows sprawled through the swells of sero grass to where the land fell away sharply. Below, rocks and scrubby plants marked the dusty plain. In the distance, the hint of a shining silver ribbon met the sky.


    Vontu pointed. “Somewhere between here and the sea is Drandsil. It’s deserted now, but the Council of Ancients once lived and governed there.”


    “Like the Regent Maid?” asked Marki.


    “Not like the Regent Maid,” said Vontu emphatically. “They ruled the elements and the creatures, not the people. They helped the people.”


    Marki tore at the grass absently. “Grandfather talked about Drandsil sometimes. He’d been there.” Her forehead dimpled in doubt. “Why would anyone build a city in the middle of all that nothing?”


    “There was a river before the drought,” said Vontu. “The Lingori River. All this was covered with meadows before the rains stopped.”


    “That’s hard to imagine.”


    “The Ancient in charge of water must be very powerful if his absence makes such a difference.” Vontu squinted at a memory. “It’s said that the first Ancient, a man named Roddi, was born in Drandsil.”


    “How do you know so much?” asked Marki in awe, her dark eyes on the horizon. “And where are the Ancients now?” Vontu did not hear her question because he had moved to unload the cart.


    Isbi dropped to her knees and felt the earth with her hands. “We may be able to dig the grave before it gets too hot,” she said, reaching for a small garden spade she had brought. Vontu set to work, using a flat rock to dig. Marki held a small stone bowl, carved by her Grandfather, which she had retrieved from the cart. She held it to her face, breathing in its soothing smell, and traced the graceful lines with her fingers. Then she sighed deeply and turned it over to scoop the earth.


    Before the sun reached its zenith, they laid the unwrapped bodies of Mother and Father in their final bed. Then they sat at the edge of the cliff, sharing the view and feeling relief from a light wind that blew up from the desert.


    “Should we say something before we cover them?” asked Vontu.


    Isbi looked pensively at the faces of her parents, now rotting slightly. She showed no disgust, only peace. After a moment, she raised her arms to the sky and said in a sincere voice,


    “Ancients, who once walked this earth,


    Who governed the heavens and gave us birth,


    Who watered our fields and turned the seasons,


    Who filled bodies with food and minds with reason,


    Come now and guard these souls!


    Come now and make them whole!


    We know you are kind and remember them still;


    Come now and help as you will!”


    Marki sat motionless and felt the familiar words sink with new significance into her heart, and into the earth, and into the sky. Though she did not understand how Isbi found hope, she could not ignore the blooming courage within her. She leaned over and pushed the mounds of earth to cover Mother and Father until she could see their faces no more.


    


    

  


  
    2-The Ancients


    


    Isbi, Marki and Vontu were asleep under the cart when something shook the frame violently. The noise startled Marki awake. Two buyu leapt from the cart and landed by the grave to scratch at the mound of dirt. From the folds on their leathery heads, bulbous eyes moved independently of one another to scan the area. Marki froze, knowing that only luck could keep them hidden. If the buyu spotted them, nothing would spare them from the seven talons on each claw or the beaks like steel spikes.


    Careful not to move visibly, she nudged Vontu awake.


    “They must have smelled the bodies,” whispered Vontu.


    One of the buyu squawked angrily at the other, and Isbi’s eyes snapped open wide. Before she could scream, Vontu placed his hand over her mouth. She quickly regained her composure and huddled closer to him. Flat on their stomachs, they watched the buyu unearth a limb—Mother’s arm—and begin tearing away at the flesh. Marki felt bile rise in her throat and tried to stifle a gagging cough.


    One of the buyu heard the sound and spied them under the cart. It hobbled closer, and the other joined it. Both birds reached their heads under the cart. Vontu and the girls shrank away from them, screaming. “Their bodies can’t fit,” gasped Isbi with relief.


    One of the buyu leapt into the air and kicked at the side of the cart, moving it enough to expose Marki’s legs. Fortunately, a blast of wind knocked the bird away from them giving her time to scramble under again.


    “We have to get out of here!” shouted Vontu, pulling the girls from under the cart. Crouching low, they struggled to stay upright in the sudden dusty gale. Vontu searched desperately for a way down the cliff as the buyu circled to attack.


    “There!” He pointed.


    Marki hesitated at the depth of the drop to the first ledge, but when the screech of the buyu sounded next to her, she leapt. Vontu followed and landed solidly, but Isbi rolled until she came to a stop, dangling half way over the next steep drop. The birds wrestled with the wind to reach her flailing legs. Just when the buyu were about to strike, another strong gust slammed the birds into the cliff side. Their calls stopped with a sickening, abrupt shriek, and they plummeted lifeless to the soft earth far below.


    Marki buried her head in her arms. I’ve brought death again, she thought. But at least it saved Isbi.


    The wind faded with exhausted whistles, and in the stillness, Isbi brought her left foot up to the ledge and grimaced, “I twisted my ankle.”


    Vontu slid on his side down to her. Breathless, he tried to mask his concern. “We’ll get you back up to the cart. Don’t worry.”


    “What’s that?” shouted Marki from above. She pointed down to the base of the cliff, and the others squinted into the shadows where the sun had not yet reached. A dark blur moved toward them.


    Marki trembled. “Is it a tanat?” She let herself carefully down to the others, and, huddled together, they watched the form scale the steep ascent. There seemed to be no way for them to get back up to the cart, and no safe way down. The creature alternated between using two and four feet, and its coat glistened with a silvery sheen. It moved with alarming agility from ridge to ridge.


    “It’s a man!” cried Marki in surprise.


    What they had thought to be a tanat’s fur coat proved to be a grey robe. As he drew nearer, he looked up at them, and his short silvery beard parted to reveal a wide smile of even white teeth. “Oh, this is a very good day!” he said joyfully. His eyes showed no surprise at finding them, only delight. He climbed to the ledge and dropped to his knees to examine Isbi’s ankle, holding her foot in calloused but careful hands. A moment later, he hoisted her into his arms. His eyes flashed with excitement. “Come with me!” He beckoned with a jerk of his chin and turned to stride confidently down the narrow path that seemed to appear before him as he went.


    


    ***


    


    As they trudged southward in the fast-waning shadows of the cliff, the man kept a quick, untiring pace despite the weight of Isbi in his arms. Vontu and Marki, however, lagged behind, their muscles aching with fatigue. Marki began to wish she had on the leather sandals that the others wore, but she had long since abandoned wearing shoes and so had not brought any along for the journey. After a while, the man called over his shoulder. “A little breeze would be nice, especially if it came from behind.”


    Vontu panted agreement.


    Suddenly a stream of cool air lifted Marki’s skirt a little.


    The man chuckled. “Thank you. That is much better.”


    Vontu stopped and looked behind him, as if to find the source of the breeze. The man also turned around, his face beaming and his close-cropped hair clinging to his head with sweat. The last slice of shade vanished and the sun poured its full heat upon their backs.


    “Ready to get out of the sun?”


    When they only grunted in reply, he continued walking, and a moment later, he disappeared around an outcropping. A few paces later, Vontu and Marki stopped short. There was no sign of Isbi or the man. Marki was about to scream when a voice came from within the cliff wall. “Are you coming?”


    Vontu touched the rock and looked at Marki, shrugging.


    “Push a little harder!” called the voice.


    Marki pressed her hand flat upon the rock and an opening appeared, just tall enough for her to enter if she dipped her head slightly. She and Vontu stared at one another, and then stepped into the cave, feeling instant relief from the heat.


    Vontu turned back, expecting the rock to close behind them as it had behind the man, but it did not. Instead, a clear view of the desert sprawled to the west. The waves of heat danced over the white sand like rippled glass.


    “When the sun comes over the cliffs, there is no escaping the fire,” said the man from the shadows.


    Marki’s eyes adjusted to the dimness and she saw that he had set Isbi on the ground with her foot resting in a shallow stone trough of water. The cave was as spacious as her home in The Village, and it seemed to have as many comforts, except that there was no hearth. Instead, a small fire pit smoldered not far from the entrance. A passageway opened in the back of the cave, and it was from this area that the man emerged carrying two stone chalices of water.


    “You must be thirsty,” he said, handing them each a drink.


    “Where did you get the water?” asked Vontu. “There’s no river—!”


    “Ah, but there is a lake!”


    “I knew it,” beamed Isbi. “It’s here, under the Nopeki, isn’t it?”


    The man nodded and removed his robe, revealing a lean, muscular body that made Marki wonder how old he might be. His hair and beard were brushed with silver and white, but the rest of him seemed much younger. She watched as he folded the robe carefully and placed it in a stone box that was delicately carved with images of many robed figures. Something about the box caught Marki’s attention and she looked at it with interest. When she turned back to the man, he was watching her with smiling eyes.


    After a pause, he sat on the ground in an easy movement. “Now perhaps you will tell me who you are and how you came falling over my cliffs.”


    Isbi introduced them and recounted the events of the burial, the buyu attack, and their leap to escape.


    “And then I killed them,” Marki added dismally. “I killed the buyu.”


    “You did?” he asked with mild alarm.


    “I wished them dead…in my mind.”


    “No, Marki. It was the wind,” said Vontu. He gestured with his hands to illustrate. “It lifted the buyu and threw them into the wall.”


    “I see,” said the man. “That is very interesting.”


    Isbi looked at him gratefully. “Could you tell us how you came to be there in time to rescue us?”


    The man’s face was kind, and the fan of lines etched beside his deep ocean-colored eyes showed a disposition toward humor. For a moment, he held very still, as if to lend an air of suspense. “I am Governor Bobres of the Council of Drandsil.”


    “An Ancient!” cried Isbi. “That’s how you made the ledges appear as we climbed down! That’s how you made the cave open! You are the god of Stone and Soil!” She moved to bow, and Marki and Vontu quickly followed her example.


    Bobres raised his hands to object. “No, no. Please do not do that! I am just a man—a very old man who has the Gift to Govern the Mineral World.”


    “I thought the Council of Ancients all died years ago,” said Vontu.


    “The Council never dies,” said Bobres.


    “But you said you were just a man,” said Marki.


    “I am,” he said. “The Council never dies. Its members eventually do, but never before their heirs are born, and most Ancients live about two hundred years. I have lived for a hundred and two.” His eyes twinkled at their surprised looks. “Once we reach adulthood, we age very slowly,” he said. “The hair turns white before the body if we are working with our Gift, but otherwise we remain quite young for a very long time.”


    “Heirs,” mused Isbi. “Roddi was also the god of—I mean, the one who Governed the Mineral World. Are you his heir?”


    “Well, very distantly,” said Bobres. “He lived almost a thousand years ago. There have been many Governors in my call since. Roddi was not called an Ancient at first. Only when he lived past a hundred years and was still young and strong did people begin to call him that. Soon after, he found others with Gifts like his own. They became the first Governors in their respective calls, and their heirs—many generations removed—are alive today.”


    “How many are there? Where are they?” asked Marki, unable to contain her amazement.


    Bobres did not answer directly, but rather lapsed into a history. “When the Lingori River still flowed through the lowlands—now known as the desert—Drandsil was a great city. The people there sought to better themselves by bettering the world for those around them. For example, I made the soil pliable for the farmers and the rocks in the quarries easier to extract.” His face brightened. “I made the well in The Village, too.”


    Marki and Isbi murmured appreciatively.


    “The Council made sure that all the Gifts of the Ancients were used to benefit Cadeven and its people. There are nine of us, each born with a special ability to Govern something vital for the welfare of all. One Governed water—”


    “But the drought!” exclaimed Marki.


    “Yes. The Governor of Water died five years ago, and that is when the drought began. The clouds are full, but the rain cannot fall, and the springs of the Lingori River dried up. The heir has been born, but is too young to know how to help. He or she must be found and instructed.”


    “Who else?” asked Marki, interested in Ancient lore for the first time.


    “There is Quan, Governor of Music. He is already over two hundred years old.”


    Vontu pouted in thought. “Why would music be ‘vital for the welfare of all’?”


    “It is difficult to explain, but without music, many things die within our hearts and minds. It has been years since Quan has been well, and I think that has added to the sadness in Cadeven.”


    “I can remember Mother singing to me when I was a little girl,” said Isbi. She looked at Marki for confirmation, but Marki shook her head.


    Bobres resumed. “Lam was Governor of the Animals.”


    “Lam’s Forest,” muttered Vontu


    “Yes, Lam’s Forest. They named it after him because he was so good at his work. In his day, the animals and people lived together quite peaceably. Many creatures helped on farms.”


    “Helped! Tanats and buyu?”


    “The tanats and buyu came after his time,” said Bobres. “In Lam’s time, there were many other animals. It was a very different world. Enomewis took his place about eighty years ago. He became consumed with his power to Govern living things. He saw the animals as his servants instead of his responsibility and turned them against man so that he could keep them to himself.”


    “Then where are they?” asked Marki.


    Bobres shrugged. “Enomewis was the first to retreat from the Council, and for almost fifty years, he has lived hidden away with the animals…” His voice trailed off and a pained expression pulled his face longer.


    “The first to ‘retreat’ from the Council?” prompted Vontu.


    “Kimbir, the Governor of Temperature, made his way to Gallah a few years later, lured by its wealth. It was a thriving port.”


    “It still is,” said Vontu.


    “Yes, and it appealed to his sense of adventure,” said Bobres. “Kimbir was not like Enomewis. He did not want to hide away with his Gift. He wanted to be in a place where people would admire him. In Drandsil he was just one more Ancient. That was not enough for him. And now, of course, he has found favor with Riesa—”


    “The Regent Maid?” cried Vontu. “Is that why Gallah isn’t so hot?”


    “I believe he draws people there with the sweeter climate, and then they are close enough for Riesa’s soldiers to enforce her commands,” said Bobres, drooping with frustration. “The Ancients had all but banished the idea of a sole regent from human memory, but there will always be those who crave power. It is hard to believe that she has only reigned for ten years. She has done so much damage, but without the Council to challenge her...” He sighed heavily. “The Ancients taught people true principles by which to live, but we did not command. We did not demand anything—obedience or gold. It was all so different.”


    “But how did the Regent Maid come to power if she isn’t an Ancient?” asked Isbi.


    “Her father had great wealth and influence, but his weakness was his only daughter. Even as a child, Riesa reigned over him. He could not refuse her anything, and her appetite for power grew. When her father had amassed enough riches, he built a palatial home for her in Gallah. Watchmen evolved into guards, who became soldiers, armed with spears. People in the city found gold lining their pockets simply for doting on her.” Bobres shook his head sadly. “And then, one day, her father died, and Riesa’s rage at this loss drove her to test the loyalty of all his adherents. Would they crown her Regent Maid, and some day Queen—for him? Yes. For him. Riesa’s home became the palace in Gallah, and her Realm was born.”


    “Even after she took power, Grandfather still spoke of the Ancients,” said Isbi pensively. “And there were others in The Village who hoped you would return.”


    “But Mother and Father didn’t want us to talk about the Ancients at all,” countered Marki.


    Bobres’ lips tightened. “Well, with two of the nine fallen away, and three others growing too aged to serve daily, the Council really could not function properly. It dissolved. We all went our own ways, still using our Gifts, but not working together.” He sighed. “The Council was gone by the time your parents were babies. If the older people did not speak of us, who would ever hear of us?”


    “So the old Ancients died,” said Marki.


    “Yes. Narex Governed the wind until—what was it?” He looked at Vontu. “Twenty-two years ago?”


    Vontu shrugged. “How would I know?”


    Bobres looked at him soberly. “If I am not mistaken, you are his heir.”


    “What?”


    “Did you not conjure a breeze to cool us along the way?” asked Bobres. Vontu blinked. “It has been years since I felt the wind, and that is what really let me know you were coming.”


    “Vontu! You must have used the wind to kill the buyu,” said Marki.


    “Now that I think of it, there’s always a breeze blowing when you’re around,” said Isbi.


    Vontu ran his hands through his hair. “But I couldn’t be the—”


    “Do I have your age right?” insisted Bobres.


    “Yes, I…but the wind…” He relented. “Well, I’ve never known otherwise. How can it be me? When my parents died, I began wandering all of Cadeven. The wind is everywhere.” He looked at Isbi hopefully.


    “No, Vontu,” she said with shining eyes. “The wind was not everywhere.”


    Bobres crouched in front of Marki. “And you are sixteen?” She nodded nervously. “You say you wished the buyu dead. What do you mean?”


    Marki shrugged self-consciously. “I—I was afraid for Isbi—that they’d hurt her, and I wanted them to die.”


    “And the wind crushed them against the cliff,” finished Bobres. He looked from Marki to Vontu. “Very good.”


    “If there are two of you now, can the Council be restored?” asked Isbi.


    Bobres seemed caught in her gaze, and he spoke hoarsely. “I have hope of it for the first time in many years, but we will need to find Voberen first. She went into hiding when Riesa came to power.” A soft chuckle bubbled in his throat. “She is the Governor of New Life, and my dearest friend. She still sends the plants wherever she can, though I am not sure about the animals, and I have not seen any babies for years.”


    “Why? Is Voberen dying?” asked Marki.


    Bobres shook his head. “Not at all. She is twenty years younger than I am.” He hesitated. “She does not want to bring more people into the world when…She has lost hope.” He looked at Isbi again and the creases around his eyes softened. “I do not even know where she is. I have been unable to find her through the rocks, so she—”


    “‘Through the rocks?’” interrupted Marki.


    “If a person stands on the same land where I am, I can send a message into the earth and word comes back to me, telling me where he or she is. It was easier when I could work with water or wind to cross rivers.” His eyes brightened. “The wind can reach Voberen, though. Vontu, will you send it out?”


    “I don’t know what you mean.”


    “You have to wish it, as Marki says. Imagine a breeze that is expansive and send it to search her out. The wind knows who she is. It can tell you where she is hiding now.” Bobres glanced at the box wherein he had placed his robe and scratched his head with both hands. He looked at Isbi with something that resembled a plea for help.


    “Try, Vontu,” she said, leaning forward and letting her fingers rest on the back of his hand. “Try.”


    Vontu blushed and closed his eyes. Everyone became very still. A slow swirl of air moved around them and then darted out of the mouth of the cave. All fell silent again, and beads of sweat formed on Vontu’s brow. In the distance, a tiny whirlwind of dust leapt. Vontu let out a surprised gasp. “I felt something.” He turned to Bobres. “Did I do it?”


    “Of course!”


    “How long will it take to get an answer?” asked Vontu.


    “That will depend on how fast the wind travels and how far it goes. Come,” said Bobres. “Let us eat while we wait. There are fish in the lake.” Bobres stood and lifted the girls to their feet. He rested his hand on Isbi’s back tenderly. “How is your ankle?”


    Gingerly leaning into her foot, she said, “The swelling is gone, thank you. As long as we don’t go too far or too fast, I’ll be able to walk.”


    “You had still better lean on the wind for help,” he winked.


    Vontu smiled and slid forward to hook his arm around her waist.


    Bobres led them further into the cave, and a moment later, they stepped into an enormous cavern where burning sconces of idim brush clung to the walls. The pale rock beneath their feet sloped gently away to fade into liquid blackness—an underground lake. The water was dotted with the light of reflected fire. Bobres waded knee-deep into the water, holding aloft a glowing branch he had taken from a sconce. Before long, something broke the surface. With uncanny speed, he snatched the fish from the air and held its writhing white body for the others to see. “Simple,” he said, and threw it towards the ground by their feet. It bounced once, flopped slightly and lay motionless, killed by the force of the blow. “They leap to the light, and you catch them.”


    Vontu picked up the fish with amusement. Another flew and pelted Vontu’s shoulder. “Sorry!” called Bobres across the water.


    Marki let her feet swish in the coolness, afraid to go further. Vontu sloshed up to her and tugged at her tunic playfully until she toppled into the water. “Come on! Enjoy the water,” he said, laughing.


    “Do you want to scare away all the fish?” groused Bobres, but he laughed softly and walked a little further into the darkness, still holding his sparks overhead.


    Vontu left the girls sitting in the shallows and waded out to Bobres. After several misses, he managed to wrap two hands around one large fish. It thrashed furiously at him, and his effort to throw it ashore failed when the fish landed with a splash next to the girls and darted away between them.


    Bobres grinned, “It takes practice.” He caught another with one hand and threw it ashore. “Come, I think we have enough for now,” he said, wading back to the girls.


    “You said there were nine Ancients on the Council,” said Vontu, following him, “but you’ve only mentioned seven.” Counting on his fingers, he reviewed. “Mineral World, Wind, Water, Animals, New Life, Temperature, and Music.”


    “The Governor of Hope died twenty years ago,” said Bobres. “When hope is gone, we stop trying to make life better.”


    “But there must be hope!” said Isbi. “I can feel it now! Someone must be sending it out, like Vontu sent the wind.”


    “It is not that easy,” said Bobres. “It is more personally given.”


    “That leaves one more Ancient,” said Marki.


    “Well, you, Marki, are surely the new Governor of Death!”


    “No!” shouted Marki, suddenly tensing. She backed away from him. “No, I am not!”


    Vontu stared in disbelief, but Isbi reached for her just as she turned and strode angrily away. Bobres shook his head almost imperceptibly. He whispered, “I will speak to her.”


    Reluctantly, Isbi took Vontu’s arm, and the two silently departed while Marki’s weeping coughs echoed in the darkness.


    Bobres stood quietly and let Marki cry. When her fists relaxed and she turned back to face him, he came forward and brushed the hair from her forehead softly. “You are not cursed, Marki.”


    Marki looked up sharply. “But people die when I—”


    “Death comes to all of us. It is part of life. If Governed wisely, it is a blessing.”


    “A blessing?! What about all the people who have died in Cadeven? How could I have killed them all? I wasn’t even trying.”


    “You have never killed anyone. You are merely the Governor of Death, not Death itself. You cannot command death without the help of at least one other Ancient, as in the case of the buyu. Most of the time, you will not change the natural course of death unless there is a special need. However,” he added, “you will need to learn to govern your temper before you can Govern something as old and vast as Death.”


    


    ***


    


    Marki awoke from a nap with a rush of hope to see her sister standing above her, silhouetted against the arch of sunset colors at the cave’s opening. As she passed the water trough, she dipped her hands in and splashed her face. Then she stepped out and gaped. “The cart!”


    “You should have seen him do it!” said Vontu excitedly. “He made a road that came right down the side of the cliff!”


    Marki spun and stared up at the wall of rock behind them. When her eyes turned to Bobres, he gestured for her to join him by the cart.


    “Now we go to Drandsil,” he said. “It is cooler to walk at night.”


    Marki ducked into the nook of the bar and box, and together with Bobres began pushing the bar in order to pull the cart towards the darkening horizon. After a long time, during which she could only hear the creaking wheels, she said, “I have a question.”


    “Only one?”


    “Only strength for one right now,” she panted. “Vontu…well, it’s obvious that he’s an Ancient because the wind is so…Well, you can see it. But how can you be sure about me? All you know is the story about the buyu, and he could have done that alone.”


    “I will not be sure until we reach Drandsil,” he admitted, “but I have spent a hundred years with the Ancients, and I can feel something. Also, you are the right age.”


    “Is it our turn?” called Vontu, coming up behind them with Isbi.


    Marki willingly lowered herself below the bar and watched as her sister and Vontu fell into step with one another instantly. She pulled her elbows together in an awkward stretch. “What if I don’t want to be an Ancient?”


    “You could choose not to Govern your Gift, but it will still be yours until you die—”


    “In two hundred years,” she moaned.


    “Yes.” Compassion changed the features of Bobres’ face. “That would be a long time for Death to go ungoverned.”


    “I see.”


    Bobres rubbed his palms together with a mischievous flair. “Would you like to see a trick?”


    “What?”


    He pointed to Vontu and Isbi in front of them and stretched out his hand. The earth beneath the cart wheels shifted. Isbi gave a startled cry and whirled around to face them. Marki ran to her, stubbing her toes lightly on a solid patch of stone barely wide enough to accommodate the cart.


    Bobres said, “The sandstone should lead you the whole way to Drandsil and make the pulling easier.”


    Vontu and Isbi tugged the cart and took a few steps forward in the soft earth. The patch of stone eroded behind the rear wheels and formed under their feet.


    “It looks as if the cart is floating on a raft,” said Marki.


    Bobres grinned. “Yes, I thought so, too. I call it the Desert Ship.”


    “Why did you wait until now to use it?” complained Marki.


    “I do not like to use for myself, but now that they are pulling…”


    “You’re just like Grandfather,” said Marki with a mixture of exasperation and delight. “You don’t take care of yourself, but you help others all the time.”


    Deep contentment relieved the lines on Bobres’ face. “That means a great deal to me, if you mean your namesake, Markitoran.”


    “You knew him?!”


    “Was he not the finest sculptor ever seen?”


    “Of course,” said Isbi. “He could work magic with a chisel and a good piece of stone!”


    “He should,” said Bobres. “He was my son!”


    Marki gasped. “But then that means you’re my—”


    “Great grandfather!” he smiled.


    


    ***


    


    When fatigue overtook the girls, Bobres ordered them into the cart to sleep while he and Vontu continued pushing on the Desert Ship. After a time, Vontu dared to ask, “Did their grandfather know you were an Ancient?”


    “Of course.”


    “Why didn’t he tell them?”


    “Maybe he thought it was not safe to tell them. Maybe he was disappointed in the Council.”


    “But I thought it was the other two who caused the trouble, not you.”


    “Enomewis and Kimbir were the dissenters, but I should have been able to retrieve them.” Shifting the bar in his hand, he pushed faster. “I had excitement for Governing, and I wanted everyone else to feel the same way.”


    “But the others didn’t work as hard?”


    “That is what I thought. I did not understand. Each Gift must be Governed by the one called. I was very young and ambitious, and more than a little self-righteous. As I trained Enomewis and Kimbir, I became controlling. With Voberen it was different. She was the first I found and trained.” He smiled tenderly. “She was my Little One. She had a willful nature, but she always did the right thing in the end. The boys, however, did not want to understand the ways of the Ancients. They wanted to play with their Gift without thought for the consequences of their actions. I was not patient with them, and that surely made it easier for them to leave. For a time, I thought we could do without them.” His face darkened. “I was wrong. Cadeven has suffered for our disunity, and for my pride.”


    Vontu considered this as they walked, scarcely aware of the creaking wheels or the sound of their feet thudding on the sandstone. After a while, he asked, “Did their Grandfather know that Marki was an Ancient?”


    Bobres hesitated. “He suspected it, but he may have been reluctant to say anything. Riesa began intimidating the Faithfuls and anyone who spoke of the Ancients when Marki was just a small child. If I wanted to keep the girls safe, I needed to stay away.”


    Vontu was so absorbed in this account that he failed to notice the changing horizon until he heard a strange sound. He looked up to see a wave of dust rushing toward them.


    “Wind!” shouted Bobres, turning his back to the sting of the flying debris.


    Vontu raised a hand and felt the gale change directions immediately, racing just above them. “Stop!” he yelled. Instantly, the dust ceased moving and fell over both men until they stood buried up to their knees. Warm air swirled around them slowly, and Vontu brushed the desert from his skin and hair while prying his legs free.


    Glancing back at the girls in the cart, Bobres found them dusty, but otherwise undisturbed by the gust. “They must be very tired,” he chuckled, wriggling his legs loose.


    Vontu was less amused. “What was that?”


    “Listen,” whispered Bobres, carefully wiping the corners of his eyes.


    Vontu shook his head. “I don’t hear—”


    Bobres’ cautioning finger silenced him, and Vontu tried again. This time he heard it—or rather, felt it. He closed his eyes, feeling his lungs fill with air and his mind with understanding. “The wind…It…couldn’t find Voberen.” He opened his eyes, amazed that he understood. Bobres smiled encouragingly, and Vontu closed his eyes again to listen. “She’s…not in the desert or on the Nopeki Plateau. It didn’t know beyond that.”


    “You did not send it out far enough yet.”


    Vontu’s brows knit in exhausted defeat. “I’m sorry.”


    “I am actually pleased that you did so well,” said Bobres kindly. “You are very strong.”


    “But I didn’t find her.”


    “Neither did I,” said Bobres with a grin. “And I am much stronger.” He clapped Vontu on the back. “Not to worry. When we reach the Council Chambers, you will see. We will find Voberen.” Bobres shook the last sand from his feet. “Well done, Vontu. Really, that was no small thing.”

  


  
    

    3-Drandsil


    


    The white wall of the city rose out of the desert floor in a sweeping, seamless arc. Tiny crystals within it reflected the sun making it look like a formidable barrier of golden fire.


    “Men made this?” marveled Isbi.


    “Ancient men, yes.” Bobres squinted up at the ovals of red stone that lipped the wall like dark lace against the sky. “This is simply fragile sand that has agreed—at the request of the Ancients—to hold together. I feel honored that it still stands.”


    Vontu scratched at the surface. “The sand ‘agreed’? It’s alive?”


    “Is the wind?” asked Bobres with a knowing look.


    He turned to the cart and handed them each their satchels and canteens, then reached for his carved box. Carefully, he lifted the grey robe from it and wrapped himself into it with a flourish. Then he stepped up to the wall. An opening did not form, but his body disappeared into the wall as if it were made of water. From the other side, he coughed. “You will want to close your mouth and eyes. It is about two strides deep.”


    Marki’s apprehension bloomed comically on her face.


    “It’ll be all right,” said Vontu. “We’ll go together.” He and Isbi both shut their eyes and stepped forward, bringing Marki with them so that she barely had time to close her mouth before her face breached the surface.


    Marki felt as though she were wading through something that slid about her, not impeding the way, but not helping her either. It caressed her face and rippled between her fingers and toes and around her ears. The first moment was hot, but it cooled rapidly as she moved out into the shade of the other side. She let go of Vontu and Isbi to brush her lashes clean and looked back at their point of passage where a riffle of sand disappeared into the milky façade. All was still.


    She turned, and terror pinched her stomach. Barring their way to the sunlight and the city beyond lay countless murky figures with glowing, tear-shaped turquoise eyes. A strange rasping noise filled the air with ominous warning.


    “Great cats,” said Bobres quietly.


    “What do we do?” she whimpered.


    Bobres took a cautious step forward. The air erupted in high-pitched shrieks, and the shadowy figures rose and moved towards them. Sharp white teeth flashed in open maws. Vontu let out a yell, and instantly air swirled violently around them. He pushed the current out with his hands as if it were solid. It created a protective column of wind, and the others huddled close to him. Vontu crept towards the hairless yellow great cats, and two of the smaller ones flew backwards, knocked by the force of the spinning air. The larger cats halted their approach. Some turned and scattered into the city. Most, however, merely edged around the whirlwind on enormous paws and let the humans pass.


    When the whirlwind reached the sunlight, Vontu and the others looked back at the lean figures pacing the line of shade.


    “Marki, I think we may need your help,” said Bobres.


    Marki looked at him, surprised, and then her slender frame steeled with courage. She stared at the great cats with intense purpose. Bobres let out a guttural bark, hurling his fist toward the great cats as if throwing a rock, but nothing flew from his hand. Instead, a fissure slashed the ground with an ear-splitting crack, and Marki leapt back in alarm.


    The wind tunnel caught her up, whipping her almost full circle before throwing her to the ground beside the newly formed crevice. She scuttled away from the edge, but the great cats jumped the chasm to reach her. A few missed their mark, plummeting into the ravine, but two landed near her legs and stalked her with a hungry prowl. She threw sand at one, and it swiped at her, tearing through her tunic and clawing her thigh. A current of pain poured down her side, and she screamed so loudly that Vontu let go of the wind to run to her. He dragged her away while Bobres pounded the air with repeated strikes, hand over hand, crumbling the ground beneath the great cats until their howls faded into the earth.


    The group folded into a shaking knot. Bobres turned to Marki, who met his searching eyes with a new understanding of herself. Fumbling in his satchel, he pulled out his canteen and washed her wounds, two long scratches that streamed with blood down to her ankle. Isbi tore at her own tunic, making a long strip of cloth which Bobres shook clean and used to wrap Marki’s leg.


    Then, without a word, Marki stood and began limping into the heart of Drandsil.


    


    ***


    


    Vontu, Isbi and Marki were mesmerized by the grandeur of the city. Unlike any other place in Cadeven, Drandsil was a work of art as much as it was a town in which to live and work. Sunlight poured down and around the smooth, curved buildings, formed from sparkling white sand, like the outer wall. There were no seams between the ground and the structures, and no mortar or brick divisions. Instead, it was as if the entire city was sculpted from a single giant piece of sandstone. There was no sign of decay, but pale yellow lichen clung to basins that had once been elaborate fountains. Slender, shiny black snakes slithered in the shadows, watching the people with interest and tasting the breeze with rapid tongues.


    “I could not have left this,” said Isbi softly.


    “I should not have left this,” said Bobres darkly, with his head bowed. “But when the Council dissolved, and the rains stopped, the Lingori River dried up, and the grazing fields turned to dust. There was nothing to keep people here.”


    They soon reached the banks of the wide riverbed that meandered from side to side in a shallow sprawl. The mud and silt was now cracked in a web of parched ridges. Bobres led them to a bridge built upon many sturdy arches and paved with colored stones. It curved gracefully from side to side across the river instead of going in a straight line.


    When they reached the opposite bank, the buildings parted before them and they entered a large field of soft packed dirt. In the center of it, an enormous building stood in daring contrast to the rest of the city. Its tall, glossy black walls lifted the gaze heavenward with strong lines. The base of the monument stood square, but its upper corners tapered into a golden dome high above. Heavy wooden doors, twice as tall as a man, stood atop a steep stair on the south side.


    “This is the Council Hall, and the field is called the Commons,” said Bobres, moving more quickly now. They approached the building reverently.


    On the vertical face of each step, etchings depicted animals of strange and varied shapes. Marki knelt to examine the figures more closely, noticing her reflection behind the images, as if she watched the creatures from both sides. Lying prone on one step, she ran her fingertip on the outline of an elegant animal with horns dividing like branches from its head. Bobres named the carvings: deer, bear, antulu, tiger, whale, shriop, horse, lizard, and eagle. They even found tanats, buyu and the great cats.


    “That etching almost looks alive!” said Marki, pointing to the top stair. “The light makes it look like it wink—”


    “Get back!” roared Bobres.


    An enormous black snake that had been camouflaged against the stairs sprang upwards and hissed at them menacingly. Its head wavered from side to side as it reached taller. Soon it stretched to block the doors behind it. The girls scrambled back down the steps, but Vontu could not look away from its large green eyes.


    “Blow some sand in its face!” called Bobres.


    Vontu directed a violent gust to wash over the snake, and leaned into the wind as he backed down the stairs.


    Bobres found a battered copper plate half buried in the sand and clutched it tight, running to Vontu’s side. He crouched and shouted over the roar of the wind, “Can you help me aim this?”


    “What good will that little thing do against a giant snake?” yelled Vontu. He pointed at the serpent, which had retreated against the doors to hide its head behind a fold of its long body.


    Bobres ground his teeth and glared at it. “Just keep the wind blowing like this and when I let go, make sure this lands in its mouth.”


    With that, Bobres mounted the steps again. When he was near the top, the snake uncoiled itself again. It squinted against the wind, and watched Bobres climb up the steps. As his foot reached the landing, the snake let forth a shrill hiss and stretched its jaws wide in warning. Its tail slithered from the knot and thumped the wall with a measured beat that vibrated in Bobres’ stomach. He drew a deep breath, crouched low, leaned, and then hurled the copper plate. At the same moment, Vontu threw the last winds to chase the plate to its mark.


    It hit with a clamor of bone and metal. The snake thrashed its tail wildly, sweeping Bobres off the landing to where he hit the ground with a sickening thud. Lying winded in the sand, Bobres reached out his hand toward the giant snake. The copper plate in its mouth began to grow, pulling its jaw wider and wider until its head folded back with a crack. The plate fell free, covered in blood. The giant snake slithered down the far wall, its jaw flopping unnaturally and its body trailing bloody grime until it vanished across the Commons to the east.


    Vontu and the girls raced to where Bobres lay crumpled and exhausted. They pulled him to his feet, and helped him up the steps to the landing. There Bobres paused to smooth his robe and brush away the sand. He touched his forehead to the door, and his whole body relaxed.


    The moment they entered the Council Chamber and the massive doors boomed shut, they felt power in the silence. A cone of bright sunlight descended from an open circle in the golden dome high above them. At least sixty life-sized bas reliefs of men and women lined the inner walls of the rotunda. Though motionless, they seemed alive because of the skill of the sculptor.


    “Markitoran,” said Bobres hoarsely. “He made them before leaving Drandsil.” The others stood awed by their beauty and detail, but Bobres was like one reunited with beloved friends after a long absence.


    Vontu whispered close to Isbi’s ear, “That one must be Bobres, and look at—”


    “Isbi!” cried Marki, pointing at one of the figures.


    Bobres came to the carving and moved as if to embrace it. Emotion colored his voice. “Oh! It is beautiful!” He looked at Isbi and smiled with a strange sorrow. “This is Voberen, the Governor of Life. Her twin sister, Ziboren, was my wife—and your great grandmother. It is true that you look very much like her, Isbi. Ziboren was not an Ancient. She died many, many years ago.” He looked as though he would speak more but could not.


    “Why do I feel like my insides just got bigger?” asked Marki quietly.


    “Because you are learning more about who you really are,” said Bobres. “And because there is something here that grows the soul.”


    Leading them to the middle of the room, Bobres gestured to a circular inlay of white marble. It shone with reflected sunlight from above. “This is called the Circle Stone. On it is carved the Circle of Law, written by the hand of the Law-Giver long, long ago.” He looked up at the window. “It is promised that when the Council of Ancients—every one of us—lives the Laws, enlightenment will pour down upon us. That is why the dome is left open—to symbolize the Truth flowing down.”


    Flecks of sunlit dust glimmered, adding substance to the vision.


    “I didn’t know Ancients had to follow laws,” said Marki disapprovingly.


    “Through the Laws, we come to know what it means to be an Ancient, to have been given such a Gift and such a responsibility,” explained Bobres. He began to read them aloud: “‘Pride leads to ignorance, humility to knowledge’.”


    “That doesn’t sound like a law to me,” said Vontu.


    “Not all laws are like the Regent Maid’s that say ‘do this’ or ‘do not do that’. There are laws that govern the soul. When we adhere to those, we do not need a list of prohibitions or mandates.” He paused before reading the next laws: “‘Integrity is power’. ‘Unity is strength’. ‘Serving others serves self; serving self serves no one else’.”


    “Just like you with the cart!” said Marki.


    “‘Listen’.”


    She turned, trying to detect what sound he might have heard.


    “No, no,” he said with a wink. “‘Listen’ is one of the Laws.”


    Marki blushed and hoped he did not realize she could not read. They stood encircling the Stone, looking at the runes inscribed along its edge.


    “‘Understanding and anger cannot live together’.”


    Marki shifted uncomfortably, and Bobres whispered, “So you understand that one, do you? Good.” He tucked her under his arm and pointed to the next. “‘Truth is recognized, not created’.”


    Bobres stared at the last law thoughtfully. “This is the one which has most confounded the weak.”


    Isbi read, “‘Empowerment is not entitlement’.” She looked at him with understanding. “Enomewis and Kimbir thought their power meant they should rule over others.”


    “Yes, and that belief, is what has caused much of the trouble Cadeven now faces.”


    “I’m confused about something,” said Isbi. “If all nine Ancients have to live these Laws, what about times like now, when some are dying and some haven’t been found yet?”


    Bobres turned and gestured to the figures carved on the walls around them. “The Law is bigger than we are, and those who remain—if they are unified—can work together to cover the transition, which for each Gift only happens once every two hundred years or so. It normally only takes one or two years to find each new Ancient. By then, the child understands enough for us to teach simple things like…” He shrugged and chuckled, “Well, like making it rain!”


    “A big lesson for one so small,” said Vontu.


    “It is!” agreed Bobres, “but we get help. Come,” he said, passing from the rotunda into a narrow corridor. They watched as he slid open a latticed screen revealing three shelves. Carved stone boxes like the one Bobres owned lay snugly end to end, and he stooped to lift out the three on the bottom, placing them carefully onto the floor at their feet.


    “Did Grandfather make these, too?” asked Marki.


    “Yes, he did. These will be the Mantles for Water, Death and Hope, respectively, and this,” he said, hefting one from the middle shelf, “will be yours, Vontu.”


    At his reassuring smile, Vontu knelt and opened his box. In it lay an iridescent grey robe much like the one Bobres wore, only darker and cut to lie closer to the body. Vontu picked it up carefully. “Is there something special I should do before putting it on?”


    “Each Ancient develops his own relationship with the Mantle. It will grow and change with you,” said Bobres, running his hands down his own cloaked arm. “When you put it on, you do so with a heart committed to live the Circle of Law. Then the Mantle will increase your power. The more you embrace the Laws, the more you can do with your Gift.” He patted the box. “And when you die, your Mantle reappears here, freshly cleaned and sized for your heir. I do not know how.” Then he paused for emphasis. “But if one tries to assume a Mantle that is not his, he will die instantly.”


    Vontu almost dropped the robe, but Bobres took it and confidently draped it on the young man’s shoulders. Nothing happened for a moment, and then Vontu’s eyes welled with tears.


    “You feel it then?” asked Bobres.


    Vontu nodded, unable to express the emotion that took hold of him.


    “Marki?” asked Bobres softly. “Are you ready?”


    “No,” she said flatly. “I want to hear the Circle of Law again, so I know what I’m supposed to do.”


    Bobres stared after her in open-mouthed joy as she pulled Isbi back to the Circle Stone.


    There, Marki whispered, “Read them to me again, Isbi. I can’t remember them all.” Quietly, Isbi read each law. This time, instead of sounding foreign to her ears, they felt comfortable, like a rhyme once memorized and only recently forgotten. Marki was surprised by the peace she felt. When she was sure she understood each one, they returned to Bobres. He lifted her Mantle from its box. It was precisely the right length and resembled her sleeveless tunic.


    “The Mantle always knows,” said Bobres with a smile.


    She pulled it on over her tunic and waited for something to happen. A surge of joy escaped her mouth in a single gasp. “It feels like a weight,” she said. “Except that it makes me feel light, too.”


    “A weight of responsibility and all the help you need to fulfill it,” agreed Bobres.


    He beckoned Vontu and Marki back to the Circle Stone, and stepped out to the center of it, holding his hands out to them.


    “You want me to stand on the Circle of Law?” asked Marki, incredulous.


    “Yes, come.”


    Vontu took her hand and drew her into the white, shining circle of light. Bobres, Vontu and Marki clasped hands in the reflecting brilliance of sunlight. Several moments passed, and Marki felt another wash of peace. Their eyes closed and—


    Without warning, a rush of air struck the ground within their circle like a column of sound, jerking everyone’s senses into full attention and causing their hair and clothing to whip wildly for a moment.


    “Voberen!” cried Vontu. “She’s on an island!” He squinted, trying to understand the whistles that sounded in his ears. “North of here.”


    “Is she well?” asked Bobres urgently. “Is she safe?”


    Vontu listened for a moment as the wind wisped back out to the sky. “Yes!”


    Bobres cheered with relief and slapped Vontu on the back heartily. “Tell her we are on our way!”


    


    ***


    


    Bobres took them to a beautiful home that swept upward at an angle and looked like a graceful whirlwind, leaning to one side. The uppermost level leaned out over a small withered orchard behind the house. The front door was ornately carved with inlays of pure gold. With the palm of his hand, he brushed the surface of the door gently, and the others watched as the gold was drawn out of the wood as if it were only dust. He closed his fist and opened it to reveal several golden marbles, all the same size, resting on his palm.


    “They look just like the gold pieces of the Realm!” cried Isbi.


    “Fresh from the treasury,” sighed Bobres. “That should be enough for supplies and a boat, I think. Come in. The beds should still be comfortable, despite the dust.”


    They entered the main room and were overwhelmed by color. The walls were covered with hundreds of small circular stained glass windows. Beautiful paintings and tiny sculptured figures perched on shelves that seemed to reach out from the walls without support.


    Bobres led them to the base of a wide staircase. It curved up past bright rooms on each landing to their left. In every space, light flowed and colors blended in natural harmony with one another.


    Bobres gestured to a door. “Vontu, you may sleep in Markitoran’s room.”


    “I am honored. Thank you,” said Vontu as he entered with a parting glance to Isbi.


    At the top of the staircase, Bobres ushered Isbi and Marki into a large oval room. An arched door led to a balcony overlooking the orchard. Elegant, rounded furniture of pale wood welcomed them to sit or sleep in great comfort on creamy pillows. But the crowning beauty of the room was its ceiling. Made of alabaster, it had been cut so thin that sunlight filtered through it.


    Bobres smiled up at it, rubbing his beard contentedly. “When clouds drift by, you can see their shadows playing above you.”


    “It looks a little like the Circle of Law,” said Marki.


    “Yes,” he agreed. “As I lay here each night, I used to ponder the Laws, and in the morning, I would imagine that the light streaming through was Truth raining down.”


    “You love the Laws,” observed Isbi.


    His lips parted to speak, but instead, he nodded and stepped lightly down the stairs, leaving them to rest until the cool of night.


    


    

  


  
    4-Tepor


    


    Marki wondered at the dream she was having, lying in a cloud with the moon shining big overhead. Then Isbi stirred beside her, and she realized that she was in Bobres’ bed underneath the translucent alabaster ceiling. A knock sounded on the door and Vontu called, “The feast is ready!”


    Now Isbi sat up. “Feast?”


    They hurried somewhat dizzily to the bottom of the spiral stairs and found that Bobres had prepared a large meal.


    “Where did you—?”


    “How did you—?”


    “Where did you—How did you—?” mimicked Bobres good-naturedly. “No questions. Eat!”


    As they rolled the tender seasoned meat over their tongues, Bobres explained that he had gone out in search of water. The rocks told him where to open a new well over a waning underground stream. On the return journey, he had encountered one of the great cats. At this point his story concluded with a modest, “I hope you enjoy it.”


    Bobres explained his plan, which was to go to Tepor, a town by the sea, and, from there, sail in search of Voberen. He readied their satchels with canteens and found clean clothing for each of them while they bathed in water he had drawn from the new well. Isbi was too tall for Ziboren’s dresses, and Vontu was too thin for Bobres’ pants, but they gladly left their worn rags behind. Only Marki decided to forgo the soft leather shoes he offered, having spent most of her life with bare feet.


    They left the comfort of Bobres’ home with some reluctance, but Marki was excited to find Voberen and see if she was really as beautiful as Isbi. The main road passed through the city wall and continued west. Marki limped slightly because of the wounds on her leg, and Bobres had to shift his pack often so that it would not chafe the bruised abrasions on his back. Nevertheless, the group walked quickly in the warm moonlight. Along the way, Bobres amused them with stories from his childhood about playing with a small, floppy-eared animal who chewed on sticks. Marki showed an unexpected talent for story-telling, too, complete with distinct voices for each character. By the time the dawn revealed the tattered outlines of Tepor, they had laughed away the miles.


    Before they went further, Bobres gave directions. “Vontu and I will purchase a boat. We may have to find lumber to build a mast, too.” He handed Isbi three of the gold marbles. “You ladies are going to market.”


    “What are we buying?” asked Isbi nervously.


    “Cloth for the sail.”


    “But I’ve never been in a town shop. Only The Village bakery,” Isbi protested politely. “I don’t know…”


    At the mention of The Village, Marki slipped into a swirl of thoughts. She realized that she had not thought of her home for days now, and did not miss it or the people there. She felt no grief, only hope that life in Cadeven would soon be better, and perhaps no others would have to suffer the fate of her parents. When she returned to the conversation, Bobres was talking. “Just tell them it is for a Vow ceremony. They will think it is for a canopy.”


    “What? Who’s getting married?” asked Marki.


    Isbi hesitated. “I thought…Integrity...”


    Bobres grinned. “Good girl. Of course, you do not wish to tell a lie, so I promise we shall save a measure of the cloth for your Vow ceremony, whenever that might be.”


    Vontu and Isbi avoided looking at each other directly.


    “We will meet back together just before sunset on the little beach just south of town,” said Bobres. Turning to Vontu, he said, “Come, Governor. We have work to do.”


    The girls stood transfixed by the view—water stretched as far as they could see. “It’s bigger than the Nopeki!” said Marki.


    “Or the desert,” said Isbi. “You can feel its power.”


    When Marki finally remembered to draw a breath, she tasted salt in the air. At last her eyes fell to the view on the slopes that led down to the cove. Tired wooden buildings clung to the inner curve of the small bay, filling all the land right up to the docks. Lines of foam-tipped waves advanced toward the narrow beach just south of the town. On the strip of sand, weathered sticks lay in scattered piles. To the north, pine trees covered a high cliff, the taller ones leaning out to sea, while the younger ones pushed up straight.


    “Do trees stoop with age like people do?” asked Marki.


    “The older trees must have been bent by the wind long ago, and the younger ones have grown straight without it.”


    Marki looked at her sister with admiration. “Isbi, will I ever be as smart as you are?”


    “Oh, I suppose in a hundred years or so,” teased Isbi.


    Marki’s face darkened. “Isbi! I’ll grow old!”


    “Yes, that happens to most,” replied Isbi calmly.


    “No. I mean, I’ll live so much longer than you will.” Her eyes stung with grief. “I’ll have to watch you die some day!”


    Isbi looked at her sister solemnly. “Then you will make sure that I go when and how I should. That’s a very peaceful thought for me.”


    Marki looked into Isbi’s face and, for the first time, had hope that her Gift could be of worth, if only to help her sister.


    


    ***


    


    “Why not give these good people some fresh air?”


    Vontu followed Bobres through the streets. As they went further into the town, he saw two bent and shriveled men whittling absently beside the door to their shop. With the tiniest puff of air, Vontu sent wood shavings swirling near their feet. The men pulled back their toes in amazement and then pointed. They raised their heads and looked around eagerly, sensing movement in the air. Next, Vontu lifted the hair of a little girl. She squeaked, thinking it had come to life. When the hem of her dress fluttered, she screamed and beat it down. The old whittlers jiggled with laughter.


    “Poor little thing doesn’t know the wind!” one laughed.


    “It’s a kiss from the sky, girl!” called out the other.


    She turned to them, confused. “What is it?”


    “Wind,” cried the first. “Ancients bless us! The wind has returned!”


    “They believe in the Ancients,” Vontu whispered excitedly. Bobres smiled and signaled for him to continue. Vontu sent the breeze down every street, kicking up silent mischief to delight all who saw it. By the time he and Bobres finally reached the docks, they found the fishermen shouting and jumping with their hands in the air, turning their faces to the salty wind. In his mind, Vontu set a tether free and let the wind roam as it would. He looked at the townspeople and saw hope unfold their weary faces.


    


    ***


    


    Bobres spotted an unkempt shack that stood somewhat apart from the other buildings on its street. He stopped, scratching his beard with both hands. “I wonder,” he muttered. He strode up to the door and rapped tentatively on the sill. An unintelligible shout, the yowl of a feline, and the tinkling of broken glass all sounded in rapid succession. Bobres grinned at Vontu and pushed the door open confidently, calling out “O Apothecary, what cures have you for an Ancient man who has peeled the soil from off his back?”


    They entered to find a dark room crowded with hundreds of crystal vials hanging by their necks from strings tied to the thatching above. Brushing them gently aside, Bobres made his way to the back corner. Vontu followed more cautiously in the musical wake of the glasses chiming against each other. He found Bobres squatting in front of an old man in a rocking chair. A gaunt grey striped cat perched and hissed from the arm rest. The old man chewed on the long handle of a wooden spoon with subdued fury.


    “I know you,” he said. “You’re the one who thinks he’s a goat, climbing mountains all day instead of minding his work at the Council.”


    Bobres laughed and sat down with his arms resting on his knees. “Hello, Jenturo, old man. It is very good to see you again.”


    Vontu awkwardly fingered the label on one of the vials until the cat snarled at him. It startled him so much that he stepped back, causing many of the glasses to crash against each other in a clamor for space. Jenturo did not move, but his eyes pinned Vontu to his spot and left him dry-mouthed.


    “Well?” grunted Jenturo. “What do you want now, Governor? Got some kind of rash?”


    Bobres removed his shirt to bare his back. “Not exactly a rash…”


    Jenturo blew a stream of air from pursed lips. “How’d you do that?”


    “I fell down some stairs,” said Bobres.


    “You? The mountain goat?” The old man wiped spittle from the corners of his mouth, and a wide grin transformed his face pleasantly for an instant. “Are you finally as old as I am, then?”


    “No, Jenturo. I will never be that old!” winked Bobres, scratching the cat behind its ear. “Peg is still alive, I see. You two have been cheating death with your serum,” goaded Bobres.


    “Don’t change the subject,” said Jenturo, returning his face to a scowl. “You, boy!” he barked at Vontu. “Get the blue one over there by the window.”


    “The window?” Vontu looked at the dangling ornaments and scratched his nose. “I don’t see a—”


    “Over there,” the apothecary said, jabbing the air with his spoon.


    Vontu found the window, curtained by grime, and retrieved the vial with a blue tag hanging from it. He offered it to the man who merely jerked his thumb at Bobres.


    “I warn you, it stinks,” said Jenturo.


    Bobres plucked it open, and instantly his eyes teemed at the stinging scent. “Not this one, Jen.” He coughed and turned his face away.


    The cat’s tail flipped slowly as if it found the situation amusing.


    “What’s the matter? You stay far enough away from everyone, they won’t smell you. No wind to carry the stench.”


    At this, Vontu could not resist lifting a breeze from the stinking vial to the old man’s face.


    Whether the smell or the draft surprised him more, Jenturo’s eyes grew double. “You’re not Governor Narex,” he said. “He had yellow hair.”


    “I am Vontu of Notaren, and…” He paused, embarrassed. “And I am the Governor of Wind.”


    Straightening his back, Jenturo said flatly, “You’re not going to be a deserter.” It was a command, not a question.


    Vontu felt his throat tighten. “No, sir.”


    “And you won’t be thinking you’re better than the Faithfuls.”


    Vontu shook his head. “No risk of that, sir.”


    Jenturo’s face changed with a blink to an expression of suppressed excitement. He turned to Bobres. “Well then, Governor Bobres, when do we return to Drandsil?”


    “Can you find Faithfuls, Jen?” Jenturo nodded. “Remember, Jen, they must be loyal to the Laws, not to Riesa.”


    Jenturo rose from the chair and hobbled to a vial hanging near the door. He pulled it down and tossed it into Bobres’ ready hands. “Don’t tell me to be careful—falling down stairs.” He turned and looked solemnly at Bobres. “You will not let us down, Governor Bobres.”


    “No, Jen,” promised Bobres. “We will live the Laws and counsel together. Drandsil will be restored.”


    “The venture could mean death for some, the way those great cats prowl now. You must bring back life as it was.” His finger thumped Bobres’ shoulder. “You will not let us down!”


    “We will not let you down,” said Bobres soberly. “I hope to have at least five of the nine in the Council Chambers by next moon. There is another with us, and we are going to find Governor Voberen now.” Bobres pocketed the balm and whispered, “Go and gather the Faithfuls to Drandsil.”


    


    ***


    


    “Did you find everything you needed for your Vow ceremony?” asked Vontu when they all met on the beach at the end of the day.


    Isbi blushed. “Yes, thank you.”


    He leaned closer. “And what did the young man do to win your Vow of love?”


    Isbi shook her head, laughing. “He does nothing but blow hot air around all day!”


    At the water line, Marki wriggled her toes into the wet sand. “From above, I thought these waves were ripples, and those fallen trees were sticks. Everything is so big! But the boat…that thing can’t carry all of us, can it?”


    Vontu studied the craft. Its open hull provided no protection from the sun, and the benches were crooked, but he said, “Once the mast is in place, we’ll be fine because the lumber and cloth will be up out of the way, but maybe I should swim alongside the boat on the way out. Is it far, Bobres?”


    “What? Where are we going?” asked Marki. “I thought we were building the mast here.”


    Bobres pointed to the horizon. “That mound jutting out of the sea just over there is a little island. We need to consider that the Realm would not be pleased to know of our efforts to regather the Ancients or the Faithfuls. It would be best to go unnoticed until we have numbers enough to be strong.”


    Vontu had a dawning awareness. “What we’re doing is treason.”


    There was a pause while each looked at Bobres. “Yes,” he agreed. “Riesa will see it that way.”


    “But we must do it,” said Isbi. “For the good of Cadeven.”


    The girls lifted supplies into the boat, and Vontu pushed them adrift. He began to swim in slow, powerful strokes beside them while Bobres leaned to the work of rowing. Isbi’s arms held several long wooden beams in place, and her feet rested on a canvas sack of tools. Marki sat on top of the material for the sail and watched Bobres carefully. He stopped to remove his shirt when he grew from the exertion.


    “Bobres! Your back is bleeding!” Marki leaned quickly overboard to call to Vontu. “We need your help. Bobres shouldn’t be rowing.”


    Vontu heaved himself aboard, tipping the boat low, as Bobres leaned forward on his knees.


    “Let me row,” insisted Vontu gently.


    Bobres did not look up, but shifted to sit beside Isbi. He pulled the vial from his pocket. Unstopping it, he handed it over his shoulder to Marki and asked hoarsely, “Would you please put some of this on my wounds?”


    “What is it?” she asked, testing its sticky consistency on her fingers.


    “Jenturo, the apothecary gave it to me. It will help me heal faster.”


    She began to pat it lightly into the abrasions. Though he winced as she applied it, when she had finished, he breathed deeply. “Much better,” he said gratefully. “Is there any left for you?”


    “Yes, plenty.”


    Vontu grunted as he pulled. “So that old grouch knows what he’s doing?”


    Bobres grinned. “He knows.”


    “Is he really older than you are?” asked Vontu.


    “No. He is only ninety-six,” said Bobres.


    “Who are you talking about?” asked Marki, removing the bandaging from her thigh.


    “A very old friend. He used to be Enomewis’ best friend, in fact, but when Enomewis left the Council, Jenturo remained in Drandsil. He grew bitter at the betrayal. He was a codger by fifty and has not grown any more pleasant since.” Vontu grinned at Isbi and nodded. “He does try to honor the Laws, though,” said Bobres. “Everyone is better for the Laws, not only the Ancients. He knows that.” Bobres sighed and looked out at the island, close now. “Hopefully he can find a few more Faithfuls to help us when we return.”


    “What about that animal?” asked Vontu.


    “The cat? It was a kitten when Enomewis left. He has kept her alive with some secret tonic all this time!”


    “You made it sound like he’s been using it, too,” said Vontu, steering through the rolling breakers as they approached the little island.


    “I do not doubt it,” laughed Bobres, rising to step overboard. “He knows more about the healing powers of plants than Voberen, and that is saying much. No one knows her Gift like Voberen.” He tugged the boat up onto the sand. “Marki, you have to keep that man alive. His tonic can only do so much. Do you understand? Do not let him die. Not until he has seen the Council restored. He deserves that much.”


    “How do I do that?” asked Marki. “I thought I Govern Death, not Life.”


    “In this case, you are staving off Death. Just wish it for now. If it is present in your mind, it will be done. Wish that Jenturo the Apothecary stays alive without suffering until we get the Ancients back in Drandsil.”


    “I can do that? Then why would I let anyone die?”


    Bobres paused before answering. “I should not have asked you to do that. It is your Gift to Govern. You will learn when to keep Death back and when to allow it—and how it should happen so that suffering is least. I am sorry I tried to command your Gift.”


    Marki shrugged. “I don’t mind. I just need to know what to do.”


    Bobres patted Marki’s shoulder. “You will know. I can teach you the Laws and how to apply them, but when it comes to your Gift, you will know what to do. It is your Gift.”


    


    ***


    


    The Mantle’s capacity to enhance his Gift intrigued Vontu, and he asked Bobres about it the next morning. Bobres guided him through a few exercises in strength and finesse when they rested from their mast-making labors, and soon Vontu could conjure a whirlwind that moved water around. He was cheering this accomplishment, watching a tower of water spin around him in the low tide, when Marki sloshed up to him and asked, “What good will that trick do?”


    Vontu’s hands dropped to his side in a gesture of mock defeat and, as he did so, the column of water sprayed the two of them as it fell back to the sea.


    “You made it rain,” she laughed, and they turned back to land.


    They stopped short to see Isbi watching them. “You made it rain, Vontu!” she cried, throwing her arms around him. “You made it rain!”


    The three looked at each other in surprise, and then all three raced to where Bobres was resting. He listened to their explanation, but shook his head. “No. There is still salt in the water. If you drop that all over the land, it will do more harm than good.”


    Undeterred, Isbi sifted the sand with her fingers. “Salt is a mineral.”


    “Mmm-hmmm…” Bobres yawned.


    She flicked a few grains with her finger. “Couldn’t you take the salt out of the water?”


    Bobres and Vontu looked at each other with intrigued expressions, and then rose to resume the mast work, discussing the possibilities of Isbi’s idea as they went. That night, the group on the island celebrated a series of triumphs: the mast stood firmly in place, the sail hung from its lashings and pulleys, and they discovered that seaweed was good for bandaging, once boiled and dried. Most significantly, however, Bobres had pulled the salt out of a whirlwind of sea water, dropping rain on their camp for long enough to soak the ground. Even as the embers of their campfire fizzled, they fell asleep, exhausted but full of hope.


    


    ***


    


    In the grey light of morning, Bobres awoke and quietly loaded the boat. He wrapped his Mantle around his shoulders and sat meditating on the work that lay ahead. A deep sigh stretched the healing wounds on his back, and he closed his eyes to think of how to reconcile the lost Ancients. He longed for his wife, Ziboren. She had always given him the encouragement and wisdom he needed. Like a mirage, Isbi appeared beside him, dressed in one of Ziboren’s flowing tunics. She sat without a word and tucked her bare arms under her knees. He watched her, as if she were a dream, and felt a heaviness leave him. The two of them enjoyed the silence for a long while. At last Bobres rose to his feet and reached his hand down to her. She took it with a smile, and he felt hope swell his heart to be with her, even if she only looked like his beloved Ziboren.


    Not long after, the four were afloat in their tiny sailboat. The wind was navigating the way to Voberen’s island. As they left the bay of Tepor, Vontu pulled on his Mantle, and the wind grew stronger. It pushed at the water and began to spiral. Foam rose in a wide bowl of mist. A gust slammed the sail with such power that the boat angled sharply. Bobres slid to the edge of the bench and fell overboard, groaning loudly as the salt water struck his back. He managed to grasp the edge of the boat with one hand just as a wave lifted it high in the air. There he dangled, his free hand splayed against the torrent. Then the boat dropped mercilessly, he lost grip, and plunged into the sea. Desperate for air, he rolled under the hull painfully while the whirlwind of spinning water tore across the surface to pour itself upon the town. His hand found an oar, and the girls heaved him aboard, bruising his ribs in the process.


    As the sail billowed and drew them north, Vontu asked, “Did it work, Bobres? Did you get the salt out?”


    Huddled on the wet floor, Bobres coughed up sweet water and whispered, “Yes. It worked.”


    


    

  


  
    5-Voberen’s Island


    


    Before the boat had beached on the shore of the small island, a woman with thick white curls emerged from the trees calling, “Which one of you is the Governor of Wind? That is the most wonderful—oh, it must be you!” She reached over the bow for Vontu’s wrist. “Yes, you’re the right age. I’m so happy to–! Nothing like the salt wind, is there? Where have you been?”


    Bobres climbed out of the boat stiffly. “Hello, Little One,” he said tenderly.


    “Bobey!” she yelped in obvious delight, wrapping her arms around him. Her hands went up to clasp his face, but recoiled in a dramatic gesture of disgust. “Oh, that old thing!”


    Bobres’ hand shot to his beard, and he scratched it uncertainly. Voberen pulled his head down so that their noses touched. “You know I’ll have it shaved off before you leave this island, Bobey.”


    His arms dangled clumsily. A moment passed in silence, and then Bobres cupped her face lovingly and said, “You probably will.” He tousled her hair as if she were a child. “Your hair is white, Governor. You must be working hard.”


    Voberen smiled, taking this as praise. “And yours still has color. Have you been lazy? How will anyone know that you are the old man and I am your Little One?” She turned, laughing to the others and then stopped with her mouth open, staring at Isbi. The two peered at one another with suppressed excitement. Except for the hair and a few lines of age, they looked almost identical. Voberen held out her hand as if to touch Isbi’s face. “You look just like Ziboren!”


    “She looks just like you!” said Marki, stumbling to get out of the boat.


    Voberen turned to Marki. “You—!” She lunged forward, locking Marki in a tight hold. “You are the maiden image of Markitoran!” She turned to Bobres with soft crystal eyes. “They are definitely yours. Look at them.” She wiped a tear. “Oh, Bobey! We have family again!”


    


    ***


    


    In the shade of wide fanning palm trees, the younger three recounted their histories between bites of fruit and fish. Vontu had been apprenticed on a ship at a very young age. Though boats had abandoned the use of sails in most parts of the country, for obvious reasons, his native Notaren still had a busy harbor full of sail boats.


    “I must have left them without wind when I started wandering Cadeven,” he said sheepishly.


    “So fix that” said Voberen pointedly.


    “I plan to.”


    “What are you waiting for?” she asked. “Send them some wind now.”


    “Can I do that? It’s so far!”


    “You sent the wind to find me from Drandsil. And it led you here, didn’t it?” She spoke kindly, but deliberately as if addressing a very small child. “Just send it out again to the harbors and tell it to stay there. And while you’re doing that, send some more to cool the dust everywhere.”


    Vontu massaged his head as if trying to fathom the power he had. “Will I need the—?”


    “Yes, boy. Get your Mantle on. I never take mine off,” she said, rolling up the sleeves of her grey dress for emphasis. “Too much to do. Can’t stop to rest.”


    Vontu hurried back to the boat, and Marki leaned close to Bobres. “Is that her Mantle?”


    “I told you,” he whispered. “The Mantle always knows. It always fits the person’s needs.” With that, he lay back with his hands clasped behind his head and soon fell into contented slumber.


    Vontu returned wearing his Mantle, still with the air of one who was not quite connected to it. He sat beside Isbi and rubbed the cloth of his Mantle.


    Isbi touched his sleeve. “Hello, Governor,” she said softly. She turned to Voberen. “How is it,” she asked, pointing to the array of delicacies before them, “that you have so many different kinds of fish?”


    “I make new life. That isn’t only making things beget and beget. I also help creatures and plants evolve and adapt as needed. Sometimes I make something entirely new. I’ve had to be creative with the plants because I get no rain.”


    “Oh, we found a way to help that!” said Vontu cheerfully. He told her about their experiment in Tepor. “I think it was harder on Bobres. I was just moving wet air around, but he had to find each drop and remove the salt. I’m sure that’s why he’s so tired.”


    Voberen looked at Bobres. “He took the salt out of the sea and made rain.” She repeated this to herself several times, and the others stopped eating to watch the thoughts cross her face. Her hands came into the fray before long and she carried on a dynamic discussion with herself. “Bobey, I need to show you–!” The shout woke him. “Come on!” she insisted, tugging him to his feet. “You have to see this!”


    Everyone trotted after her the northern shore of the island. They looked out to see a wall of colored stone that formed an enclosure around much of the beach there. It reached just high enough above the waves to prevent the breakers from entering a giant tide pool.


    “You know I always wanted to be more like you, Bobey. Well there!” she pointed out to her creation, “I made living rock.”


    “Living rock?”


    “Well, all right, it’s just coral, but I got it to grow faster than ever, and it survives above the water line now. Look!”


    Bobres stepped into the water and approached the coral. Hundreds of tiny, brilliant fish darted about his feet, unconcerned by his presence. He touched the wall, which ranged in color from a pale gold to bright pink. “This is alive? Voberen, it is a marvel, but what is so urgent about it?”


    Voberen waded to where he stood, pulling Vontu with her. “You’re supposed to be the smart one, Bobres. This is an answer to your salty rain problem.”


    Vontu and Bobres exchanged bewildered looks.


    “How hard would it be for you to take the salt from this much water?” she asked. “I mean, assuming it holds nice and still like this for you,” she added with a provoking glint in her eye.


    He lowered his arms into the water, feeling it between his fingers. “Not bad, but would that not kill the fish?”


    Voberen’s nostrils flared in irritation. She walked further out until even her shoulders were immersed, and placed her hands on the coral wall. Those on shore watched her, unsure of what to expect. When Voberen waded back, she wrung the water from her hair and sleeves. “This would be so much easier if Enomewis were helping us instead of being an idiot,” she grumbled. “The coral will be fine. I told the fish to swim through to the other side in case the sudden lack of salt hurts them, and the coral will close the holes after them for now, but that’s really not my call to tell them.” Her face puckered in concentration as she surveyed the tide pool with her hands on her hips. The others stared at her, confused. Finally she barked impatiently, “Well, try it, Governor!”


    “Oh,” stammered Bobres. “Did you want me to—?”


    “Are we solving a problem or not, Governor? If this makes taking the salt out easier, then Vontu—or even the people themselves—can figure out how to get the fresh water up to the land.”


    “Anywhere special you want the salt?”


    She shot him a prickly look, and he turned to hide a grin from her. Then he looked out across the water with concentration and raised his hand. There was a blinding white flash, and then Bobres cupped some water to his lips. “Fresh!” he pronounced, patting Voberen on the back. “Well done, Little One. That was a good idea.”


    “Thank you, Governor.”


    Bobres turned and waded back up to the beach. “Oh…I apologize,” he said.


    “What for?” she asked warily.


    His lips twisted to keep from smiling. “I dumped the salt on your bed.”


    


    ***


    


    “I never knew there were so many shades of green,” said Isbi. “Or so many shapes of leaves.”


    Vontu had seen the forests along the Ignori that crept up the Low Mountains and that surrounded the lake at Abduran. Trees were no surprise to him. Isbi, however, was a source of constant wonder. He followed her, enchanted by her fascination. She pulled a sample leaf or blossom from each new plant they encountered until her hands could no longer close around the collection. Then she handed them to Vontu and began gathering anew. They walked slowly through the wild garden of Voberen’s island until at last they strolled out to the beach and sat down. She poked each petal and frond into the sand and studied them thoughtfully.


    Breathing in deeply, Vontu took in the perfumes and bitter cool scents of each leaf and flower—and of Isbi’s hair and skin. Warm, he thought, closing his eyes and letting her presence seep into him. Not like a hot day. She makes me warm inside so that the weather doesn’t matter.


    He opened his eyes to see Isbi examining a delicate pink flower. “I think they’re as lovely as Grandfather’s carvings,” she said.


    Vontu tucked the flower into her hair. “As are you.” She blushed, and he leaned in closer—


    “There you are!” called Voberen. “I’ve been looking for you, Vontu! Come with me. I need to know what Bobres has already told you about your Gift.” Dragging him from his tender opportunity, she led Vontu down to the water’s edge. He looked back at Isbi apologetically, but Isbi smiled encouragingly and followed after them at a distance.


    When Vontu and Voberen reached the end of a small spit of land, they came to an abrupt halt. Voberen had been listening to him review all Bobres had taught him thus far. “Well, that’s a very good start,” she said. “But now—and this isn’t Bobey’s fault—it only works if you’re not reaching far. His problem is that he can’t get past a border of water without help, and he isn’t dealing with things that typically move.”


    “But the rock extends underwater—”


    “I don’t make the rules, and I can’t change them,” she said, adjusting her belt. Her manner softened again, and she looked at Vontu and Isbi. “I want you to understand that no Ancient has ever done more for Cadeven and its people than Bobres. He has enormous power, and he has used it well. That comes from his integrity to the Laws. There is no greater man.” She sighed and became still for a moment before continuing. “You’re moving more than air, you know. Think. What can the wind do?”


    He realized this was no trivial question, but his imagination felt locked. “It could cool the heat sent by Kimbir.”


    “Obviously.” Her lips tightened. “What about the plants? What can it do for plants?”


    “I have no idea.”


    Isbi said, “It’s quite beautiful when the wind blows through the trees!”


    Voberen raised a finger. “Never underestimate what that can do for those who see it! Even the beauty of dancing trees has a power to comfort the soul. Good.” She smiled warmly at Isbi. “Think practically, Vontu.”


    He glanced sideways at Isbi, hoping she might have another suggestion.


    “Seeds,” hinted Voberen.


    He stared at her blankly.


    “Flowers, trees, grasses—they all have seeds that need room to grow. With no animals to move those seeds around, they fall to the earth and choke the plants that are already there. So move the air to spread out the vegetation. I can keep the plants hearty until we get rain, but I still have to get them to good soil. Bobey is working on that one in the absence of worms.”


    “Worms?”


    “Wonderful creatures,” said Voberen. Her brow knit with concentration. “What else? Seeds. You’ve made a sail, so you know about the boats. What else?”


    “I’ve seen windmills, though no one uses them anymore,” shrugged Vontu.


    “Good. That’s the idea. People will use them again when they know they can count on the wind. You need to determine a plan. Consider how strong it will blow and when it will stop and what direction it will come from.”


    He grunted, overwhelmed. “I’ll try.”


    Voberen looked at him with pity. “I realize I’m expecting much from one so new to Governing. Don’t worry. You won’t have to make the wind do anything. Most of what I do is just letting life happen the way it will. It’ll be the same with the wind. We have to resist the urge to control everything that falls in our power. It’s hard to stop once you start.” She frowned, and started to walk away. He moved to follow her, but she laughed, “Oh no. You stay here with the wind. Talk to it. Find out what has worked in the past. It knows some things.” She winked, tapping her head. “And then…send it out!” She squeezed his arm and her eyes sparkled. “And please remember the seeds!”


    “The seeds.”


    “And the dancing trees! I love the dancing trees!” She swayed her arms like branches in the wind, and then turned and walked up the shore muttering about pollinating bees.


    Vontu laughed nervously and scratched his scalp. “She makes it sound easy.” He looked out at the sea, his hands still on his head.


    “You can do it.” Isbi kissed his cheek, and then ran to catch up with Voberen.


    Vontu felt dizzy from the lesson and the touch of Isbi’s lips on his skin. He walked into the surf, wondering how he could do what Voberen suggested, but hope flowed inside of him, and he gazed out at the great expanse of water. Taking a deep breath, he called the wind to him. It came gently at first, and then it gathered strength. It brushed up against him until his hair and Mantle whipped around him. Vontu closed his eyes to the sting of the air and sensed the arms of the wind encircling him, buffeting him, but always catching him. He trusted. He allowed the wind to move him back and forth. Pressing his face into it, he felt cold on his skin, but warmth within. He breathed in deeply and slowly, and his mind reached to the wind. Together they began to plan how to help the suffering world of Cadeven.


    


    ***


    


    The party fell into two folds around the campfire. Isbi and Vontu sat side by side, their hands almost touching, looking up at the stars and whispering to one another about weighty matters of sailing and sero farming. She still had the flower tucked in her hair, which Vontu removed gently and suspended in front of her, swirling it on a tiny shaft of air. He wafted it closer to her until the spinning petals brushed her cheek. When she drew a breath, the pink petals clung to her mouth in a velvety kiss. Blushing, she peeled them from her lips and smiled at him. He exhaled shyly and lay back in the sand, blinking slowly at the moon, and wondering if she could hear his heart pounding.


    On the other side of the fire, Marki and Voberen had a different mood altogether. When Bobres had fallen asleep, the Ancient woman had retrieved a clam shell, sharpened it, and set to work shaving his beard. She moved stealthily, and dabbed his chin with a coconut milk concoction to soothe his skin. Half way through the process, he rolled to one side, landing his cheek on Voberen’s foot. While this made part of his face more accessible, she soon hissed, “My foot is numb! The big rock!”


    Through a series of gentle tickles, Marki coaxed him to roll over, only to land his head on Voberen’s other foot. “How can he sleep through this?” giggled Marki.


    Voberen rolled her eyes. When the last hair was scraped clean, she tossed the shell aside and slapped his smooth face with both hands. “There! Have you ever seen a more handsome man in all your life?” she called across the flames.


    Isbi curled her pinky around Vontu’s fingers and said, “No, Voberen.”


    Bobres, now very much awake, swiveled himself upright, rubbing his jaw and bare neck. Eyeing Voberen with humor and resignation, he grumbled, “Now I have nothing to scratch.”


    She leaned close to his ear and said, “That was for the salt.”


    Bobres chuckled and lay back. Voberen curled beside him and rested her ear upon his chest. The others watched curiously and realized that she was no longer playing, but that she had settled into a familiar position. After a moment, she whispered, “I can hear your heart, Bobey. The slow pulse of the earth. I’ve missed that.”


    “Sleep well, Little One,” he said, stroking her hair with his fingers.


    “Good night, Bobey,” she said quietly.


    


    ***


    


    In the morning, while Bobres solidified the salt mound into blocks that he and Vontu could carry outside, the women prepared food for the journey to the mainland.


    “Where is your Mantle, child?” asked Voberen.


    “Marki’s outside,” said Isbi, not looking up from the vegetables.


    “Not hers. Yours.”


    Isbi looked at her blankly. “I’m not an Ancient!”


    “But of course you are!” said Voberen. She went to the window and shouted, “Bobres, you big rock, come here!” A moment later, Bobres stood at the door, dusting salt from his hands. “Where is this girl’s Mantle? She’ll need it.”


    He looked at Isbi and said quietly, “In the boat.”


    Isbi dropped her knife and stared at Bobres. He reached his hand toward her as though she were a fragile wraith. “I had not told her, Voberen. I-I was not absolutely sure. I felt the peace, but she looks so much like Ziboren that I thought—”


    At the mention of her sister’s name, Voberen halted. “Bobey, didn’t you realize Isbi is the Governor of Hope?”


    “Hope!” cried Isbi.


    Voberen took Isbi’s hands. “Do you know that I have not let a baby be born for almost four years? I couldn’t bear to. But I saw you, and the first thing I wanted to do was send forth children. Who else could do that to a stubborn old woman like me? Who else but the Governor of Hope?”


    Isbi looked from Voberen to Bobres and back, and she knew it was true. “What do I need to do?” she asked simply.


    “We have little time to waste,” said Voberen. “You will give birth to the new Governor of Music so we can release poor Quan. He’s long overdue, and I shouldn’t have done this to him.” She looked penitently at Bobres.


    “But I’m not Vowed. How—?”


    “Bobey,” said Voberen, “Go tell Vontu he needs to get on with proposing to Isbi because we have a Council to gather and we need all its members with us.”


    Bobres responded with a poorly stifled laugh. “Only you can say such things.” He took Isbi into a long embrace, and the lines on his face faded. “All the pain from the past is melting away, and I felt whole again. Thank you, Isbi. I needed you. We have all needed you.”


    


    

  


  
    6-Roddi Rock


    


    “I’ll Vow to her today! I’ll Vow to her today!” cheered Vontu.


    Bobres looked at the young man seriously. “Two or three days more.”


    “But we have witnesses here. The law requires no more.”


    “The Regent Maid’s law,” said Bobres with distaste. “It is not binding beyond the common word of man. You will make the Vows at Roddi Rock. As her oldest living relative, I insist.”


    “I would never want to break a Vow made to Isbi,” said Vontu sincerely. “It shall be as you wish.”


    The formality of the proposal and acceptance was solemnized privately on the far side of the island while the others packed the boat. When it became clear that even Bobres could not make everything fit, Voberen took him aside and whispered something in his ear.


    “Absolutely not,” he said. “We will be trapped at the bottom of the sea.”


    “Well if you’re going to assume the worst,” she answered dismissively.


    “This is not like before, Voberen.”


    She marched undeterred into the breaking waves. He followed after her and Marki trailed along at a distance, remaining in the shallows. The two Ancients argued downwind of her so that she only caught snatches of their words, but it had something to do with “Enomewis will never know”, and “Not trusting our lives to an animal”.


    When Voberen was waist-deep in the surf, she made a sharp clicking noise and then stood waiting. Bobres and Marki watched in amazement as Voberen rose up out of the water, swaying slightly to keep her balance. A rounded stone under her feet lifted her above the surface, and she turned carefully, staring back at Bobres. Her arms spread wide as the rock glided up to the beach, and beneath her emerged a massive blue-grey creature with a stony back. When it stopped in the wet sand, Voberen leapt down, her eyes shining with victory.


    Bobres’ hand went to his bare chin, searching for something to scratch, and instead fumbled over his mouth. “I do not know if I should argue with her or cheer,” he mumbled to Marki.


    Marki’s eyes were wide with delight. “Cheer,” she whispered back.


    “I have two of them, you know,” sang Voberen, playfully taking his hand. “Animals must come in pairs. Come, Governor, and meet my giant sea turtles.”


    


    ***


    


    They spent the last day on the island discussing how they would find the other Ancients and the Faithfuls. As usual, Bobres retained a quiet dignity and Voberen flashed with volatile bursts. When she roared, Bobres gently chided, “Understanding and Anger Cannot Live Together,’” and she would answer, “Then Listen!”


    In the end, Isbi suggested that they could separate once they reached the mainland. Marki looked at her nervously. “I-I’ve never been away from Isbi. I don’t want—”


    “And you won’t be,” said Voberen. “Not really. You just won’t be with her.”


    “What?”


    Bobres laughed, “She means that we can still talk to each other across the distance, so she will not feel far away.” He gave a pointed look at Voberen. “Until Voberen came here to the island, she and I communicated daily, no matter where we were.”


    “How?” asked Marki.


    “We use the soil and the trees,” said Bobres. “Like this.” He looked up into the tree above them.


    Voberen snorted. “This is where he tells the sand to tell the tree to drop some fruit on my head,” she said, raising her hand to deflect the falling coconut so that it bounced on Bobres’ chest. She crawled over to him. “Old trick, old man. I know you too well.”


    A second coconut fell, knocking her prone into the sand.


    “And I know you, Little One,” he said with a wink.


    Vontu, Isbi and Marki erupted with laughter. Voberen failed to look serious. “I will take Marki to Abduran, where the Water Child was born,” she said, “and Vontu and Isbi can go find Quan in Notaren while Bobres goes back to help Jenturo.”


    “I will go to Lam’s Forest first,” said Bobres.


    “No!” cried Marki. “The tanats will kill you!”


    Voberen looked grim. “No, he’ll just be maimed and left to rot alive for a few years,” she said humorlessly. She sighed. “Bobres has hope that Enomewis can be brought home.”


    “Do not blame me,” said Bobres kindly. “Blame her!” He pointed at Isbi.


    Isbi smiled affectionately at him. “There should always be Hope.”


    


    ***


    


    That night, Bobres could not sleep. His usual steadiness, and even the influence of Hope, could not overcome his anxiety about the other Ancients. Kimbir was in Gallah, wooing the Regent Maid. Would he leave her? Enomewis was hoarding the animals and causing untold terror in the towns near the forest’s borders. Would he change his ways? The Water Child was somewhere in Abduran, according to Voberen, but as yet unidentified and untrained. What sort of people might be raising her? Would they let her go? And Quan was somewhere in Notaren, dying, but unable to die. Would he even be well enough to come to Drandsil?


    Bobres stood and yawned. The others had moved into Voberen’s hut for the night, and he was alone beside the cold fire pit. Stretching his back, he left the enclosure of palm trees and walked north along the shore. The moon was bright and cast shadows on the dimpled sand. He came to the coral tide pool and admired the sheen of starlight on the still water. Spying a piece of grey driftwood, he moved to sit.


    “Bobey! You big rock, what are—?”


    “Voberen! I thought you were a log.”


    “Oh, thank you,” she said dryly. “What are you doing still up?”


    “Sleep has escaped me,” he said, reaching to lift Voberen to her feet.


    “Me, too.” They stood in silence for a moment, and then she shuddered. “I think they know we’re coming, Bobey.”


    “The other Ancients?”


    “Mm-hmm. The waters are pulling south, and the heat has intensified on the mainland since you’ve been here.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “The kelp beds told me.”


    “So Kimbir knows?”


    “Yes.” She groaned. “I suppose Riesa does, too.”


    “Are you afraid?” asked Bobres.


    “I don’t know. We used to be friends. Kimbir was never unkind. But that was when we were children. Who knows what he’s like now?”


    “He was a beautiful and charming child.”


    “He’s beautiful and charming now,” said Voberen without appreciation. “That’s the problem. How could Riesa resist him?”


    “Enomewis was a striking youth, too,” said Bobres thoughtfully. “Headstrong, like you. He quite loved you, if I remember. He used to call you Berry.”


    “Hmph. That was because he couldn’t say my name as a baby, and because I gave him fruit all the time.”


    “It was a term of endearment.”


    “He wasn’t fond of me,” she said bitterly. “He was fond of my ability to give him the animals he wanted. Do you think I would have sent forth beasts like the buyu or tanats if he hadn’t made me?”


    “You never do anything you do not wish to,” said Bobres. “Once, long ago, you wanted to please him.”


    She looked up at him defiantly, but then her expression changed. “Never as much as I wanted to please you.”


    Bobres slipped his arm around her. “I know.”


    Voberen let her head fall against his shoulder. After a pause, she asked, “Do you think that’s why he left?”


    He was quiet for a long time before he answered. “There are many reasons for leaving the ones you love most, are there not?”


    She looked up into his eyes and saw tears. “But in the end, love brings them back together somehow.”


    


    ***


    


    


    Isbi spotted the giant finger of striated rock pointing to the soft cirrus clouds from the horizon long before they spied the land from which it grew.


    “Roddi Rock,” announced Vontu grandly.


    Marki gawked, leaning over the prow of the boat. “Wasn’t Roddi the first Governor of the Mineral World?”


    “That’s right,” said Vontu.


    She looked out at Bobres, lying back on a swimming sea turtle’s shell, sunning himself. “I wonder what he would think of his current heir,” she giggled.


    “They say it appeared there when he died, over where his body lay,” said Vontu.


    “Does every Ancient get a monument like that when they die?” asked Marki.


    “Just him, I think,” said Vontu. “I’ve never heard of any others. But the tales of him are that he was a man of magnificent power and kindness.”


    Suddenly, Marki was knocked backwards by something unseen. She looked up from the crowded hull to see Isbi and Vontu likewise unbalanced.


    “What was that?”


    Then she felt the heat. It was unlike anything she had ever felt before, and it pressed upon her like a heavy blanket. Dripping with sweat, she pulled herself up to look out at Bobres and Voberen again.


    “They’re gone!”


    They were splashing towards the boat. The turtles had disappeared underwater. Bobres reached the boat first and grasped the side with one hand. Vontu halted the wind and the sail boat slowed. He called overboard, “Should I make the wind blow harder to cool us?”


    “Won’t work!” shouted Voberen, now treading water beside them. “It’ll just blow heat. Even the water is getting warm.”


    They looked out at the now churning sea.


    “What’s happening?” asked Marki, afraid of the rocking motion.


    Bobres looked at Voberen before answering. “The other Ancients know we’re coming.”


    “Are they trying to stop us?” asked Vontu.


    “I don’t know,” admitted Voberen.


    “What do we do now? The turtles are gone,” said Bobres, careful not to accuse. “We will not all fit aboard the boat.”


    A wave surged without warning and pushed the boat forward. Marki lurched and almost fell overboard. The plank seat beneath her came loose and swung vertically for a moment before banging back down.


    “Marki!” called Voberen, moving with strong strokes to keep up with the boat. “Will the seat come out?”


    Marki looked at the crooked seat and wondered what she would do without it. Reluctantly, she shouted, “I think so.” With a powerful tug, Marki detached the board and slid it into the water. Isbi followed suit, and threw her board awkwardly towards Voberen.


    “Come, Little One!” cried Bobres pulling himself up on the board.


    Voberen rolled onto her plank, her legs dangling in the water. Another wave swelled beneath her and she dropped forward, wrapping her arms around her board. The water lifted and moved her with great speed and force. She screamed and closed her eyes, sure that she would be smashed against the hull of the boat, but the plank gave way to a current, and she found herself floating free on top of a wave as tall as the trees on her island. Next to her, Bobres held tight to his plank, and the boat rose up to join them. All were carried swiftly towards the shore. Voberen laughed, “The Water Child is bringing us home!”


    


    ***


    


    With the others close behind them, Vontu and Isbi approached the monolith. She paused a moment to remove a triangle of cloth from her pocket—the cloth for the sail, which she had bought with the tale of her upcoming Vows. Bobres saw this and stepped forward to take it from her. “You told the truth,” he smiled. Tenderly, he tied it into her damp hair and kissed her forehead.


    “You do not need a marriage gown,” he said. “You are beautiful with only this.”


    “Thank you.”


    Vontu went first, standing in the shade of the monolith and placing his hands on the rock. He bowed his head to speak. “Isbi of The Village, I Vow to you this day in the shadow of Roddi Rock, that my first strength will be given to meet your needs and to keep you safe from harm, for I love you. I Vow as an Ancient to serve throughout my days in a way that brings honor to you and to the Council.” He turned to her and declared, “I Vow it to you.”


    She lingered in his eyes before touching her hands to the rock beside him. Her soft voice came as if from a distance. “Vontu of Notaren, I Vow to you this day in the shadow of Roddi Rock that I will always speak truth and kindness to you. I Vow that I shall be faithful to you, for I love you as no other.” She looked at him with joy. “I Vow it to you.”


    The surface of the pillar moved beneath their fingers, softening and swirling like cool liquid rock. Isbi gasped in alarm, but Bobres nodded his reassurance. She and Vontu let the rock envelope and bind their hands to the pillar, and there they stood in silence, feeling strength and certainty bind their oaths to their beings. Gradually, the hard rock became liquid again, and their hands came free, as if from a spring of water. Vontu and Isbi wrapped their arms around each other and were lost in a kiss.


    Voberen cleared her throat and the couple pulled apart, but still held tightly to each other’s hands. With a motherly tone, Voberen addressed the young Ancients. “Congratulations, dear ones. May the many years before you be filled with joy and purpose.” She glanced at Bobres. “And now, to the task at hand. The Laws must be part of us now, and we must be part of one another.”


    Bobres hesitated for a moment. “If there is a need—a dire need—you can call upon me—upon my power—and the rocks will come to your aid.” Voberen shook her head in warning. Looking at her, but addressing the others, he explained, “You will not be able to do anything grand, but it may be enough to keep you from danger.”


    “I offer the wind in the same way,” said Vontu, “though I’m not sure how it works.”


    “We would be able to invoke the wind for help,” said Bobres, “in small ways, and—”


    “And it will drain your strength greatly!” snapped Voberen. “Do not use it lightly! He forgets to tell you that, the big rock!” She put her hand on Vontu’s arm. “If you wish to retract, no one will begrudge it. It’s a very rare thing to offer. It could be dangerous. You’ll never know when it’s going to happen.”


    Vontu considered the Vow he had just made. “I still want to offer the wind.”


    Bobres, looking pleased, said, “Thank you, Governor.”


    “Unity is Strength,” said Marki.


    Bobres smiled warmly. “Yes, Governor. Unity is Strength. Five Governors go forth to restore the Council and gather the Faithfuls away from the clutches of the Realm. We are only five, but we go armed with the Circle of Law, our Vows, the rocks, the wind and great Hope.”


    


    

  


  
    7-Gallah


    


    The Regent Maid shifted her skirts with a flourish and glanced at Kimbir. She resented how handsome he was in his red and gold brocade. Finally she turned to the well-built young man with thick auburn hair and piercing blue eyes. Although he was only a low-ranking soldier on the river watch, he did not fidget and cower as her other subjects did. He bowed his head respectfully, but he did not lower his gaze, and this unnerved her more than she cared to admit to herself.


    “Your Elegance,” he said with a deep voice. “My captain wishes me to inform you that there have been sightings of a sail boat moving around the Northern Horn.”


    “A sail boat?”


    “Yes, Your Elegance. A small craft.”


    “No rowers?”


    “Not that could be seen from shore, Your Elegance. It was a very small craft.”


    She tried to erase emotion from her face. “Going in which direction?”


    “East.”


    “That will be all,” she said.


    He bowed again and departed. The guards followed, and the double doors slammed shut.


    “Kimbir,” said Riesa darkly, “does this mean what I think it means?”


    He cleared his throat almost inaudibly, not moving from his throne-side post.


    “Kimbir!”


    “It may, or it may not,” he said crisply.


    “That’s no answer,” she snarled, standing to reveal a long, slender body. “Are they back?”


    Kimbir looked at her with confident emerald eyes. “There is no evidence of that, Riesa. Perhaps the wind blew a course that an old sailor decided to ride, but that does not mean the Council of Ancients has returned to any kind of orderly labors.”


    “But the wind was blowing,” she said. “It hasn’t blown in this region for years.”


    “It has visited at times,” he said with a placating smile. He decided not to mention the coral lagoons of sweet water that had recently appeared in the seaside towns. She did not need to know that the two most powerful Ancients—Governors Bobres and Voberen—were clearly working together again. Kimbir wanted to find them first and learn what they were doing, and whether or not the Governor of Wind was with them.


    “What about the Water Child?” asked the Regent Maid. “Word came from Tepor that they had rain several days ago. Actual rain.”


    “I have sent men to investigate.”


    “That’s good,” she said. “Perhaps the Water Child is there.” She smiled at him knowingly. Riesa was an unmatched beauty, dark and exotic. She was also shrewd and ambitious. Others may have dismissed the lore of the Ancients, but her father had known better, and told her all he knew.


    But her father was not her only tutor in matters of the Ancients. Kimbir was her prize—a young Ancient, and very handsome. It was their secret. She kept him safe from her own soldiers, and he kept her city growing by scorching the rest of Cadeven with unrelenting heat so that people came to Gallah. He was very useful. He had explained that a new Ancient had been born at the time that the drought began a few years ago. The Governor of Water—the elusive Water Child—was the key to her future plans. If she could control water…


    A cunning smile played on Riesa’s mouth and she slunk over to Kimbir. Her finger rose to trace the line of his cheek bone. “You know, Kimbir,” she said with a sultry lilt. “If we find the Water Child, we could raise it as our own.”


    “That only works if I am your husband, Riesa, and that would mean we become King and Queen. You seem reluctant to share power.”


    She cupped his face in her hands, pressing her body close to his. “You’re king of my heart,” she cooed.


    “No, I am Lord Kimbir of the Palace,” he said. “A ridiculous title with very little actual authority.”


    “Oh, you’re sulking because you want a throne,” she said.


    “Not exactly, but I don’t trust you when you say I shall have one,” he replied.


    She pouted. “What’s not to trust? I’ve told you everything from the beginning.”


    “About what you want.”


    “I want you, Kimbir!”


    “And for your little Realm to grow.”


    “My ‘little Realm’ has grown!” she said, her eyes flashing.


    “Thanks to me.”


    Riesa frowned and turned away from him, not wishing to acknowledge this truth. “My father and I did well enough before you came along,” she said, then hesitated, wondering if she had offended him. She turned an adoring smile back to him.


    He laughed aloud and moved very close to her, clasping her waist in his hands. “But since I was the rebellious Governor of Temperature, you thought it was better to have me in your army than back in Drandsil.”


    “In my arms, darling, not my army. And you never liked working on that old Council anyway. It isn’t in your nature to take orders.”


    “No,” he conceded. “And yet you seem more than willing to give them to me.”


    This time, she laughed, and her hands went up to the locks behind his ears, where she toyed with his hair. “You see how honest we are?” she purred.


    Appraising her with eyes much older than they appeared, he said, “I see everything we are—and everything we could be!”


    


    ***


    


    “Will you teach me more about the Laws, Voberen?” asked Marki. The two of them walked east along the shoreline with the Northern Woods to their right.


    “Bobres was always one to drill the Laws. ‘Full Circle now, Little One. Recite’,” mimicked Voberen. “He was the one that found me, you know.”


    “How did he do that?”


    “I used to make flowers grow wherever I went, and the dirt told him about it.”


    “How old were you?”


    “Oh, barely off my mother’s knee. He came to Abduran and convinced my parents to let him take me back to Drandsil. He was very strict, but always kind.” A laugh crept into her voice. “He was young, then. His teeth and ears were too big for his head.” She shrugged. “But he grew into them.”


    “And he was not Vowed to anyone?”


    “No, not yet. He was too busy climbing mountains and carving out caves and waterfalls.” Voberen slowed her pace as they entered the shade of the forest. “The Low Mountains are filled with his work. He did it for fun while still helping the soil and mines everywhere. Always busy. Always helping.” She sighed. “He taught me almost everything I know. He still teaches me.”


    Marki hesitated. “And…when did Ziboren die?”


    “Almost fifty years ago,” said Voberen, her face wrinkling in momentary anguish. “A horrible accident. The pain it caused Bobres made my own grief worse.” Her words slowed with emphasis. “That day I lost my sister—my twin—but I had Bobey. He was like a father to me, and then a brother, and now he is my dearest friend.”


    Crack!


    Voberen’s eyes narrowed. “Nothing in these woods should be big enough to make a noise like that,” she said, crouching low behind a fallen log and peering through the underbrush.


    Marki saw movement first and pointed. Four soldiers with packs and spears marched not far away, heading west. Their unguarded voices carried distinctly.


    One who appeared to be older than the others said, “I still say the wind can’t be all bad. It feels good to me, and I’m glad it’s back. If the Ancients can help us like—”


    “You don’t understand anything, do you?” said another soldier with a nasal whine. “If the Ancients come back, the Regent Maid will be overthrown.”


    A thick-bodied soldier laughed. “Well it’s just a few old men, isn’t it?”


    “They’ve got powers, you fool!” said the nasal voice. “They can do things. If we don’t defend the Regent Maid from the Ancients, they’ll ruin everything!”


    “Everything!” grunted the old soldier. “Like this hunt for a Water Child?”


    “You’re being paid well, aren’t you?” snapped the nasal voice.


    “Very well,” said the thick soldier. “But if I ever stop wielding a spear for Her Elegance, she’ll wield a spear into me!” He bellowed at his own joke, but the others only joined with half-hearted chuckles.


    “I’d still rather be back on my farm,” said the old soldier. “If it would ever rain, that is.”


    The fourth soldier, who had so far remained silent, said, “Can we just move on? I want to find this Water Child so I can go home instead of marching all over Cadeven at Lord Kimbir’s whim.”


    Their voices trailed off in the distance. Voberen exhaled. “Lord Kimbir.” Her hand went to her satchel where the Water Child’s Mantle nestled next to an empty canteen. “They obviously don’t realize who Kimbir really is.”


    “They want the Governor of Water!”


    “But they’re going the wrong way,” said Voberen. “Come on. We can reach the Ignori River before nightfall!”


    


    ***


    


    As it neared the sea, the Ignori River deepened. The Northern Woods flanked it on the west, and Gallah stood on a grassy mound to the east. A road passed through the fortress-like gates of the city, and led to a stone bridge that spanned the rushing waters. From there, travelers could either continue straight through the woods, or turn south towards the cliffs and the desert. Near this crossroad, hidden in the branches of a low-sweeping willow, Voberen and Marki slept.


    “Governor!”


    The Ancients awoke, confused. Beyond the wispy curtain of leaves, four men stood with torches. Marki screamed and instantly felt a hand over her mouth.


    “Quiet!” whispered a deep voice. “Governor Voberen! Is that you?”


    Voberen peered at the broad-shouldered silhouette. “Andrek?”


    A smile glinted in the dim light. “Here to serve you, Governor!”


    “Oh Andrek!” cried Voberen, throwing her arms around him, and tumbling over Marki in the process. “It’s been—! Are you even bigger now? Andrek of Abduran,” said Voberen with an air of mischief, “This is Marki of The Village. She is the Governor of Death. I don’t think you should frighten her like that again.”


    Marki flinched, knowing he would be afraid of her now, but instead his lips parted in a silent laugh. “I am most pleased to meet you, Governor,” he said. With a low whistle, he signaled to the others to come nearer, and all but one of them doused their torches as they entered the willow’s tent.


    Voberen scowled at the bows and quivers slung over each shoulder. “What are you doing here? There’s nothing to hunt in these woods.”


    “The Regent Maid is trying to find the Governor of Water and has sent soldiers to capture him,” said Andrek.


    “We saw them. They won’t find her.”


    “But they—”


    “She’s in Abduran.”


    “Abduran?” asked Andrek.


    “She?” asked Marki.


    “The river plants told me,” explained Voberen.


    “In Abduran! Governor, that’s wonderful news!” said Andrek. His face grew serious. “She’ll be safe there with so many Faithfuls around, but you’re in danger here, Governor. You mustn’t be seen in Gallah. Many will turn you in for the gold they’d get. The Regent Maid has completely poisoned the people against the Ancients, saying they’ve caused all the suffering throughout the land.”


    Voberen sighed. “Is your family well, Andrek?”


    “They are Faithfuls yet. So, yes, they are well.”


    Marki watched the firelight dancing across the strong contours of Andrek’s face. His thick auburn hair and bright blue eyes entranced her so much that the other men seemed invisible to her.


    Voberen looked at him too, and for the first time she recognized that he and the others were garbed in the red coats of Realm’s soldiers. She fingered one of the gold buttons near his throat and they exchanged a meaningful look. “You’re grown now, Andrek. You never were a reckless child, so I trust you know what you’re doing, playing at soldier for the Realm.”


    “Do you doubt me?” he asked.


    “No, not my Andrek,” she said fondly. “We are regathering the Ancients to Drandsil. And the Faithfuls, if there really are any left.”


    “There are many—young and old—who have been waiting for this,” he said.


    “In Gallah?”


    “Yes, even here, very secretly, of course.”


    “Then I must meet them,” she said.


    “Governor, with respect, it isn’t safe—”


    Voberen silenced him with a stern look. “Andrek, if you can stand in enemy territory, so can I.”


    Andrek nodded humbly. He stood and lifted Voberen and Marki to their feet. Marki felt her heart skip at his strength. “Come,” said Andrek. “Let’s get back to Deev’s house so we can plan. If we stay in the shadows, we won’t be seen. It isn’t far.” He ushered Marki into the circle of her escorts. Something about his bold confidence made her knees wobbly, but she managed to smile back at him shyly.


    


    ***


    


    Marki soon fell asleep on a pile of large satin pillows that Deev arranged for her. She was only vaguely aware of the plans Voberen and the young men were making, but she noticed that they took turns watching through the windows for any sign of soldiers. Deev’s home provided a spacious and comfortable meeting place, but it lacked privacy, and they had to enter cautiously so as not to draw attention to their activities. Low-ranking soldiers lived in barracks beside the castle walls, not in grand houses like this.


    When morning came at last, Marki sat yawning and scratching her head. Andrek appeared silently at her knees and startled her so much that she popped her mouth shut and bit her lip.


    “I hope these fit you,” he said. “They belonged to Deev’s mother.”


    “I don’t wear shoes,” she said.


    “That may be,” he said kindly, “but if you go barefoot in Gallah, people will notice, and that would be very dangerous.” He crouched beside her with a shoe and then stopped. He rose and left the room, returning a moment later with a soft, damp cloth. Gently and purposefully, he began wiping years of dust and dirt from her feet, heels and ankles. Marki stared at him, too stunned to move or speak. He showed no judgment in the gesture, but rather was tender and careful. At last he pronounced them clean and held out the shoes again.


    She grudgingly allowed him to put them on. “These are softer than shoes I’ve worn before.”


    “The soles are made of leather—tanat hide—not wood bark,” he said. “Here, this is to cover your Mantle,” he said, spreading a velvety dark green cape around her shoulders. “People have been told to watch for the grey robes.”


    “It’s so heavy. I’ll be hot,” she complained, putting her arms through the slits and running her palms on the rich cloth.


    “It’s cooler here in Gallah, and once we leave the area, you can take it off. It’s just for now, Governor, to disguise you.”


    “Thank you,” she said.


    He inclined his head to her slightly. “It is an honor to help an Ancient.”


    Marki felt tightness in her chest. He knows who I am—Death—and yet he is so kind to me!


    “We must hurry now,” said Andrek. “The streets are getting crowded. The Regent Maid is having some kind of procession, and we need to get you out of here. We have a boat hidden.”


    They slipped out into the street cautiously, and Marki quickened her pace to keep up with his long strides. Around the corner, they found Deev and the other young men, no longer in their uniforms. Voberen was with them, disguised only slightly with a long blue shawl over her Mantle. As they wound through the labyrinth of alleys, Andrek’s hand grasped Marki tightly. Quite abruptly, Andrek stopped and tried to turn against her. “Back! Get back,” he whispered. “They’re coming this way!”


    They tried to retreat only to run into a thronging tide of people that came up behind them. Confused, Marki cried out and Andrek’s hand came over her mouth. He removed it quickly. “Stay calm.”


    Beside her, Voberen panted, “We’re trapped!”


    From all around, came the steady thump of marching. People were cheering. Andrek held Marki close and Voberen clung to him from behind, burying her face in his back. Deev and the others tried to form a circle around them, but were jostled away by the eager throngs. The crowd pressed forward to watch a bright scarlet pavilion passing. Soldiers carried its poles, and other men flanked its sides supporting two large chairs on golden bars. On one of these chairs sat the Regent Maid, looking sleek. She smiled at the people with obvious pleasure for their adoration. In the other chair, a handsome white-blonde man seemed to scrutinize every face in the crowd.


    “Kimbir,” groaned Voberen. “If he sees me, he’ll recognize me.”


    Andrek gestured for her to be quiet, and only too late realized that this made them more conspicuous. Marki cowered as Kimbir’s searching eyes fixed on their silent knot.


    “You there!” he shouted. The procession stumbled to a stop, and Kimbir raised himself in the seat. Marki felt herself knocked from Andrek’s arms. Landing hard on her hands and knees, she looked through the legs of the onlookers and glimpsed Voberen’s fleeing grey skirt. She forced herself upright and wriggled after, but three soldiers had snared Voberen in a triangle of spears.


    “No!” screamed Marki, reaching after Voberen. A fourth soldier turned on her with the handle of his spear, and a crashing pain jolted through her head. She saw only a blur of red before the world went black.


    


    ***


    


    Marki lay still, looking at the slant of light from the window far above her and tried to remember what had happened. She sat up and saw silver specks swirl in the air. Gasping, she leaned to one side and vomited twice. Her shaking hand went to the bloody welt on her forehead and she pressed it against the cold, stone floor while she waited for her mouth to stop watering. Again Marki pulled herself upright, and looked around the empty room. It was a small, clean, empty room.


    Marki looked at the fall wall which rounded inward in a strange way. She stood and ran her hands along the curved wall. Years of watching her father quarry and cut stone played through her mind as she noted the shapes of the bricks, the cracks, and the balance. Detecting a flaw, Marki thumped a block with her palm and felt it move. She pounded it with the heel of her palm. Slipping off the shoes Andrek had given her, she kicked at the loose stone with her foot until the edges of mortar began to crumble. She knelt and twisted the rocks in their holds to pry them out, knocking away the loose mortar with one of the stones. At last she opened a space wide enough to squeeze her head and shoulders through. She emerged with cobwebs and sooty streaks on her hands and face.


    An old fireplace! This isn’t a prison cell!


    Marki pulled her whole body through the opening in the wall. Inside the chimney, she climbed up the flue. The muscles in her hands and wrists ached with the strain, but she soon reached a point where the narrow walls turned at an angle and the incline became shallow enough to crawl up.


    A square of light appeared ahead. Above her, a shaft rose to the open sky, and in front of her, the flue dipped away in a passage similar to the one she had just ascended. There was a flickering yellow light shining through it, and she heard voices. Curiosity made her ease herself down carefully to peer down into a large hearth. No fire burned in it, but ashes and tattered bits of smoldering wood showed that it had been used recently.


    Below, the voices continued. “Well, what do you want?” whined a woman.


    “Just let me handle Voberen,” a man said calmly. “Let me question—”


    “You’re too soft, Kimbir! I need you to kill her.”


    “You know I can’t do that.” There was a prolonged silence, and then Kimbir spoke more quietly. “I want to Vow at Roddi Rock. I know your laws don’t require it, but darling, I want our Vows to mean something.”


    “Why are you talking about Vows when we have the Ancients returning?”


    “I want us to do this together. Vows made at Roddi Rock cannot be broken.” He paused and added with biting clarity, “Then I can trust you enough to play your little game with the Water God.”


    “I don’t know why you need so much convincing. The drums are already beating along the Ignori with confused old Faithfuls trying to summon their Water God. Why not take advantage of it? If they can’t remember what the Ancients were really like, then we’ll give them what they want,” she said.


    There was a metallic pounding, and men’s voices spilled into the room below. “She’s escaped, Your Elegance!”


    “Who? The Ancient, or the girl?” asked Kimbir.


    “We checked her room and she’s gone!”


    A scuffle of angry words flew, and a door clanged shut, leaving only silence.


    Bracing herself against the sooty walls, Marki lowered her body to the mouth of the hearth and dropped. A plume of ashes billowed and made her cough, but she tiptoed across the room and opened the door a crack. She looked out in both directions, and then she ran to a window at the end of the hall. Jumping onto the sill, she flung the window wide open and looked down only to realize she was very high above the ground. The only way down was a tall spruce tree that did not quite reach to the window. Closing her eyes against fear, she threw herself forward, clutching desperately for any branch that would hold her. She dropped with sickening speed, banging and scraping against limbs along the way. For a fleeting moment, she wondered how she might facilitate her own death, but near the bottom, she managed to wrap her hands around a branch and stop the fall. Breathless, Marki hung for a moment, and then pulled herself up onto a thick bough. She straddled it and pressed against the trunk for a secure hold. There, panting and terrified, she blotted the stinging scratches with her blackened thumbs and surveyed the grounds.


    Processions of soldiers with torches circled the palace and snaked out in a fan of fire-dotted lines towards the castle-city walls. Marki lowered herself to a steadier bough, glad that the ash and Andrek’s dark green cape hid her in the shadows of the tree. Below her, a small group of soldiers stopped and a deep voice called, “Check the walls to the east. They must have gotten over somehow.”


    A dozen red-coated men bobbed away along the wall. Marki flinched as the splashes of light reached just below her dangling foot. Two of the soldiers had still not moved, and she felt panic chill her skin. One of them removed his hat, and she recognized the auburn hair. She realized Deev was the other when he held his torch aloft and beckoned to her to jump down.


    Andrek reached up to her, and she let herself slide noiselessly into his arms. Her heart skipped as his lips came very close to her ears. “You’re safe now, Governor!” he whispered.


    Deev leaned in with his eyes wide. “I saw you jump. That was very brave.”


    “That’s good,” said Andrek. “You’ll need to be brave for what lies ahead.”


    


    ***


    


    The two guards escorting Voberen stopped, puzzled, when they heard the commotion in the next hall. One of them ran on ahead to investigate, and called back, “The girl got away!”


    In the moment it took for the second guard to respond, Voberen bolted down the winding corridors away from the shouting voices. She came to a mezzanine and stared down at the great hall below her. The walls stretched far below and far above and were covered with metal tapestries of beaten gold and silver. These were fastened to the walls with enormous iron hooks and chains, and she marveled at the strength it would have taken to raise even one to its place. Lit candelabras stood on pedestals beneath each of these hangings. The light they cast reflected from the metal etchings with dizzying brightness and illuminated the whole hall all the way up to the ceiling.


    “I’ll give her praise for artistry,” muttered Voberen with reluctant appreciation.


    A step sounded behind her and she turned to see a guard with a spear at the end of the corridor. Her eyes darted to the sweeping stair case that led down into the hall. She leapt sidewise to land her hips on the wide marble banisters and slid to the floor beneath. The soldier could not follow suit without tangling his weapons in the rails, and so he clattered down after, yelling for someone to block her escape. Once at the bottom of the steps, Voberen searched for a doorway. Double doors stood under the mezzanine’s balcony, and she shoved them open, hoping that no one was on the other side. To her relief, it led to a wide corridor that curved out onto a terrace. From there, Voberen descended more steps into the courtyard and eyed the gate on the far side. She glanced backwards and saw another guard. They stood for an instant, frozen by the mutual recognition, and then she ran around the base of the steps only to meet with the high wall that bounded the garden. A row of soldiers skidded behind her, blocking her escape. Their spears were raised and their faces cold. Trembling, Voberen leaned against the outer wall as they approached.


    “Going somewhere?” sneered one of the soldiers, advancing.


    “A walk in the orchard?” said Voberen, poorly affecting a casual air.


    “No animals allowed,” he laughed, thrusting his spear close to her.


    In one swift move, she grabbed the shaft of the spear with two hands and shoved it back at him. The end caught him square on the jaw, knocking him into the next soldier. Pressing herself into the wall, she closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Bobey, but I need your help.” And she invoked his Gift.


    The power of the Governor of the Mineral World filled her and suddenly the rocks knew and obeyed her will. The high wall yielded to her body, mortar ground against her ribs, and cold stone pinched and folded her in the blackness. For a moment, her lungs compressed and she feared she would be trapped forever inside the wall itself, but then her head broke through to the other side. Falling to the ground, she watched the wall close, barring her pursuers. She fumbled to her feet and ran through the orchard towards the river. Once again, she met a wall, but this time she reached up into the branches of one of the trees. Pulling down a ripe fruit, she split it open and dug out a seed with her finger. She dropped to her knees and forced the seed into the dirt with her thumb.


    “Come on, now. Grow,” she hissed. “Please grow quickly!” She stood up with her hands on her hips. Her temples tensed, and instantly a sprout appeared in the soil. It reached upwards eagerly, dividing and thickening into a sapling, then a sturdier tree, all within in the time it took for her to catch her breath. “Over there, please,” she said, pointing. The branches stretched up toward the wall, and Voberen pulled her body up onto the bough as it grew. It carried her over and began a graceful curve downward. “That will do, thank you!” she called, dropping down on the other side. She patted the bark affectionately before turning to run again, and she didn’t stop until she reached the river. There, she slipped into the rushing flow, swimming with all her might. She reached the opposite shore beneath the cliffs and hid in the reeds just before a boat full of soldiers came into view.


    


    

  


  
    8-The Village


    


    Bobres knew immediately that Voberen had invoked his Gift because of how much it affected him. He also knew because of how little it affected him. Only she would know how to choose just the right aid without draining his energy too much. As it was, his breathing quickened and his muscles ached as though he had walked up a steep slope very quickly. He sat down to rest, with his palms on the ground reaching for Voberen. Nothing. She must be on the other side of the river. He lay back. “Be careful, my Little One,” he muttered. Knowing that she would never call upon his Gift without dire need, he closed his eyes and tried not to imagine the danger she had encountered.


    After a brief rest, Bobres took a sip from his canteen and began again. His lean legs had long since grown accustomed to every terrain, and by the second day, he reached the cliffs of the Nopeki Plateau. He stayed below on the desert floor, taking advantage of the shade while it lasted. Eventually, he came to the cave wherein he had lived alone for the last seven years. There he rested longer, feasting on white fish and relishing in the coolness of the water.


    It occurred to him that the Faithfuls would need water when they got to Drandsil. He walked back out to the sands of the desert to see the soft shades of fading night. Something rustled behind him, and he turned to find a circle of pale green and yellow flowers, clinging to the rocky wall beside the cave entrance. Voberen. He hoped this meant she was safe. Trusting, he tore a petal from one and touched it to his tongue. Its savor was that of his favorite spice. His eyes glistened at her gesture, and he sent her a round white pebble—his signature a constant reminder of the Circle of Law. He then sent a question through the sand to Voberen asking how to pull the lake under the Nopeki across the desert to Drandsil.


    When night fell, Bobres began walking again. By morning, the cliffs beside him began to lean away and form rolling steps to the plateau above. He stopped to watch the sun crest the line far above him and spill light down the hill. Though the heat poured down with it, he rejoiced in the sight of the bright rays vanquishing the shadows.


    Then, quite surprisingly, he saw blue—fuzzy, prickly blue that cascaded down the hillside towards him. Sturdy heather spread tiny blue blossoms to the sky. Bees darted about, and a humming sound joined the murmur of the soft wind. He climbed up to the Nopeki, and just below the flat shelf of the plateau, he turned to look down. Wiping the sweat from his neck and brow with the back of his wrist, he crouched and admired the view, and reached for his canteen. A bee rested on his knuckles as he drank, and he flinched, causing some of the water to drizzle over his fingers. His eyes went from this trickle of water to the blue heather growing down the hill. His mouth dropped open in a smile of wonder.


    A waterfall! Of course!


    He sent thanks through the ground to Voberen and set off lightly towards The Village to check the well and get supplies before entering Lam’s Forest.


    


    ***


    


    The sun hung low in the sky behind Bobres by the time he stood on the edge of the quarry of The Village. Laborers cut stone and carried it block by block to the cliffs above the Ignori in hand carts from whence the blocks were lowered into boats and taken to Gallah. Bobres looked down at the exhausted men working below. One of them, mistaking him for the foreman, shouted out to him with a question.


    “I am only Bobres,” he called back apologetically. The man turned back to his work, but another stopped and squinted up at him. Straightening his aching body, the second man sauntered over, crunching up the gravel path. Bobres laughed in recognition. “Banthor, is that you?”


    Banthor removed his hat and they struck hands in reunion.


    “How is the well holding?” asked Bobres.


    Banthor, a tall, quiet man with a lined face, cast Bobres a sideways frown. “You’d better see for yourself.” They set off walking into town. The foreman, emerging from a canvas shelter, bellowed after him to get back to work, but Banthor only threw back a hand as if swatting at a fly and continued on.


    At the crevice well, they stopped and Bobres straddled its wide opening to peer below. “How long has it been this bad?”


    “Some time now.”


    They watched a young boy with large brown eyes come to the edge and pull a rope through the straps of a tightly woven sero sack. He worked unaware of the attention he had drawn, lowering his basket on a pulley he created with a long stick laid across the well’s mouth. A moment later, he pulled up the sack, bulging like a tear drop with the weight of the water, but when he tried to lift it, the soft shell struck the flat ground, spilling almost half the contents. Bobres dashed forward and caught up the basket by the handles. He handed the dripping sack to a surprised Banthor and knelt beside the boy. “I will get you more water. Let me carry it home to your family for you.”


    The child moaned at this and Banthor coughed. “His last relative died yesterday of the drought.”


    The Ancient blinked back a tear. He held the boy close for a moment, and then crawled to the well’s edge. His body tensed, and he stared down into the darkness. Using all the strength of his Gift, Bobres pulled at the walls of the great underground cavern, forcing the water closer to the surface, as if it were the boy’s sero sack pressed to spill over. The land rocked while his own body twisted. He gulped for air and his whole frame shook with determination to right the wrong of his negligence.


    The frightened Villagers poured out into the streets, scurrying to find their loved ones. Many gathered and watched as Bobres roared with the pain of exertion until the ground at last rattled to silence. He coughed at the dust and rolled to his back. His eyes saw only swirling clouds. The last thing he heard was the boy calling out, “I can see the water!” and then a loud hum filled his ears.


    


    ***


    


    Bobres alternately felt as though his body were a soft wave drifting over the sea, or a boulder in the quarry being chiseled and broken. He found it corresponded to whether or not he chose to breathe, and this troubled him because it was the latter sensation that accompanied the air into his lungs. He ground his teeth in frustration and felt a thunderstorm inside his head. At last he pulled himself upright, grunting loudly. It woke the boy, who sat in a straight-backed chair facing him. Bobres gave the child a warm, lazy wink.


    The boy smiled back at him shyly. “You sleeped for a long time.”


    “Did I?”


    “Two days!”


    Bobres took a moment to absorb this idea, and then saw the boy watching him closely, like a sentinel who was unsure of his charge. He looked at the boy tenderly. “What is your name?”


    “Senner.”


    “I am delighted to know you, Senner. I am Bobres.”


    “I know.”


    Bobres felt a chuckle roll in his stomach and winced. “What else do you know?”


    “You’re ancient and you filled the well,” said Senner with awe.


    The laugh that erupted from deep within Bobres surprised them both. The old man quickly turned his face away to grimace and then straightened his back with effort, resting his hands on the edge of the bed’s wooden frame.


    “Well, Senner. Was anyone hurt at the quarry when I shook the earth?”


    “One man broked his arm and the foreman’s tent falled and hitted his head, but he didn’t bleed and he didn’t cry,” he announced. “The shaking made some of the rocks come loose, but that made the men happy, not mad.”


    “That is very good to hear, Senner.” Bobres found the boy’s serious manner amusing. “Is it true that your family…?”


    “They died,” said Senner soberly, scratching the side of his calf. “My papa was last.” He seemed resigned to this loss, as if, at his tender age, he already accepted death as common.


    “Who was your papa?”


    “Gerunt,” said the boy. “The foreman said Papa died because he pushed Marki in the well.”


    Bobres’ eyes opened wide at this. “Marki? Did you know her?”


    Senner shrugged. “She’s gone now, but the foreman said she made people die when she got mad.”


    They lapsed into silence while Bobres considered this account. “So what happens to you now?” he asked gently.


    Senner’s dangling feet kicked each other, and he shrugged again.


    Despite the pain it caused, Bobres stood slowly, tipping at his hips with his shoulders back for balance. “How would you feel about taking an old man to Abduran?”


    “I don’t know what Aberon is.”


    “Abduran,” said Bobres distinctly, “is a town by a lake. It is a long walk from here, but I know people there who could take care of you, now that your family is…gone.” He smiled at Senner. “I could teach you the Circle of Law. Would you like that?”


    “I already know the Circle of Law,” said Senner.


    “Do you? Recite. Full circle.”


    Senner slid off the chair and began: “‘Unity is Strength’...”


    When he finished, Bobres whistled. “That was very good, Senner. How old are you?”


    “I think six.”


    “Who taught you the Circle of Law?”


    “Aunt Nadel.”


    “I knew your Aunt Nadel. She was a very good woman.” Senner nodded. Bobres drew a long, deep breath and held it as he spoke. “Show me outside?”


    Senner slipped his hands around Bobres’ wrist and gently guided him to the front porch where Banthor sat on the bottom step, his legs stretched in front of him and his hat on his lap.


    “That was quite a trick you did there,” said Banthor dryly. When Bobres flushed, Banthor added, “Dropping the tent on the foreman!”


    Bobres let out a laugh and then quickly clutched his side.


    Banthor looked up at the Ancient with respect. “You going to be all right, Governor?” Bobres nodded. “Almost the whole Village saw you do it. Word spread fast and they came to watch.”


    “That helped, I am sure,” said Bobres.


    “It helped them see who and what you are,” said Banthor seriously. “We’ll see if that’s good.”


    They exchanged a long look, and then Bobres let out a puff of air. “Can I take the boy with me?”


    Banthor rose to his feet, dusting off the seat of his pants. “There’s no one to tell you not to except the boy himself. Where are you headed? Not Drandsil.”


    “Not yet,” admitted Bobres.


    “Isn’t it all dried up?”


    “Not for long,” beamed Bobres. “I shall squeeze the water right out of the well. It will flow across the plateau, down the slopes in a waterfall, across the desert and into the old Lingori bed.”


    “It’ll kill you to do all that,” said Banthor gravely.


    “There are five of us now. We will have the Governor of Water very soon—and Quan, if he will come. I had planned to go after Enomewis next, but I think I need to meet with Voberen in Abduran first.”


    Banthor squinted at Bobres. “Is that where the Governor of Water is?”


    “That is what Voberen thinks.”


    “Does she know where people are?” asked Banthor, surprised.


    Spying a large ring of angular orange and purple flowers sprouting stubbornly from the dust, Bobres chuckled. “She knows where I am.” He put his hand on Banthor’s shoulder. “I will have the other Ancients with me. We will be able to do it together,” he said confidently. “Go gather the Faithfuls, Banthor. Get them to Drandsil.”


    Banthor clasped hands with Bobres fondly and then strode off down the street without looking back.


    “We going to Aberon?” asked Senner, poking his finger into the corner of his eye to untangle a stray eyelash.


    “Soon,” said Bobres. “I need to rest one more day.”


    Senner helped Bobres lower himself onto the step, and then crouched beside Bobres with his knees under his chin. “You really going to make a river?” he asked.


    “Yes, coming right out of the well!”


    “What if it comed out at the cliffs? That would be good, I think.” Senner explained with gestures. “If water goes flat, like on the Nopeki, it’s slow or stopping. If it goes down, it goes fast. You should start the river where it can go fast, at the cliffs.”


    Bobres winked. “You are absolutely right. I know just the place, too—where the heather falls blue!”


    


    

  


  
    9-Finding the Faithfuls


    


    Jenturo knew that Voberen was sending forth New Life again when women began coming to his apothecary’s shop for something to quell their nausea. He chuckled to think that little babies would again be seen in the streets of Tepor and soon discovered that the mothers-to-be were all Faithfuls. Accordingly, he spread the word through the mothers that a secret exodus of Faithfuls to Drandsil was at hand.


    Some doubted because no rain had fallen since the brief storm a full moon ago, but the fishermen were once again hoisting sails to the wind. Jenturo encouraged them to note the signs. Hearty new plants were budding forth daily. New bees, butterflies, songbirds and squirrels chased among the trees. And, of course, there was a freshwater tide pool surrounded by a coral wall. This had prompted construction of an aqueduct to pull the water up to the land. Seeds long stored away now yielded a golden, sunny hillside of corn and sunflowers. The Faithfuls saw all of this and quietly prepared to gather to Drandsil.


    They gathered quietly because, within days of the one rain storm, soldiers of the Realm had arrived in Tepor making inquiries of their own. They, too, wanted to gather the Faithfuls.


    


    ***


    


    Vontu dropped sail just north of Notaren, and concealed the boat behind driftwood on the beach. Then he and Isbi walked hand-in-hand into town, keeping their Mantles in their packs. They soon located a bakery. Inside, the shopkeeper greeted them indifferently until Isbi asked for some of his finest bread.


    “We’ve come from Gallah to visit a friend,” she said casually, as she handed him a gold marble. “An old man named Quan. Do you know where we might find him?”


    “You say he’s a friend of yours?” asked the man, tensing.


    Isbi hesitated. “Well, an old friend of the family. I don’t know him personally.”


    The baker lowered his voice. “Stay away from him. The soldiers go after anyone who calls him friend. He’s an Ancient, don’t you know?”


    Vontu watched the baker’s face carefully. “We know.”


    The baker chewed his lip. At last, he ushered them to the door, slipping them an extra loaf of bread. “The poor old man had to go into hiding. He’s in the south cove somewhere, if rumors are true.”


    Quite abruptly, the door closed. Isbi turned to Vontu. “Well! That makes things more complicated. We’ll have to avoid the soldiers.”


    “And be careful who we talk to,” agreed Vontu. “This is the nearest town to Gallah, so I imagine the Realm’s influence is strong.”


    “Shall we go to the south cove?” she asked. Vontu pointed to show the way because his mouth and mind were both full. They stayed in the outskirts of the town and wound south to an inlet hidden from the harbor’s view.


    “The heat is making me so dizzy,” sighed Isbi after they had walked for a while.


    “Perhaps it’s the salt air?”


    “Perhaps.” She looked at the feathery clouds drifting over the horizon and noted a thin, slanting line of grey smoke. They moved closer. A grassy lookout dropped to the dunes in a gentle slope, and just below them, a small cooking fire crackled. Vontu slid down the soft sand and gestured for her to follow. When she reached the bottom, she turned to see a frail old man with a head full of tight white curls and eyebrows that grew like windblown sero from his forehead. He wore a sleeveless grey smock-like Mantle that came to his folded bony knees. At first, he appeared to be sleeping, but as Isbi crept closer to see him, his face cracked into a grin, revealing a handful of teeth and a very active tongue.


    “Voberen! Is that you?” he croaked happily.


    “Governor Quan! I’m so happy to meet you!” cried Isbi.


    It took Isbi quite a while to convince Quan that she was not Voberen, but in fact a new Ancient. However, once he grasped this idea and heard the news of Bobres and Voberen, he closed his eyes behind the shaggy brows, and they sat in contented silence for a time.


    Isbi feared that Quan had fallen asleep and cleared her throat. “Governor Quan, you’re not safe here. We’ve come to take you to Drandsil.”


    The Governor of Music opened his eyes again and reached into the folds of his smock to pull out a long, hollow wooden stick with holes evenly spaced in it. He began to ramble, telling stories in a series of unrelated vignettes. He paused in these tales to blow into the stick, creating a vague whistling sound. This tired him, and he took a moment to catch his breath before starting his stories again.


    His thoughts never seemed lucid for long, and Isbi wondered if he understood their situation, or if he had gone mad. However, when she suggested to him that he leave Notaren with them in the boat, his voice lost its hazy tremor. “I will not leave. This is the place that inspires my songs.”


    “But the Regent Maid’s soldiers are looking for—”


    “She is not my Regent,” he said firmly.


    As if strengthened by this declaration, he tried once again to blow into the stick. This time a sweet tone came from it. He closed his eyes in pleasure and his cheeks puffed like two walnuts. His fingers fluttered up and down over the holes, and the windy note became a melody of exquisite grace. The sound surprised them at first, but then it enveloped them and cushioned their minds against the threats of the Realm. Vontu felt ribbons of peace wrap around his different worries and muffle them. The Governor of Music was working his Gift.


    When Quan stopped, he sagged wearily. “She is not my Regent,” he repeated. “Riesa’s father may have bought many of the Faithfuls, but he did not buy me. And he could not kill me,” he added, rolling his tongue fiercely. “Nor did he kill you, although he tried.” He waved the stick at Vontu. “This is a flute.”


    Vontu took the stick between his finger and thumb distractedly. “He what? Someone tried to kill me?”


    Quan attempted, unsuccessfully, to spit something out of his mouth. Wiping his lips with his fingers, he said, “I don’t think Felgar knew you survived the fire.”


    Vontu shook his head. “Felgar!”


    “Who’s Felgar?” asked Isbi.


    “He was a sea merchant from Gallah. I used to watch his great ships come into the harbor. They were the biggest ones on the sea.”


    “That’s because he was rich, rich, rich,” grumbled Quan.


    “He patted my head once and said I was his lucky charm that brought the wind!” said Vontu. “I was apprenticed on one of his ships.”


    “Well, he tried to kill you, so the Ancients wouldn’t rise again,” said Quan flatly.


    Vontu’s voice choked. “Felgar is Riesa’s father?”


    “Yes, and the one who started the fire that killed your parents,” said Quan surely. “Or ordered it done, bought it done. He is to blame.”


    Isbi’s hand touched Vontu’s shoulder and she searched for words to say, but there were none.


    Quan leaned forward and tapped the flute gently. “Play it.”


    Vontu snapped, “I don’t know how! What good will it do?”


    Quan’s eyes disappeared under his flaring brows and he said nothing.


    Isbi watched them both and then whispered in her husband’s ear, “Understanding and Anger Cannot Live Together.”


    Vontu snorted. He held the flute as Quan had done and stared at it dubiously.


    The old man coughed slightly and folded his hands over his heart. He tilted his curly head to one side. “Play,” he said, with an unspoken promise that it would help.


    And it did. Vontu looked guiltily at Isbi and relented. He drew a deep breath and blew, and the first note grew until he dared drop a finger over a hole. The tone changed again and again as he experimented with slides and ripples. The music lingered as a wordless cry of mourning for his parents, and pain at Felgar’s betrayal. He played for a very long time, and when he finished, sweat streamed down his brow to mix with his tears. Quan had fallen asleep peacefully. Vontu curled his body to rest his head on Isbi’s lap and rested in Hope’s arms.


    


    ***


    


    A parchment nailed to a post caught Vontu’s eye. “Escaped Prisoner of the Realm”. Below was a rough sketch of a woman. He realized at once that it was Voberen, but that some might mistake the image for Isbi. Scanning the notice quickly, he discovered that both Voberen and Marki had been captured, but both had subsequently escaped. He breathed a sigh of relief which caught in his throat when he read, “The woman is an Ancient, and is dangerous. Those seeking a handsome reward from the Regent Maid should report any sightings immediately”.


    Vontu did not count the marbles he handed to the greengrocer, but began filling his satchel with vegetables. The slender woman, busy taking down her stall for the night, thanked him for his generosity. As he turned to go, he thumped the picture and asked, “How long has this been posted?”


    Her dark eyes glanced up and down the street, and she leaned forward conspiratorially. “Just went up this morning, but everyone’s talking about it. They’re posted all over town.” The woman hesitated. “She’s an Ancient, you know.”


    “So it says.” He tried to sound indifferent.


    “They’re coming back, I think,” she said.


    “That would change everything, wouldn’t it?” he said, testing her reaction.


    “Yes.”


    He hesitated only a moment. “What’s your name?”


    “Larna,” she said warily.


    “Larna,” he repeated. “Is there anything you need, Larna? Anything I can do for you?”


    She retrieved his gold from her apron pocket. “You’ve done more than enough for me with this, thank you. May the Ancients bless you!”


    The familiar greeting, old and long unused, comforted him. “They will bless you, Larna,” he said earnestly. He looked at her intently. “Are you very brave, Larna?”


    She placed her hands on her hips. “I’d say so.”


    “Then you may soon have the chance to bless the Ancients!”


    “What? How? What do you know about them?” she asked.


    “Just be ready, and be very careful.” He started to go, but paused. “Do you know the baker on the north side of town?”


    “I think so,” she said.


    “He may help, too. Listen for word.”


    Her mouth fell open. Pulling back her tight, black curls with a strip of corn husk, she whispered, “Ancients bless me!”


    


    ***


    


    Back in the south cove, Vontu described his encounter to Quan.


    “Larna?” croaked Quan. “Oh yes, I remember her. Got a little shop with fruits and vegetables. The street looks west, at the edge of town. She was a Faithful, yes.”


    “Go to her until your heir is born if you won’t come with us,” urged Vontu.


    Isbi looked at him meaningfully, “It won’t be long now, Quan. Even I can feel your heir coming.” Her hand went to her abdomen, and she gave Vontu a knowing wink.


    He returned her look with wide eyes of surprise. “Already?”


    Quan’s quivering hand reached out to Isbi. “Will you remember the songs I taught you?” he asked.


    “I will, Quan. Thank you.”


    “You found the Death Child?”


    “She is my sister.”


    Quan’s brows leapt and then settled back down to shroud his eyes. “Well! Hope and Death together. That is good. Ask her,” he said with emotion, “to let me go with a song on my lips.”


    “Of course,” said Isbi.


    “Don’t forget. A song on my lips!”


    “I will tell her,” promised Isbi.


    Quan picked up his flute. “Take it,” he said, holding it out to Vontu.


    “But it’s your Gift—Music, I mean.”


    “You have more Wind to blow,” chuckled Quan. He closed his eyes behind the bushy brows. “Take it. The Music is in your heart already. And then give it to my heir.”


    Vontu accepted it with a nod of thanks. Before Quan’s fire had died out, the young couple was well up the slopes of the Low Mountains, headed for the Ignori River.


    


    ***


    


    Rousing herself from fitful sleep, Marki found herself transfixed by the sight and sound of the river in the morning. Enormous trees of all kinds leaned into the sunny, sweet water, and cattails grew abundantly on the banks. Here, the Low Mountains crept up from the eastern bank through the woods. On their right, the cliffs rose sharply beside them. Above this, Marki knew that the Nopeki spread to the west. That world seemed very far away in this cozy corridor of water and dappled light.


    The boat had a wheel of lateral planks attached to the aft section which Andrek and Deev powered by pumping on a lever. Its soft lapping sound calmed her. As they went, Andrek and Deev made occasional low whistling sounds across the water. Sometimes these merely echoed back to them, but often, they heard a distinct reply coming from a hole in the cliff wall. The first time this happened, Marki startled. “What was that?”


    Deev beamed. “Faithfuls.”


    Marki spun to peer more carefully at the openings high in the cliff wall. “People live up there? How do they get up there?”


    “Tule ropes,” said Deev.


    “And those whistles you make?”


    “They’re our signals,” explained Andrek. “Long ago, song birds lived in the trees along the Ignori. We’re copying their old calls. That was Deev’s idea. It’s a way to let each other know we are traveling through an area, so we can warn of any dangers like buyu or soldiers.”


    Not long thereafter, they came to a low, broad cave which had a wooden platform extending from it. Marki attempted the whistling call, but Andrek grabbed her wrist and hissed, “No. Pretend to be asleep.”


    He and Deev pumped faster, sending a spray of mist behind them. A soldier emerged from the cave’s opening and hailed them with one hand while eating something with the other.


    “May the Realm prosper!” cheered Andrek heartily. The soldier waved and turned to speak to someone inside the cave.


    Andrek’s eyes met Marki’s and she looked at him from the bench with silent fury. When they had moved further upriver and around a slight bend in the cliff wall, they stopped to rest on the east bank. Marki got out and crouched in the shallows, scrubbing herself clean, and dabbing the wound on her forehead. She barely looked up when Andrek handed her food.


    “Soldiers line these cliffs, Governor,” he explained apologetically. “They know Faithfuls are out here and they’re trying to find them.”


    Marki straightened herself. “How do I know you’re not loyal to the Realm?”


    Andrek blanched. Deev simply shook his head and looked out over the water.


    Marki continued. “You led us right into the parade where we were captured, and maybe you’re taking me away to execute…or...” She faltered when his eyes reddened.


    In a soft, deep tone, he said, “Upon my life—and you have the power to end it—I only wish to see the Council of Ancients restored and Cadeven live the Laws to receive the promised blessings.”


    Marki dipped her head in shame and felt her heart beat.


    Bm thmpah bm! Bm thmpah bm thmpah bm bm bm!


    Surprised, she looked up. “What was that?”


    “Water God drums!” groaned Deev.


    “We’d better get moving. The Worshippers can be dangerous,” said Andrek, untying the moorings.


    “What are Worshippers?” asked Marki, helping to push the paddle boat back into the current.


    “Faithfuls who have become…” He looked at Deev for help.


    “Deceived,” said Deev flatly.


    Andrek signaled Marki to lie low. “They’ve become wild for rain.”


    “But they have the river,” protested Marki.


    “This river,” said Andrek sadly, “is a stream compared to what it once was. The Worshippers are mostly too young to know the real stories of the Ancients, and they have changed the legends,” he explained. “They come to the banks of the Ignori hoping to find the Governor of Water, but they call him the Water God. They do terrible things trying to appease the Water God. They think the people of Cadeven have angered him and unbelievers—those who don’t think exactly as they do—must be punished.”


    “Kimbir and the Regent Maid were talking about that…about the Water God, I mean. Some kind of game they were going to play,” she pondered aloud.


    “The Regent Maid doesn’t play games,” said Andrek heavily. “Everything she does is very real.”


    


    ***


    


    Riesa lifted her hair and slid further into the steaming water of her polished marble bath. The escape of the Ancient and the girl had beaten her confidence, and she needed to think about something else. Her mind turned to personal matters, and she seethed inwardly at Kimbir. He complicated her life. She found him too attractive and reluctantly conceded that she needed his Gift at her disposal. But he demanded too much. If he forced the idea of Vows at Roddi Rock, she would have to word hers very carefully to avoid giving him too much power.


    Drawing a deep breath and closing her eyes, she sank further into the water and felt it surround every sense. She concentrated on the many things she would make the Water Child do for her. A child would be so much easier to control than—


    “Kimbir!”


    Riesa sat up quickly. “I’ve told you not to come in here while I’m bathing,” she scolded. She stood, unabashed, and let the water run down while she met his gaze with a glint of mischief. He smirked and studied the perfect lines of her body as she moved in the candlelight. With a coy glance over her shoulder, she donned a softly woven robe, too feminine for her cool, dark presence. “Well?” she said, with a throaty lilt. “You wanted me...for something?”


    “Bad tidings.”


    Her hands sifted through her hair. “Now what?”


    “Well, good and bad tidings.”


    “What?!” She flipped her hair, spattering his face.


    “They saw the girl,” he said, wiping his cheek dry. “She was headed upriver with two men in a paddle boat.”


    “Good. She may lead us to the Ancients.”


    “The bad news is that the old man Bobres is out of hiding.”


    She straightened and glared at him. “Where?”


    “He went to The Village and filled the well somehow. Made quite a spectacle of it.”


    “Filled the well?” she cried, unable to hide her astonishment. “He has the Water Child with him?”


    “There was a child—a boy—but it is unclear if he is the child we seek. Reports are that Bobres is telling the Faithfuls to gather, though I don’t know where yet. They are being cautious.”


    “South, obviously, if that’s where the girl is headed.”


    “Possibly,” agreed Kimbir. “It was Voberen’s birthplace. She might seek sanctuary there.”


    Riesa thought for a moment behind her dark eyes. Her mood changed, and she slunk up to Kimbir, letting the shoulder of her robe fall. The corner of his mouth twitched and he touched her cheek and drew her down to him. Her lips lingered close to his. “Burn them,” she whispered.


    “What?”


    She straightened herself and draped her arms around his neck, toying with his ear. “Burn The Village. Burn the whole Nopeki,” she declared with a casual shrug of her shoulders. “That will make it clear that wherever Ancients go, destruction follows. A good warning not to gather in any uprising against the Realm, don’t you think?” Her lips pursed in a half kiss and she traced his jaw line with her fingertip. She slid out of the room with a seductive look over her shoulder.


    Kimbir’s hand slid off the edge of the bath and his wrist plunged into the hot water. Wringing his sleeve dry, he stared after her and shivered.


    


    ***


    


    A searing fever crippled Marki’s ability to think clearly, and a pain—one that seemed both apart from her and all of her at once—sent her staggering to the river with her eyes clenched tightly shut. She stooped and splashed the water over her head and, before she knew it, she had moved far from the bank. A floating branch drifted sharply into her ribs, and she toppled backwards. She flailed her arms wildly and felt the current push her away. Her body slammed into a large rock, knocking the air forcibly from her lungs, but it gave her bearings to climb up and out of the water, into the dark night. Atop the boulder, she rubbed her eyes on her arms and sobbed. Her body hurt. Her thoughts hurt. She couldn’t understand. And she couldn’t swim. Now she was trapped in the middle of a rushing river.


    All at once, Andrek was beside her, soaking wet, having swum out to her. “You’re safe, Governor. You’re safe!” She clung to him and whimpered. “We’re almost home,” he soothed. “My sister will know what to do for your fever. Don’t worry. Hold me tight.”


    She willingly obliged, burying her face in his shoulder.


    “Hurry!” called Deev. He was in the paddleboat, pumping with all his might to hold the craft steady without crashing into the rock. Anxiously, she reached for Deev’s hand, and he pulled her straight over the water. Though her eyes were open, she was almost blind. Deev clutched her hand to steady her. In her delirium, she pushed him away and lay huddled on her side, weeping while her fever burned.


    


    ***


    


    Voberen hid for two more days in a cliffside cave, in part because soldiers patrolled the river constantly in search of her, and in part because the food was good. An elderly pair of Faithfuls named Oper and Snick took great joy in hosting her. They had been youths when the Council dissolved, and so remembered Voberen and Bobres and all they had done for good. They also knew exactly who Kimbir was. Voberen listened appreciatively while she ate, but was surprised and concerned by what she heard, particularly with regards to the Water God Worshippers. They lived in a trancelike state, chanting back and forth.


    “We will restore the Council soon,” promised Voberen. “The people will be taught the Laws again.”


    “I hope so, Governor,” said Snick, shuffling his feet on the cave’s new carpet of moss.


    “She knows so,” snapped Oper to her husband. “Governor Voberen was a good one.”


    Voberen nodded her thanks, but the word ‘was’ stung her. When dusk came and the traffic on the river quieted down, she tossed her legs out of the cave opening and scrambled gracelessly down a rope to wash. Once, she had to crouch low in the water when a paddle boat filled with soldiers bearing torches passed by. While in the water, she learned all she could from the river plants about the whereabouts of the other Ancients. After seeding a garden for Oper and Snick, she waved good-bye to their little white heads and set out along the narrow bank, eager to reach Abduran and reunite with Marki. She trudged onward into the falling night. The moon hung over the wooded hills to her left, but the glow of the sky and a bitter smell warned her of something wrong: Fire!


    Worried, Voberen struggled upwards, bruising her shins when she had to leap from one outcropping to another. At last she pulled her weary body up to the plateau. On the grassy rim of the Nopeki, she stood dripping with sweat before falling to her knees in horror.


    The plains of sero were ablaze with burning red waves. She felt numb and wept at her inability to Govern the water that rushed below her in the river and hung above in the clouds above.


    


    

  


  
    10-Abduran


    


    “Ega!” Hallah knew an answer would not come, but called again, louder. “Ega! Dinner!” She turned inside muttering, “That child! What am I—Ega!”


    A little girl with shining eyes and dimpled cheeks stood beside the table, laying out the bowls needed for the evening meal.


    Her mother stared dumbfounded at her. “I thought you were down by the lake!”


    “I was,” chirped Ega. “But now I’m hungry.”


    Hallah shook her head, exasperated. Her own features were too close together, with a wide, fleshy border around her face. Freckles burned on her fair skin, and her flaming ginger hair came out of its knot in unruly wisps.


    She rapped on the door to her father’s library, and a moment later, the man known by all as Father Ibbin emerged and chased Ega with tickling fingers. She giggled, throwing herself into her seat and letting her legs swing. Father Ibbin squeezed his own rotund form up to the table with a happy grunt. “Well, Hallah! What is the special occasion that brings your child to dine with us?”


    “I’m sure I have no idea,” said Hallah, ladling the food generously.


    “Uncle Andrek is coming home, Father Ibbin!” cried Ega.


    “Of course, of course,” he said, winking and picking up his spoon.


    “But he really is!” she insisted cheerfully. “I was in the lake and I heard him coming. He has a girl with him!”


    Hallah’s eyes widened with amusement and she elbowed Ibbin. “Wouldn’t that be a new adventure?”


    “Exciting and dangerous,” said Ibbin, somewhat distracted by his food. “This is delicious! How blessed we are!”


    “Ancients bless us,” said Hallah automatically.


    “That they do! That they do!” he agreed. “And may the Ancients keep Nicolen and Andrek safe.”


    “They’re coming,” said Ega.


    “Yes, dear. Your father will be home soon,” said Hallah.


    “No, I mean the Ancients. They’re coming here to see me.” Water dribbled down her chin and she wiped it away with both hands.


    Father Ibbin looked at her with abiding love and gently chided, “Now Ega. What makes you so important? You know Pride Leads to Ignorance.”


    “I’m not being pridey,” she said. “I’m reconnizing truth, Father Ibbin!”


    He laughed at her prim declaration and took another bite. Hallah rolled her eyes and tried not to let her mind wander to the danger of Nicolen’s hunting trips in the forest or Andrek’s work in Gallah, for it was their courage that kept her family fed and housed in great comfort here in Abduran.


    


    ***


    


    The next morning, clouds rolled in so thick that Senner wondered aloud if the sun had risen at all. All through the streets of Abduran, he and Bobres heard reports of a fire on the Nopeki, but Bobres doubted the boy really understood what had happened. The whole matter wearied him. Furthermore, a nagging ache in his side and a sandy feeling in his ears chastised him for working unaided at The Village well. He needed to rest more.


    Lake Abduran, around which the town wrapped itself, was safe and inviting. Bobres leaned back under a tree, alive with fresh, sweet water. Mists lingered in vapors just above the lake and touched the plants with life. The evergreen fringes of Lam’s Forest reached between the houses like dark, thirsty animals.


    Senner gathered leaves and sticks and ventured to the shore to float them. Bobres watched this with satisfaction, grateful that the boy could play instead of worry about survival. This stretch of the lake’s shore was familiar to Bobres from the days when he had fallen in love with Ziboren. He and Voberen had often returned for visits and, with each encounter, he found Ziboren more enchanting. She and Voberen were identical physically, but where Voberen was fiery, Ziboren was like a gentle, mysterious flower. As a grown woman, she radiated intelligence and peace. Little had changed by the lakeside since their courting days except that the trees were fatter and taller. He could almost imagine Ziboren beckoning him to go explore the beauties of the south shore. Because of Isbi—who filled him with Hope—he no longer mourned.


    Bobres rose stiffly and joined Senner in the water. Before long, they were splashing and laughing. At almost the same moment, they both sensed a presence watching them and stopped. Standing near them in the water, a little girl waved to them. With charming forthrightness, she waded to them and held out her hand to him. “You came to see me!” she declared.


    “I did?” laughed Bobres. “Who are you?”


    “I’m Ega,” she said, as if that would explain everything. “Come with me!” She led them south along the shore towards a very large pine log house. When they reached the steps up to the door, she called, “Father Ibbin! There’s another one here!” Pulling Senner excitedly, she ran inside. “Mother, there’s even a friend for me!”


    The sound of scraping chairs echoed inside and, a moment later, Marki tumbled down the steps eagerly and winded Bobres with the force of her embrace.


    “This is Ibbin’s home? How did you meet him? When did you get here?” he asked.


    “We arrived in the middle of the night,” she said, sounding tired but relieved. “Andrek and Deev brought me here. They already left to go back up the river.”


    “Welcome, welcome, Governor Bobres!” boomed Father Ibbin from the doorway, scratching the sides of his belly. “It’s been years since I saw you last!”


    “Ibbin! Is it really you? It must be with that red hair, but you are quite a bit rounder now.”


    Ibbin teased back. “You look the same, except your beard is quite a bit whiter!”


    Bobres’ jaw rocked to one side.


    “I can shave it,” offered Marki, reaching up to rub the scruff on his chin.


    Bobres patted her on the back, ushering her inside. “You will do no such thing!” He looked around the room expectantly. “Where is Voberen?”


    “She isn’t here.” Marki spoke in hushed tones. “We were captured!”


    “What?” His brow knotted.


    “Andrek and Deev helped me escape, and we heard that she got away, too, but we don’t know where she is.”


    He stepped back outside onto the earth and reached with his senses to feel her. “She is not on land that touched this. Where is she?”


    He saw a cloud of pain darken Marki’s face. “What else, Marki? Is there more news?”


    “I-I feel awful,” she said helplessly. “I feel sad and angry, but I don’t know why. And last night I had a horrible fever. I almost drowned trying to cool it.” She tucked her arms around his waist and nestled into him for comfort. “But you’re here, and now I feel better.”


    He held her close and thought for a moment. “Did you hear about the fire on the Nopeki?” She nodded. “It must have reached The Village.”


    “Am I feeling Death?” she asked, looking up at him with tears in her eyes.


    “When the Governor of Death knows someone who dies—”


    “I feel them…even after they’re gone.”


    “Yes. Voberen has the mirror Gift. She can feel New Life—especially the heirs of the Ancients—before they are even conceived. She always knows when one of us is ready to die.”


    “How terrible,” said Marki.


    “How wonderful,” he countered. “She knows when a birth is coming. The two of you will work together with Quan’s release. You will help him go, and she will help the baby come safely when Isbi is ready.”


    “But can’t I ever stop a death?”


    “Not always. Perhaps if you had known—understood what was happening—you could have helped them pass quickly, without pain.”


    “Oh!”


    “You will understand the feeling if it happens again. When the Council is working, you will know. These things will not happen again.”


    


    


    ***


    


    After a large lunch, the sky opened bright patches of blue in the soft, fuzzy grey clouds, and everyone went outside to the lake. Ega taught Senner to lie on his back and float in the shallows. Marki listened to Hallah and Father Ibbin tell stories of Andrek’s adventures. Bobres sat under a tree rubbing his freshly shorn chin and trying to deny why he felt so uncommonly tired. Just as he began to doze, a ring of dark indigo flowers pushed through the earth and sprouted beside him. He leaned on his arm to touch the petals, taken by their somber hues, and then another streak of red and orange flowers pressed through the soft earth. Though they did not form her characteristic circle, he knew they were a message from Voberen. He jumped to his feet and ran into the house.


    “Voberen is up on the Nopeki,” he said. “Do you have a skiff so we can get back there quickly, Hallah?”


    “The boys took our boat to trace the soldiers’ movements. I imagine they won’t be back until sundown.”


    “Then I shall have to wait,” he said reluctantly. With his Gift, he sent another white pebble to Voberen and watched out the window to where the children sat hunched over some curiosity they had found. He told Hallah of the day he had met Senner. “I could not leave him there,” he concluded. “Not when it was my fault—”


    “Stop blaming yourself for everything that goes wrong,” scolded Marki under her breath.


    “The Nopeki has been burned because I called for the Faithfuls to gather,” he said.


    “You don’t know that,” said Hallah.


    “I know it.” He looked out at Senner and Ega. “I just hope no one else is hurt because of me.” He drew a sharp breath and cringed at the pain in his side.


    


    ***


    


    At dusk, Ega came clattering inside and cheered, “Andrek is coming! I heard him!”


    Bobres poked his head out from the library, but Father Ibbin yawned, and waved his hand to dismiss the idea. “She always says she hears him, and then if—and I do mean if—he’s coming, he takes much longer to get here than if you or I had ‘heard’ him.” Ibbin’s chin dropped back down to his chest and he resumed his nap.


    Bobres looked at Ega quizzically. She shook her head kindly at her grandfather and explained, “I can hear Uncle Andrek whenever he’s on the water.”


    “You hear him whenever he is on the water?” repeated Bobres slowly.


    “All the time. He works on boats!”


    “And tell me,” he said. “Where is he now?”


    “Mooring the boat where the Klume flows out of the lake. Can we go meet them?”


    Hallah looked up from mending her husband’s shirt and said irritably. “If you feel like wandering around in the dark, Governor, you go right along. But stay close to the shore. If tanats prowl, jump in the lake. They won’t follow you into the water.”


    Bobres rose with a sudden excitement. “Marki, you had better come with us.”


    Ega led Marki, Bobres and Senner out into the night where they walked along the lake shore, feeling a strange energy in the air. The sun had set only moments before, but already the sky was a charcoal blanket above them. A rumble sounded, and Bobres looked up at the sky to see a flash of light in the clouds.


    “There they are!” cried Ega. “Uncle Andrek! Deev!”


    Marki, too, saw familiar faces. “Isbi! Vontu!”


    Ega ran through the trees and jumped into Andrek’s arms, curling her legs around him in a tight squeeze. He tousled her hair and laughed. “I went looking for soldiers and found more Ancients!” He tilted his head to Isbi. “She looked so much like Governor Voberen, that I—”


    The circle fell silent. The wind rustled once and then stopped as Vontu held his breath, listening to a sound in the trees. Like hundreds of fingers tapping on the leaves. They stared at the sky, feeling warm, soft water kiss their cheeks and roll down their necks in gentle streams.


    Rain!


    People hurried out of their houses. Some were so awed by the rain that they stared dumbfounded at the lake’s surface dimpled with countless tiny splashes. Some wept for joy. Some dropped to their knees, delving their fingers into the wet earth. Ega simply laughed.


    Bobres, however, ran back to the house and caught Hallah at the doorstep. She was staring at the sky.


    “Hallah, was Ega born early?”


    “What? Oh, yes. Almost two moons,” she said, wiping the rain from her eyes. “But she was strong. There was no concern.”


    “When did she learn to swim?”


    Hallah looked annoyed. “I really, don’t know, Governor. Young. That’s common here on the lake.”


    “But as a baby? Was she even speaking yet?”


    She grunted and rubbed her hands on her face, washing it with rain.


    “Hallah,” pressed Bobres.


    “She swam before she spoke. Yes, she was earlier than most.”


    Father Ibbin came closer, running his fingers through his wet hair and grinning. “What are you going on about, Governor?”


    “She hears things in the water. How long has she been doing that?”


    “Doing what?”


    “How long has she talked about hearing in the water?”


    “Oh, since I can remember. It’s her favorite game.”


    Bobres grabbed Ibbin’s arms, shaking the fat old man with eagerness. “Do you see what this means? The signs!” he cried. “Born early. A strong connection to a Gift—in this case, water.”


    Ibbin’s eyes opened wider and he wiped the rain from them. “The signs of an Ancient birth! How did we miss them?”


    “We weren’t looking!” said Hallah, stunned. “It never occurred to me that my little baby—!”


    “Is the Governor of Water!” cheered Bobres in triumph. “We have found her at last!”


    Hallah transformed with the discovery that her daughter was the long-sought Ancient. Father Ibbin’s delight rendered him giddy, and he swept Ega high over his head.


    Amid all the commotion of congratulating Ega, Andrek cleared his throat. “Father!” Everyone turned with mild alarm. Andrek shifted uncomfortably. “We need to leave Abduran right away. The Regent Maid already suspects the Water Child is here, and this rain will give her proof. The Worshippers have been told to seek her out and bring her to Gallah.”


    The room fell silent and each person looked at the bright little girl, whose eyes shone with a peace and acceptance of her Calling. She was the only one who did not seem either amazed by the rain or frightened by the danger it brought to her.


    “When does Nicolen get back?” asked Bobres.


    Hallah became serious again. “I was expecting him by now. He went hunting.”


    “He’s the best marksman in Abduran,” said Andrek surely.


    “But tanats are pack animals, and arrows can only fly one at a time,” said Hallah.


    Bobres reached with his senses into the ground. “Nicolen is alive and coming.”


    Hallah looked hopeful. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes,” said Bobres. “He’ll be here soon. When can we get boats ready? We will need two at least to carry us all. We can go upriver on the Ignori to Mt. Ori. From there, we follow the Lingori River to Drandsil.”


    “We need to launch upriver of Denute or someone will notice us going in the wrong direction. There are no towns west of here.”


    Vontu looked grim. “We’ll have to carry the boats through the forest so as not to be seen.”


    “No!” wailed Hallah.


    Bobres lay a comforting hand on her shoulder, but looked at Andrek. “Can you and Deev manage that with Nicolen when he returns?”


    “Of course,” said Andrek. “But won’t you be here, too?”


    Bobres looked at the other Ancients soberly and reached a hand to Ega. “We need to go heal the Nopeki and look for survivors,” he said with emotion. “And we need to build a river to Drandsil so the city will be watered when the Faithfuls arrive.”


    


    

  


  
    11-The Nopeki


    


    The Village stood stubbornly against the desolation, its charred stone buildings, bald now of their thatched roofs. Gardens and grasslands were gone, and the few blackened trees spread their branches like haunting webs against the sky, brittle and angry and lifeless.


    A chill brushed their skin despite the ripples of heat rising from the scorched earth.


    “Clearly Kimbir has abandoned his efforts to heat the plateau,” said Bobres. He walked ahead of the others and found Voberen crouched by the crevice well’s edge, staring vacantly into its depths. Her whole presence was haggard and worn.


    “The water is high,” she said dully, without looking up.


    He shrugged. “I pulled in the walls to lift the lake.”


    Voberen stared up at him for a long, uncomfortable moment and then, quite unexpectedly, she stood and slapped him fiercely across the face. His cheeks flushed and he gaped at her, grasping for some kind of response.


    “One man can’t do everything, Bobres! Not even you!”


    “Little One!” He raised both his voice and hands defensively.


    “You did this alone!” she raged. “You should have waited for help!”


    “But the people needed water,” he fumbled.


    “They’re dead! I counted eighty-six dead! You gave them water and they died any way!” Her words rang across the plain stridently, followed by choked sobs, then silence. She tucked herself against his chest, and her tears burned all the way down to her neck. Bobres gingerly wrapped his arms around her, stunned by her fury. Her tempest was spent for now, but her body still shook with emotion. At last she said, “I send out new babies every day now, but we can never replace what is lost.”


    “No, we cannot,” he agreed.


    “I send them to couples Vowed at Roddi Rock.”


    “That is wise. They will undoubtedly be Faithfuls.” Very few bothered to venture to the solitary shrine at the mouth of the dry Lingori, and fewer still dared to make any sort of Vow there. Only Faithfuls who had been raised on the Circle of Laws and believed that ‘Integrity is Power’ were unafraid to covenant so completely.


    Voberen stayed in Bobres’ arms. He did not rush her. He knew she would work fast enough once she started. At last she pulled away, visibly stronger, to face the other Ancients approaching.


    Ega greeted her cheerfully. “Are you the one that sent the water lilies? They’re so pretty.”


    Voberen looked up at Bobres, light returning to her eyes. “What a bright one!”


    “She is that,” he laughed. “Like another Little One I knew once.”


    Voberen embraced each Ancient in turn, lingering with Isbi. “How do you feel?”


    “A little uneasy when I eat, but doing well, I think. And you?”


    “Much, much better now that you are here,” said Voberen. “Well, little Governor,” she said turning to Ega, “Can we get some rain? We’ll mix all these ashes into the ground and make rich soil for new plants!”


    Ega’s eyes sparkled and almost instantly, a heavy shower began.


    “Her Mantle, Voberen,” said Bobres. “Let her have it so that she can spread this rain further.”


    Voberen’s face darkened. “I lost her Mantle in Gallah when we were captured.”


    


    ***


    


    Ega only vaguely grasped Voberen’s efforts to explain snow irrigation, but she fully understood lakes and rivers, whether above or below the ground, and she loved summoning the rain. She could bring down a mist as light as a cloud, or a torrent like a waterfall. Once she had watered the soil and Bobres had enriched it with minerals, Voberen sent forth new grasses and flowers. By midday, Vontu had to usher the clouds away to remove Ega’s temptation to play with her power. He then sent a wide wind to blow the seeds across the land. As they fell in the rich earth, they found purchase and sprouted in waves of green that spread into the distance.


    By late the next day, grasses and wildflowers covered the entire Nopeki, and idim brush and sapling shade trees dotted the landscape. When the first small animals scurried and butterflies began courting, Bobres smiled. “Well done, Little One.” He rested his hand on her shoulder.


    “Stop leaning on me, old man!” she growled, but pressed closer to him, walking with one hand in a tight fist. The two of them, taxed physically from almost constant work, relied upon each other somewhat reluctantly in the march to the plateau’s edge. Neither of them mentioned Voberen’s outburst because, except when helping to direct their labors, she had remained silent.


    Bobres reached for Voberen’s clenched fist. In her fingers he found two round white pebbles. He searched her face for meaning, but for once she could not bear to look at him. Her hand closed tightly again and she composed herself for a moment before resuming the walk. He watched her with concern. Scratching the back of his neck, he spun to face Marki and Ega who dawdled behind, gathering flowers.


    “Now girls!” he said. “You must not go undoing everything Voberen has done today!”


    “Not possible!” laughed Marki. Their view of the plateau was a palette of bright colors. Bobres stopped to pick flowers with them, resting his body while his mind worked.


    


    ***


    


    “Did I do that?” asked Voberen, looking at the blue heather growing like a stream down to the desert floor.


    “Beautiful work, even for you, Little One.”


    Vontu stared out across the desert. “It seems awfully far.”


    Bobres surveyed the horizon. “It will definitely take all of us.”


    “And everything we each have to give,” added Voberen.


    Bobres looked at her meaningfully. “Unity is Strength.” He signaled to the others. With Bobres standing in the middle, the other Ancients formed a close circle around him, holding hands. Isbi was serene, and Ega was cheerful. Marki and Vontu fidgeted expectantly. Only Voberen remained serious, her eyes never leaving Bobres. He raised his arms and summoned all the strength he could find. A soft vibration began underground. As it grew, they held each other more tightly. Voberen still watched Bobres, but the others looked down to the desert floor. Gradually the vibration slowed and gave way to a pulse, like a heartbeat beneath the surface of the earth. With each throb, the earth shifted and flattened a little, creating a smooth valley in the midst of the low lands.


    Bobres stopped to rest and gave Voberen a satisfied smile. Though it was his Gift that moved the rock, soil and sand, their unity gave him strength. He took a deep breath and burst into movement again, hurling his power farther and farther across the expanse. Marki recognized this as what he had done in Drandsil when the great cats had attacked, but this time, a shallow crevice split the ground at the lip of the plateau and grew down and away from them through the newly formed valley. His explosive labors continued long after they could see the land changing, but they knew he was pushing open the earth all the way to the Lingori’s dry river bed.


    Again Bobres paused to rest, and a light mist descended. “Thank you, little Governor,” he said.


    “I was hot,” said Ega frankly.


    Vontu stirred a breeze that allowed the mist to cool them even more.


    All of this was done without anyone breaking the circle, and Bobres saw this. He smiled and looked out at the desert with a thoughtful expression. His hand rose and the palm brushed back and forth in a small downward arc, as if he were smoothing something. Indeed, with each stroke, the crevice lost its jagged edges and became a clean, even, shallow line. As he dusted the last distant corner away, he toppled into Vontu exhausted. Vontu caught him and lowered his sweltering body to the ground. The others dropped to their knees and reached for their canteens.


    Voberen knelt and leaned forward on her elbows. “Bobey? Bobey, are you all right?”


    He groaned and closed his eyes. His cheek pressed against the ground, disfiguring his face. Voberen grabbed her canteen and helped him drink from her fingertips, a few drops at a time. He fell asleep almost instantly, but she sat gazing at his work. Stretching long across the desert, a canal of sand-white rock reached as far as the land could carry it. In her lap, Voberen cradled Bobres’ head, and in her hand, she rolled the two white pebbles he had sent her recently.


    


    ***


    


    With nightfall, the Ancients built a fire from branches of blue heather, and the soft plumes of smoke perfumed the air with a comforting scent that lulled them to sleep. After a while, Bobres stirred awake and looked at the night sky. An enormous spiral of stars filled the darkness above, and the moon hung just above the horizon. The air felt crisp and clean. Thick moss had grown under him in the night, and he smiled at the comfort Voberen had provided. His hand touched someone’s hair, and he lifted his head from the ground to see who was next to him. Voberen. She shifted beside him, and he heard the pebbles clicking against each other in her palm. He rolled to his side and watched her sleeping, wondering what pain she bore. She, more than anyone, was accustomed to Governing great expanses, so he knew that her weariness came from something else. He tapped the pebbles in her hand lightly. Voberen jolted awake and clutched her fist shut. Then she used the same hand to wipe the sleep from her eyes. Leaning up on her elbows, she looked at him. He lay back next to her with his head on his hands, as she yawned into the ground.


    “Little One?”


    “Hmm.”


    Keeping his eyes on the stars, he whispered, “What are the pebbles about?”


    “You sent them to me.”


    “I know, but why are you still holding them?”


    She pulled her body closer, resting her head on his chest. With one hand, Bobres untangled the flowers she had woven into her hair. “What is troubling you, Voberen?” he asked softly. “Can you tell me? Is it the people in The Village?”


    “If it were only them, I could bear it,” she said, a tear rolling down her nose and falling to his chest. She blotted it with her thumb and then spread her hand wide and ran it around his girth until she held his body tightly.


    “What has happened?”


    She lifted her head and looked at his face. Her finger traced the line of his brow to where it blended through the fan of lines into his cheekbone, and she sighed. He waited patiently, sifting her hair that shone like the moon behind it.


    “Bobey…” Another tear fell. “I can feel your heir coming!”


    


    ***


    


    The next morning, Bobres and Vontu worked as if it were play. “Put a twist here,” one would say. “A boulder!” Over and over they altered the future path of the waterfall while Ega watched and plotted with them.


    Isbi napped in the sun, and Marki braided a wreath of sero grass. “What difference does it make what the waterfall looks like?”


    Voberen sighed. “Let them be. Bobres is a master. Your grandfather sculpted works of art. Bobres builds his art out of dirt and rocks. Just wait. It will be a beautiful treasure to last for the ages.” She watched the men cheer and Ega laugh and felt an ache within her. Sadly, she rose to her feet and walked over to where he worked.


    Bobres grinned when he saw her coming. “This may be my best one yet! I need your help with some of the vegetation, if you would.”


    “Of course,” she said. “Vontu, why don’t you and Ega get a fire going? Isbi’s sleeping over there, and it’s getting cold.”


    When they had gone, Voberen turned to watch Bobres with her hands on her hips. He stood part way down the actual path of the falls with a ball of gritty dirt in his hand. He smoothed it and set it down. Then he held his hands slightly above the ball and raised them up and out, as if pulling strings. As he did so, the ball of dirt became solid rock and grew. It kept pace with the movement of his hands until a large boulder rested in the center of the waterfall bed. He patted it proudly. “You will be the centerpiece of the Blue Heather Falls!”


    Voberen trudged towards him. “How is it that you look so happy, and I’m the one who feels like I’m dying?”


    Bobres leaned on the boulder. “Could you get some moss started on this, please?”


    “Yes, of course,” she said irritably. Her temple tensed and a thin layer of green fuzz began to spread on the rock.


    “Thank you,” he said, backing up to examine the growth. “You are inspiring.”


    “And you’re infuriating,” she said. “Don’t you feel anything?” She spun away, but Bobres caught her shoulders in his hands. Without turning to face him, she said, “Bobres, you big rock, don’t you see how much we need you?”


    “You will get along—”


    “That I need you, then?”


    “I—”


    “Bobres, I—” Her voice cracked. “How can I send forth your heir and watch you die?”


    He looked at her and swallowed hard, then held her tight as if restraining her fears. She was about to return the embrace when he said firmly, “Recite.” Her fists balled and her arms dropped to her sides angrily. “Recite,” he repeated, trembling slightly.


    Voberen pulled her hands up into the loop of his arms so that she could count on her fingers. “Unity is Strength.”


    “And you will not be doing this alone. Isbi and Marki will help.”


    “And when do we tell them?”


    “Not yet,” he said. “Some ferns there, to your right, Governor?” Pale green tendrils unfurled through the dark soil. “Keep reciting. Go on.”


    “Serving Others Serves Self; Serving Self Serves No One. I know you think I’m being selfish. I am.” He did not respond, so she continued. “Listen.”


    “What?” He cocked his head with his century-old jest. She snorted in disgust. His eyes softened and he asked, “Could we have a willow right there—opposite bank? I thought the flowing leaves and water—”


    “It’ll be spectacular!” she roared, and a sapling emerged, stretching and yawning upwards before bowing its slender arms again to the ground to await the stream. Voberen was exerting herself far beyond normal strength to make things grow so rapidly. She knew he was pressing her, diverting her.


    “Listen, Little One. Listen to what your senses have told you.”


    Voberen shook her head and tried to be angry, but his face was so loving that she felt her resolve weaken. “Understanding and Anger Cannot Live Together’.” Her forehead fell onto his chest.


    “Do you want to understand all of this?”


    “Of course,” she muttered bitterly.


    “Then keep your temper, Little One.” He looked at her pointedly. “Recite.”


    “Truth is Recognized, Not Created. Empowerment is not Entitlement.”


    He cupped his hands around her face. “Governor.”


    She grabbed his face in return and glared at him. “I know!”


    “What do you know?”


    “That I can’t change the truth of your heir coming, and I shouldn’t try just because I can.”


    “Very good.”


    “Because I can, you know. I can stop it from coming.”


    “I know you can.”


    They looked at each other with their faces close together for a long moment. Then she relaxed and let her fingers slide down his cheeks. Her thumb rubbed at the chafing bristle. “Pride Leads to Ignorance, Humility to Knowledge—which is why you know everything and I only think I do.”


    “You know enough, Little One,” he said.


    “Integrity is Power.” Pulling his hands wide to form a ring, she chimed, “Full circle!” as she had when she was a little girl. Then she tightened her grasp on his hands. Through clenched teeth, she said, “I’m not leaving you again until this is all over. Do you understand?”


    He looked at her steadily and nodded. “I understand. Now can you please get some more ferns going over here? I most likely will not be able to come back and fix it later, so I want it done right the first time!”


    “Show me where?” she asked, moving away.


    He took one step after her and stumbled awkwardly, catching himself with his hands. Looking down, he saw new river grasses had grown and tangled around his feet. “Very funny, Governor!”


    She laughed as tears ran down her cheeks.


    Vontu appeared above them. “Someone’s coming!”


    Bobres and Voberen exchanged a look of surprise and bolted up the slope. The others were already staring at a large crowd of people walking their way.


    “Soldiers?”


    “Not in red,” said Vontu. “And they’re not carrying weapons.”


    “I see children!” shouted Ega. “Look!”


    “People from The Village!” cried Isbi. “They survived the fire!”


    Bobres began running toward them, and the air filled with cheers of jubilation. He found Banthor and the two embraced.


    “You survived!”


    “We ran ahead of the flames to the cliffs. We didn’t know what to do, but then we saw the grasses regrowing and…” Banthor tipped his hat to Voberen, who threw her arms around him.


    Marki followed behind, feeling her stomach ripple with uncertainty. She read all the familiar faces as they recognized her—and then the Mantle. Many emotions played in their eyes, but in the end, they saw Isbi, too, and relief washed over them.


    Bobres said reverently, “You knew Isbi and Marki as the chief stonecutter’s daughters, but I present to you the Governor of Hope, and the Governor of Death.”


    Marki waited for the gasps of horror, but they did not come. Instead there were murmurs of understanding and acceptance. One by one, many of the people stepped forward to greet each of the Ancients. They took her hand respectfully and nodded. An old woman even kissed her cheek. Marki put her fingers to the spot and felt her own hot tears streaming down.


    


    ***


    


    After the Villagers had rested, Bobres gathered everyone in an immense circle. He stood in the circle, too, between Ega and Vontu, for the three of them had the most work to do. After a brief explanation of his plans, they set to work. The Villagers felt the ground tremble beneath them and the earth they surrounded crumbled away in great blocks. Most of them took a step back from the edge of the jagged hole that now filled most of their circle, but they did not let go of each other.


    The events that filled the rest of the day changed the people present as much as they did the landscape. Every one of the Villagers had grown up with the lore of the Ancients, but only the very eldest had ever seen what Ancients united could do. The miracle of the thriving Nopeki had rekindled their faith, but this experience burned certainty into their hearts and minds. Rocks shifted. Towers of wind pulled water from deep underground until a burbling spring rose at their feet. A pervading sense of Hope culminated when a new spring met the cliff’s edge and slid out of sight. The clean stream flowed down the slope in magnificent arches of white foam through the course that Bobres had built. At the bottom, the young river raced with purpose through all the new foliage. Lit by the setting sun, the canal marked a golden path straight across the desert. Before darkness had fallen, the Faithfuls resumed their journey, led by Banthor. They followed the new Blue Heather Canal to the Lingori, and then north to Drandsil. There they would prepare the city for the return of the Council of Ancients.


    


    

  


  
    12-Kimbir and Riesa


    


    “I had the most fascinating encounter with one of the Worshippers my Captain brought me,” said Riesa, brushing her hair in front of a tall looking glass.


    Stifling his jealousy toward her pet informant, Kimbir tried to sound curious. “Oh? What did he have to say?”


    “Apparently there are almost two thousand of them living in the woods along the Ignori now.”


    “Really?” Kimbir stood close behind her.


    “Do you know what they do besides beat drums all day?”


    Her proximity excited him, and he really had no interest in her story. “I cannot imagine,” he said, studying her catlike features in the reflection before him.


    “Some of them burn offerings so the smoke will rise up to the clouds to make it rain!” She sounded childlike in her amusement.


    “How charming,” he said, gently taking the brush from her hand and setting it aside. “And what do they burn?” He sifted his fingers through her long black tresses. She closed her eyes at his touch, but did not answer his question. Encouraged, he slid his lips to her ear. Her head rolled forward, sending her hair cascading over her shoulders.


    “People!” she hissed.


    He moved her hair aside, and leaned in, letting his warm breath tickle the back of her neck. “There are no people here,” he hummed.


    She spun and pulled him closer with fire in her eyes. “They burn people!”


    He recoiled. “What?”


    “They burn each other to make it rain!” She laughed.


    “How terrible!”


    “Yes,” she purred, walking her fingers up to his collar bone. “Isn’t it?” She ran her thumbs softly over his lower lip. “And so useful.”


    Kimbir cleared his throat in an effort to clear his mind. “Useful?” He felt a disconcerting spike of doubt pierce his stomach.


    “Well, we might suggest to them that those hateful Faithfuls make a much better ‘offering’.”


    “Darling, you burned the whole Nopeki. Now the quarry lies wasted and what little grain we could have harvested is ruined. How is this good for the Realm?” His own Captain had not returned with word of a death count in The Village, but he hoped it had been slight. He had no thirst for blood.


    “I don’t want the Faithfuls coming back, Kimbir,” she said firmly. “These Worshippers supposedly act alone. We might even get them to burn the Ancients!”


    Kimbir let go of her. “What?”


    She clucked at him. “Oh, Kimbir, you don’t want the Ancients to return, do you?”


    “Do you forget what I am?” he asked flatly.


    “Do you want them to return?” she insisted.


    “Have you forgotten what I am?”


    “I never forget,” she purred. “Do you forget what I am, Kimbir?” she said, fingering the lacings of her bodice and tugging them looser.


    “I’m not sure what you are,” he said, turning to leave.


    


    ***


    


    “My Lord?”


    Kimbir spun around from the window, his hands tightly clasped behind his back. “Yes, Captain. What news?”


    “Rain, sir.”


    “In Abduran?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Kimbir’s face flushed with frustration, and then he looked kindly on his friend. “Hmph! So!” Kimbir stalled. “I suppose that means—”


    “Yes, sir,” said the Captain glumly.


    “Were they actually seen there?” asked Kimbir, reaching for a shred of opportunity.


    “Yes, sir. At least two of them. The old man and a woman matching the sketches.”


    Kimbir blew his hair from his forehead and made a guttural noise. The two stared at one another for a long time, and finally Kimbir blasted, “Well! You know what to do! Set up a camp in Abduran!”


    “Yes, sir,” he said without flinching at the uncommon outburst. “How many men, sir?”


    Kimbir did not want to send any men so close to Lam’s Forest or the other Ancients, but he said, “As many as you can spare, man!” Then he hesitated, and irony curled his lips. “But Captain, the Regent Maid must be protected. We cannot leave her without enough men here.”


    The Captain looked mildly shocked, and then amusement crept onto his face and found hold in the corner of his eyes. “Yes, sir.”


    “Keep her very safe,” said Kimbir.


    “Yes, sir. Only those we can spare.”


    “Very good.”


    The two men looked at each other, smiling at their conspiracy. Kimbir hesitated and then added, “Please attend to this personally, Captain.”


    The Captain tried poorly to mask his disappointment, and Kimbir felt sorry for him. He sighed. “Just to make sure that matters are handled as I would have them.”


    “I understand, sir.”


    Kimbir smiled sadly. “I know you do, Captain. I am most grateful for that.”


    The Captain bowed, feeling affection for his master. “Of course, sir,” said the Captain. He turned to go, and then stopped. Reaching into the folds of his jacket, he pulled out a small bundle of grey cloth. “Sir?”


    “What is it?”


    “This was found near the wall where the woman—the Ancient—disappeared. It’s just a child’s coat, I think, but…perhaps it has some meaning?” He offered it to Kimbir. “It is made of an unusual weave.”


    “Thank you, Captain. That will be all.”


    The Captain bowed again and exited. Kimbir looked at the crumpled grey cloth in his hand. His breath caught in his throat and he unfolded it with disbelief. The Water Child’s Mantle! Kimbir stared at it, wondering vaguely where he had left his own Mantle. He had not worn it since his arrival in Gallah, but he could never bring himself to dispose of it. Of course, he knew that to wear it meant to embrace the ideals that went with it.


    Kimbir reflected upon how everything in Gallah had begun. He had met Riesa by chance on the docks near one of her father’s ships. Though he was at least thirty years her senior, his Ancient body was young and full of vitality. She was not yet Regent Maid, but her young imperious nature amused him. Her decisiveness also appealed to him after decades of slow-moving Council meetings. With her, results came quickly and he felt a new direction for his ambition. He would join her in the quest for power. He would help bring people closer to her grasp. And he would win her heart. He knew that if he could just tame her, he could help her execute matters with better judgment. Lessons learned in the Council could be applied to the Realm more effectively. Yes, this was the way to use his Gift.


    He found himself looking at a circular ceiling above him, the same found in all the tower rooms. Morning light from a high window streamed down, resting on him with a shimmering display of dust specks wafting and swirling. Something felt familiar. He rubbed his broad, smooth chest and stretched. Aging as an Ancient certainly had its benefits. He could have a mind filled with eighty years of experience and still have a body cut beautifully in its prime. Perhaps I will pay Riesa a visit before breakfast, he mused with a smug glimmer in his eyes. Catch her unexpectedly. Give her reasons to think about Roddi Rock.


    


    ***


    


    Kimbir leaned on the ship’s railing and watched Roddi Rock grow larger on the horizon. Riesa was below deck dressing for the Vow ceremony, and would be occupied for a while longer. He signaled his servant, one Riesa had essentially purchased for him. The idea of owning a man still troubled him, but what worried him more was wondering where the man’s loyalties truly lay.


    The servant approached swiftly. “Sir?”


    “What news? What did the scouting soldiers find?”


    The young man glanced at the steps leading below deck. “You do not wish this presented to both of you, sir?”


    “No, I do not,” said Kimbir kindly but firmly.


    “Yes, sir.” He swallowed nervously. “It seems as though the Nopeki Plateau has…is…It’s as if it—”


    “Was never burned,” guessed Kimbir.


    “Why yes, sir!” said the servant, surprised and relieved that Kimbir was not angered. “How did you know?”


    “I assumed it might have been healed by now,” said Kimbir.


    “Healed, sir?”


    “Not to worry, man,” said Kimbir dismissively. “What else?”


    The servant coughed and looked at his feet for a moment. “It also seems that there’s a…a river, sir.”


    “A river? What do you mean?”


    “Actually, it’s more of an enormous watering canal, but it starts with a water fall at the western edge of the Nopeki.”


    “A waterfall?” said Kimbir in disbelief. “A canal? When? How could this have been built without our knowledge?”


    The servant frowned. “I don’t know, sir, but we didn’t have any men patrolling the desert region, and people could well have been working on it for many moons by now.”


    “The canal leads from the Nopeki across the desert to…?”


    “To an old riverbed, sir.”


    Kimbir blinked slowly. “The Lingori. They’re watering the city,” he whispered to himself. His face betrayed no emotion. “Thank you, that will be all,” said Kimbir.


    The servant retreated to his post as Kimbir’s bride appeared on deck in a long flowing gown, too heavy to flutter in the wind.


    “Darling!” said Kimbir, reaching for her. “You are more magnificent than ever!”


    “I know,” she agreed coyly. “And look! We’ve arrived!”


    Kimbir scanned the terrain just west of Roddi Rock to confirm his theory. A stream of water trickled from the mouth of the Lingori River into the sea. He swept Riesa into a tight embrace and made sure to keep her turned away from the river’s mouth. He was not ready to answer her questions—or her rage—if she discovered what the Ancients had done.


    While four men rowed them ashore, Kimbir tried not to think about how difficult it had become for him to keep the temperature hot throughout Cadeven. The wind and water countered his efforts. Without his Mantle, he could not Govern his Gift as well, but to wear it would reveal himself to the Realm as an Ancient and require him to live the Circle of Law. He decided to let everything west of Gallah return to its natural climate so that he could conserve his strength.


    Kimbir looked into Riesa’s charcoal eyes and considered a new thought. His Captain had sent a message the day before from Abduran. The Water Child had indeed been found—a little girl. He could capture her and make her his own. The Regent Maid would soften with matrimony and motherhood. Her cruelty would diminish, and he would have a family and the power as he had always wanted.


    “I’m so very happy,” he said. With a grand show, he walked down a plank onto the soft sand and led Riesa to the great pillar of rock. There, he solemnly placed his hands upon its grainy surface and conjured his most reverent tone.


    “Riesa of Gallah, I Vow to you this day in the shadow of Roddi Rock that I will do all in my power to unite the people of Cadeven under one voice who governs with strength and wisdom. I shall be your faithful husband and raise what child may come to us to her full glory just as you have been raised in honor. I Vow it to you.”


    Riesa placed her hands next to his. “Kimbir of Drandsil, I Vow to you this day in the shadow of Roddi Rock that I will crown you King, and I will be your Queen. I will see that the Ancients do not overthrow us. I Vow it to you.”


    The rock became as liquid and closed around their fingers before solidifying again. When their hands came free, Kimbir sent whispers of heat to tickle Riesa. She clutched his arm and they ran laughing back to the Regency Boat.


    


    

  


  
    13-The Water God Worshippers


    


    Nicolen had bright eyes that shone with humor. Though already losing much of his fair hair, he was young and solidly built with broad, powerful shoulders and a muscular frame that Hallah often complained was not soft enough to hold properly. His widely spaced teeth showed in his ready smile, and his cheeks bore the same dimples as his daughter. He showed affection to everyone and brought out the cheery side of his otherwise sullen wife.


    He, Andrek and Deev worked quickly to construct a second paddle boat. The child, Senner, sat by and studied the mechanisms. When the men scowled at uncooperative boards and levers, he would slide up to them and say, “What if you do this?” and his hands would move swiftly to correct the error. The men soon involved him completely in the project, marveling at his intuition and winking at one another when he looked away.


    “He’s the Governor of Invention!” quipped Deev. Everyone laughed, and Senner chewed his lip shyly.


    After finishing the second boat, the men returned to the lakeside to find the air filled with angry cries.


    “Douse the lights!” shouted Nicolen as he entered the house.


    They went to the window and peered out through the curtains to see dots of fire in a long line on the opposite shore of the lake.


    “Soldiers,” said Deev.


    “And Worshippers,” said Andrek grimly when the drums sounded. Far across the water, they heard a hollow wailing chant.


    “They’ve come for Ega,” trembled Hallah.


    “Well, the boats are ready,” said Nicolen. “Everyone grab what supplies you can carry.”


    Later that night, Hallah woke to the sound of the rumbling snores of the men. They had beached the two paddle boats in a small sandy clearing upstream from Denute. Now, trying to resettle comfortably, Hallah found the ground hard. “Goodness, what a noise you make!” she whined, jabbing her father in the ribs. He snorted and shifted, but the sound only grew louder, resembling a snarl. She looked up, alert to a movement in the trees.


    “Nic!” she hissed. “Andrek!”


    The men grunted and sat up rubbing their eyes.


    “What is it, Hallah?” complained Andrek.


    Six tanats stepped into the clearing. Their haunches gleamed with thick silver fur, and their long snouts were full of sharp teeth. With a bark, the largest beast called the pack to action. The men did their best to drag the fight to the water. Nicolen ran to get space enough between himself and the tanats to fire his arrows. Senner and Hallah splashed out to the tethered boats where they cowered and watched. Deev reached the boats next and scrambled aboard, sweating and bleeding. Three tanats had fallen dead, but Nicolen continued firing until the tanats retreated into the darkness.


    Exhausted, Andrek tossed their supplies onto their blankets, and dragged them out to the shore and heaved the load into the first boat. Deev began untying the moorings.


    “Father!” screamed Hallah. “Wait for Father!”


    They peered up the bank, but saw nothing.


    “Ibbin?’


    “Father!”


    Silence.


    “Oh no!” moaned Andrek, running ashore. Nicolen followed him, and they called desperately into the stillness. Hallah, Deev and Senner waited, listening, but they heard only the gurgling of the river. A moment later, Andrek walked straight out and heaved himself aboard the second boat without a word.


    Nicolen waded up beside where Hallah knelt sobbing in the boat and wrapped his arms around her. “He…”


    “Please, Nic,” she wept. “Please don’t leave him there for the animals to eat. Please bring him to the river. He loved the water.”


    “Of course, darling,” he answered. She watched him move with resignation into the clearing and return with Father Ibbin’s heavy body slung over his back. He lowered him carefully into the water, and rolled the corpse so that Ibbin’s face could watch the stars as he drifted. Nicolen held him in place for a moment, turning away from Hallah’s grieving cries and Andrek’s hollow stare. Then he set the body free. It spiraled slightly before floating away.


    


    ***


    


    Ega took the news of her grandfather’s death badly. Her tears fell from the sky with thundering sobs, and the river beside them swelled in its banks. Bobres opened a small cave in the cliff under the Nopeki, and everyone sat in silent grief waiting for her storm to subside. At last, the rumbles faded, and Ega dozed in her father’s lap. Senner folded his lanky body beside Bobres and pressed himself against the Ancient. Andrek’s eyes were rimmed with red, and his fair lashes glistened with unspilled tears. Marki stared at the wall, angry that she could not have done more to help Ibbin.


    T-T-T-T-Bm Thmpa Bm Bm Bm!


    Marki and Andrek froze for a moment, and then the two of them crept to the cave’s opening and peered down stream. A grey dot in the middle of the swelling waters marked an approaching craft.


    “They’ll see the boats!” said Andrek. “Come on!” They roused Deev and Vontu, and the four of them ran to the boats and pulled them up to the cliffside. Voberen heard them and came out. Moments later, a thin snake of ivy curled and fanned out to cover the boats in a blanket of green. She ushered everyone inside the cave, and the writhing leaves followed them, weaving as they grew to hide the cave from view. Inside, they watched the patches of grey sky shrink until they were left in a wash of dark green light.


    


    ***


    


    The soldier gritted his teeth and glared with loathing at the Worshipper. His back ached and he felt as though he might collapse with fatigue. Only the fear that he would turn and burn him as an offering to the Water God kept him moving. When the body of a well-known Faithful had floated into Denute from upstream, he had been ordered to investigate. Fearing the animals of Lam’s Forest, he had protested. Then his superior told him to take the Worshipper along “as protection”. This comment was delivered with a sneer, and the soldier knew his situation had just become worse.


    The Worshipper had reached a point of wild frenzy when the thunderstorm hit, and with each flash of lightning, his wails had grown louder until his eyes took on a trancelike glaze. The Worshipper had not yet slept, and so the soldier had not yet slept.


    Now the cliff walls came to an end where the desert low lands began, and he was glad to get out of the confined space between rock and beast-ridden forest. Suddenly the Worshipper splashed into the water and waded ashore on the desert side, wielding freshly lit torches.


    Growling audibly now, the soldier leapt into the water and heaved his boat onto the bank. There he saw what the Worshipper had seen. Streaked up from the water line was evidence that something large had been dragged by at least two people. He swore within himself. Either they were about to find innocent people, or they had found the Water Child herself. He did not like the idea of kidnapping a little girl when his own daughter, not yet eight years old, was the joy of his life, but he followed the Worshipper dutifully as he searched through the leaves, moving first one way and then another along the cliff wall. Then, he impulsively set fire to the vines and stood back to watch them burn.


    


    ***


    


    Vontu smelled the smoke before the first flame licked through their ivy door, and his mind flooded with the violent images of his childhood home: The roof blazing gold and red, and the sound of cracking timbers…Mother’s screams and his inability to find her in the black air…The roar of the inferno…The wall crashing down on top of Father. And a new image—a smiling Felgar, tousling his head and calling him a lucky charm. Vontu felt emptiness overtake him although he held Hope in his arms, and he could not think to act.


    A blazing torch pierced the green cover, and within seconds the vines dissolved into ashes and sparks. A Worshipper stood peering into the depths of the cave.


    “Marki!” shouted Bobres.


    “Done!” she cried.


    The earth shook and the Worshipper flared the torch in a wide arc, scanning the faces of the Ancients and Faithfuls. Nicolen held an arrow poised to fly, but behind his leg, Ega shrieked. In the flashing movements that followed, the Worshipper grabbed her by the arm and turned back through the opening just as rocks slid from above with a deafening crash. The shaking stopped, and light poured into the cave, now half-filled by rubble. Everyone leapt forward, coughing at the dust.


    “Ega!” cried Hallah. “Where’s Ega?”


    “Here!” called Vontu, digging through the debris and uncovering first her legs and then her body. Nicolen pulled her free, and she hung limp in his arms. Hallah screamed.


    “She isn’t dead, Hallah. There’s no heir yet,” said Voberen.


    “But her head is bleeding!” screeched Hallah.


    “M-mama!” said Ega weakly.


    “Right here,” wept Hallah, stroking her little girl’s hair. “Mama’s right here. I—”


    “Mama! Where are you?” Ega whimpered. “I can’t see you! I can’t see!”


    


    ***


    


    “Will she ever see again?” asked Marki, sitting next to Bobres where he tended the dying embers of the campfire. Bobres’ eyes welled with tears, but he did not answer. “This wasn’t your fault,” said Marki, seeing the tormented look on his face.


    “I hope it is only her eyes, Marki.” He shook his head. “Do you realize that, as an Ancient, if she has come to any terrible harm inside her little body, she will have to live with its effects until her heir comes? And she is only a child. Two hundred years of suffering…”


    “Being an Ancient is hard!” she said heavily.


    “Yes,” he agreed. “And this is not the hardest part.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Living the Circle of Law. We are nothing without it,” he said.


    “Why do you love the Laws so much, Bobres?”


    “Because that is what the Laws are. Love. When we keep them, we are showing love to others.”


    They lapsed into silence. After a while, she asked quietly, “Bobres, how do you—what do you want when you die? I mean, Quan wants to go with a song on his lips…”


    Neither Bobres nor Voberen had told anyone of his coming heir, so he knew her question was innocent.


    “Oh, I have another hundred years to…” He folded his lips inward over the unspoken lie. “When my time comes…I want to be giving all I have. I want to serve up until my last breath.”


    Nodding almost imperceptibly, she promised, “You will.”


    “Thank you, Marki,” he said hoarsely. “That will be enough.”


    “Voberen can feel an heir coming, right?”


    “Yes. She feels its presence before it is born, or even conceived.”


    “Well, I can still feel Mother and Father, and Grandfather, and Ibbin.”


    “Then they are not really gone for you.”


    “I think…when we die,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “that there is more…after. I think we’ll be together again.”


    He brushed her forehead softly. “I am sure of it.”


    “Goodnight, Bobres,” she said, squeezing his hand tightly. She rose and went to the cave.


    Voberen met her at the entrance and patted her shoulder affectionately. “Get some rest, Marki. I’ll see to the old man.” She approached the campfire quietly and watched Bobres for some time before speaking.


    “Bobey?”


    “Hmmm,” he grunted.


    “Do we really need to go into Lam’s Forest? I mean with what’s happened, shouldn’t we stay with the children?”


    “Voberen, I have to go. You know that,” said Bobres wearily.


    She sat down beside him. “Have you forgotten what Enomewis did?”


    “No, Voberen, I have not, which is why I have to find him.”


    Voberen hugged her knees and shuddered. After a long silence, she cleared her throat and said, “I told you I wouldn’t leave you again.”


    “I know.”


    “You agreed.”


    “I will be very glad to have you with me,” he said. “It serves no one to leave him in there alone,” he continued. “We need to show him we can be one in the Council again, and I need him to know that I forgive him.”


    Voberen frowned. She sat busily braiding back her wild curls, clearly thinking.


    Bobres watched her. For all her stubbornness, she made him proud, even more than the many wonders he had sculpted and made with his Gift. He had taught Enomewis and Kimbir, too, but only Voberen had taken to the Law with eagerness. He knew that, if they could regather the Council, she could teach the others to Govern their Gifts and work together after he...


    “Little One,” he said. “I thought about what you said earlier. I agree with you. I need—I need more time. I…”


    “But I—”


    “Delay the coming of my heir!” he blurted. He covered his face, ashamed. Almost inaudibly, he begged, “Please.”


    “Bobey, you told me to—”


    His eyes shone greener. “Let me finish the gathering, and then…”


    Voberen held him tightly. With a tender kiss to his forehead, she said, “You will have enough time to give all that you have left, Bobres.”


    This thought comforted him, and he lay down to rest with his head on her lap.


    


    

  


  
    14-Quan and Larna


    


    Larna hid Quan in the room above her vegetable shop in Notaren’s outskirts. With the help of the baker from the north side of town, she identified a hundred and thirty-nine Faithfuls eager to support the Council’s return to Drandsil. These people discreetly entered her upstairs room to meet with Quan and learn his songs. At first they came for the novelty of meeting an actual Ancient and hearing music, but no one came away untouched by the Laws, and they left with renewed purpose.


    Larna warned the Faithfuls not to sing in public in case the soldiers of the Realm discovered them, but tunes drifted through the bustle of market crowds, unlinked to any one person. On the docks, sailors boldly sang as they loaded cargoes, hoisted sails, or painted the ships. At first, the soldiers tried to stop the singing, but hesitated when they saw the sheer brawn of the sailors who had been forced to row for so many years without wind. The soldiers also reasoned that the singing made the men work faster, and so they decided not to complain about it—or even report it—because more work meant more gold for the Realm. What the soldiers did not realize was that the songs contained hidden messages to the Faithfuls. They recounted the toils of sailing mountainous waves (the Low Mountains), through green waters (Lam’s Forest), to golden beaches (the desert) “to a land where the good had gone when they were lost” (Tepor). Faithfuls thus prepared to sail around the island of Cadeven to the opposite coast, and from there go inland to Drandsil.


    


    ***


    


    “Have you packed your belongings, Governor?”


    “Yes, Larna, my love, my lady fair!” Quan rocked with playfulness. She had prepared his favorite meal, and he was quite distracted.


    “Governor, we’ve got to leave soon.”


    “Going for a walk, are we? Going to march with the soldiers?” he cackled.


    “Governor, please be serious. They go past here seven times a day now. They must know you’re nearby. We need to leave for Tepor at sundown.”


    He scowled at her like a petulant child. “Notaren is my home. I will not leave.”


    “Governor Quan, I’ll carry you to the boat myself if I have to!”


    “You’re smaller than I am!” he challenged.


    She bent down and grabbed him under his arms, lifting him easily to his feet, which surprised them both.


    “I’m packing provisions for the ship tonight,” she said firmly. “One of the sailors said he’d come haul you down to the docks in my cart if I piled some vegetables on top to keep you hidden. He’ll be here soon.”


    “I will not go,” he whined.


    “I’m leaving. Who’ll take care of you?”


    “I will not go.”


    Her shoulders sagged in exasperation. “You’re as bad as my boys!”


    “Fine boys!”


    “Terrible boys! Both working for the Regent Maid.”


    They leaned into one another, he leading with his brows and she with her pointy nose.


    “Turnips or potatoes? Which to cover you?” She folded her arms across her chest. “Turnips—?”


    “Do you have squash? Not so dirty or stinky as potatoes.”


    “I’ll load them myself!” she said.


    


    ***


    


    Aboard the Grumbler, Quan breathed in new energy with every gust of salty air—energy he used to plot pranks against his treasured Larna, who had taken a fancy to the ship’s captain, Pom. Captain Pom, a short, sturdy man with a flowing golden mane of hair, had a sharp sense of humor, but found Quan’s tricks tedious. He told the crew to keep watch for Quan’s movements, but the Ancient had gained a following of younger passengers. With their help, tender moments were undermined by dumped buckets of fish or other such messes. Though Pom and Larna never spotted Quan, his melodies would lilt at them from behind a row of smiling children, a pile of mooring ropes, or a crate of food.


    One night after supper, Larna pinned Quan to his chair with strong fingers. “Listen to me, Governor,” she said, straining to keep respect in her voice. “My husband died years ago, and the boys went off to Gallah to seek their fortunes from the Realm’s coffers. I’ve been alone for a long time. May I please have one day without your interference so I can be less lonely with a certain sea captain?”


    Quan snuffled. “I don’t know what you mean!”


    “Governor,” she said, digging a knuckle into his chest, “I’m not afraid of burying you under the squash again!”


    “Ooh-hoo! Understanding and Anger—”


    “Don’t you dare sing that song to me!” She huffed out of the tiny storeroom Quan had been given as a berth. The Ancient smacked his lips, rolled his tongue and plotted his best.


    Larna thought she had been granted a day’s respite when, by the following sunset, she and Pom had been able to steal away alone in the prow. They could see a single mountain peak reaching up from the line of green—Mt. Ori stretching up from Lam’s Forest. Larna pointed to this, and Pom lifted his square hands to tame her curls in the breeze. Silently, passengers of all ages emerged from hidden corners, and an ill-tuned chorus burst forth:


    “Little love of mine, shining like the sea—


    Can you ever know how wonderful you are to me-eee-eee?”


    The final note plunged and soared like a wildly tossed ship, and Larna’s face showed just how sick the joke made her. The crowd parted in gales of laughter to let her through. Larna chased Quan all the way around the deck twice, and when she finally caught him, there was a jumble of bony limbs and many high-pitched shrieks before—


    Splash!


    Pom’s men quickly fished Quan out of the brine, but the image of the moment stayed in his mind for the remainder of the voyage. He grinned every time he thought of it.


    


    

  


  
    15-Mt. Ori


    


    From the base of Mount Ori, Marki looked north to see the couples—Isbi and Vontu, Hallah and Nicolen—in the distance. They were headed towards Drandsil to help prepare the city. Hallah had been distraught to leave Ega, but she knew she was not strong enough for the climb up Mt. Ori. Nicolen, too, felt anxious, but his bow was needed with the others in case great cats or serpents remained in Drandsil. Andrek promised to take care of Ega with Marki and Deev. Senner had insisted on helping, too.


    Now the five youth embarked upon the foreign task of scaling Mount Ori so that Ega could be close enough to conjure snow and call the dormant spring to life. Without her Mantle, proximity mattered.


    Senner proved to be a wonderful asset. He walked hand-in-hand with Ega, guiding her to the paths with the surest footing. His candid acceptance of her blindness and his practical considerations dispelled her fears and instilled her with confidence. Normally a quiet boy, Senner had become more animated, giving her vivid descriptions of everything around them.


    “It’s a good thing she didn’t have to count on you for details,” teased Andrek, punching Deev’s shoulder lightly. “She’d think there was nothing to see.”


    Since their first meeting, Marki had been completely taken by Andrek’s piercing blue eyes and winning charm, but now she really noticed Deev for the first time as he smiled and ran his fingers through thick brown waves of hair. She admired his ruddy cheeks and ebony eyes. When she caught herself watching him, she asked the first question she could think of. “Where’s your family, Deev?”


    “Dead.”


    “Oh.” She winced. “Was it the drought?”


    “They were murdered,” he said plainly.


    Marki stopped and stared at his lanky form climbing in front of her. He and Andrek both slowed. Their conversation continued in low tones.


    “Deev’s father was a merchant in Gallah before the Regent Maid took power,” explained Andrek. “He saw what her father was doing.”


    “What was he doing?”


    “Using his wealth to buy followers or cripple his competitors. He bought himself quite an army of men willing to kill for him.”


    Marki shook her head in wonder. “Who would be fool enough?”


    “Power and fear can motivate most people,” said Deev glumly.


    “When Deev’s father continued to withstand his pressures, they…” His mouth twisted in a gesture of disgust.


    “Your mother, too?” she asked incredulously.


    Deev nodded.


    “But…when we met, you were dressed as soldiers of the Realm. How is it that?”


    “It’s a way to fight from the inside,” said Andrek. “We knew the Regent Maid was against the Ancients and the Faithfuls. We thought if we could get into the army, we might hear news of actions regarding the Ancients. We did. It’s how we found you, remember?”


    “But didn’t they know who you two were?” asked Marki.


    Andrek laughed. “I’m just a skiff boy from Abduran as far as they know, and Deev had never met the Regent Maid. Felgar would have known him, but when Felgar died, he became a soldier easily—tall and strong as he is!”


    Marki stopped again and looked at Deev with new appreciation. “You’re very brave, Deev,” she said. “One of his men could have recognized you!”


    Deev blushed and fidgeted with his satchel.


    “Shall we break for a rest, Governor?” asked Andrek.


    “Yes, please!” She sat heavily, aware of how difficult it was to breathe at this altitude, even in stillness. Vontu had pulled the wind away from the mountain, knowing that even a slight breeze at greater heights would bite their skin, but even so, the ground beneath them was hard and cold. It seemed brighter here than any place she had ever known, yet the chill pinched at her hot, aching muscles. She felt profound gratitude for the boots Hallah had given her. Over her sleeveless Mantle, she also wore one of Hallah’s thick dresses and a sweater knit from beaten tule. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so cold,” she shivered.


    Andrek removed his own heavy cloak. Draping it over her shoulders, he whispered, “The cold suits you. It makes your cheeks rosy.”


    Marki willed herself not to be giddy. “Thank you…for the cloak.”


    “I hope it helps, Governor,” he said, seating himself a little nearer.


    “Do you have to call me that?” she frowned.


    “It’s the respect due to you,” he replied earnestly.


    “Well, I’m still getting used to the idea of being an Ancient.”


    “What?” asked Deev. “You didn’t know?”


    Marki’s words escaped in self-conscious bubbles. “I just found out. Bobres was the one who told me and—”


    “You didn’t know?” repeated Deev amazed.


    “I just said—you didn’t hear?” she snapped.


    Deev stared at his foot uncomfortably, and Marki’s stomach writhed at her own sharpness. Her temper still boiled too easily. Bobres had told her she needed to learn to govern herself before she could Govern Death. Her mind flew to the Circle of Law: Understanding and Anger Cannot Live Together.


    “Sorry,” she relented. “No. I didn’t. My parents never said anything to suggest it. I don’t know if they knew either. We didn’t talk about the Ancients in our family. I didn’t even know that Bobres was my great-grandfather. I never met him until after my parents died, and then only by accident. Only Grandfather Markitoran ever talked about the Ancients, but mostly just to Isbi. I never really paid attention.”


    Andrek’s brow furrowed in thought. “But they should have seen the signs—that you were Ancients.”


    Marki looked at him. “Did your family recognize Ega? And really, we were Hope and Death. How was anyone supposed to guess that?”


    “Interesting pair,” said Deev, handing her a piece of dried fish.


    Marki took it, grateful for the excuse to stop talking. She surveyed the line above them where all foliage stopped. A chill rushed through her, and she cupped her cold nose with her fingers for a moment before she realized how ridiculous she must appear. Pulling her hand down, she asked, “Were your parents Faithfuls, Deev?”


    He shook his head. “No, but they were good people. Andrek taught me the Circle of Law just last year.”


    Marki tried to stop the smile she knew was too large for her face. “So you and I are both new to all of this.” The kinship she felt with this orphaned new Faithful warmed her from within. “We can learn together and Andrek can be our teacher!”


    Andrek laughed. “I’m too young to be your teacher, Governor. Let me be your friend.”


    “Friend,” she said. She looked at Deev. “And you, friend. I’ve never really had friends.”


    “What’s that?” cried Senner from where he and Ega sat. He pointed to something that moved in the air beneath them in smooth arcs.


    Marki and the boys stood and peered down the slope.


    “It’s a hawk,” said Deev with obvious delight. The others looked at him curiously. “My mother had books about creatures from the old days. It might be a falcon. It’s hard to tell from up here. It’s probably looking for rodents in the shrubs below since there aren’t any up here. They have excellent vision.”


    Andrek burst into laughter, “That’s the most I’ve heard you talk at once in two years, Deev!”


    “I like birds,” he answered simply.


    “What is everyone talking about?” asked Ega.


    Deev and Senner told her about the bird’s color, size and shape while Andrek sat back and chuckled. Marki enjoyed the rest, but the dampness of the lower clouds still penetrated under Andrek’s cloak and she glanced sideways at him.


    “Do you want this back?” she asked, trying to sound indifferent.


    “Could we share it?” he suggested. “It’s large enough, I think.”


    Marki tossed the loose cloth over his shoulders and they jostled for a comfortable position. Finally, Andrek laced his arm around her back and pulled in close enough for them to wrap the cloak shut in front of them. She sank into the warmth of his body and relaxed to scan the view before them. To the east lay the blanket of evergreens, and nearby, an underground spring spilled from a horizontal crack in the rock. From this, like thin strings of crystal, water poured down to a pool far below that held the foaming mist for a moment before sending it on its way into the Ignori’s first stream.


    “It looks like a harp!” said Andrek.


    “Hm?”


    “A kind of musical instrument. My grandmother had one. It has a very…well, watery sound,” he said. “Beautiful,” he whispered, his lips brushing her ear.


    Her heart skipped, but then her eye caught Deev’s. He faltered in his uncommon chatter and huddled himself against the cold, his face unreadable.


    Ega continued questioning Senner, who acted out his narration. “The bird just flied up fast and then falled down with its wings in like this.”


    “I think we need a fire,” said Marki, conscious of the heat she felt in Andrek’s arms.


    Andrek jolted to his feet, toppling Marki backwards as he removed the cloak. “Wood! We forgot to gather wood!”


    “I’ll get it,” said Deev dully. He rose and turned back down the way they had come. Andrek and Marki exchanged concerned looks, and then they gathered Ega and Senner respectively, curling up with their little charges. Marki made up a story about a bird family, and soon she lost herself in the tale. The children giggled at the funny voices she made, and Andrek joined the story as a growling rain cloud, threatening to flush the birds out of the sky. Ega squealed, and a few icy drops of rain fell before he managed to calm her back down. Eventually the children slept and Marki fell into silent concern about Deev. Just before she fell asleep, she heard Senner’s teeth chattering and wondered how much higher they would have to climb for Ega to make the snow and call forth a second spring of water to fuel the Lingori.


    


    ***


    


    Deev’s heart pounded in his ears, drowning out the sound of his feet thumping the hard earth in descent. He boiled with a stew of feelings, each emotion still separate and raw, unyielding to a savory blend of thought. He felt lonely. He was scared of the cold, and the climb, and the isolation. He felt envy, admiration, guilt and longing.


    A spatter of rain startled him, but the labor of cracking off branches and pruning them to fit neatly together soothed him. He liked physical work. He had grown up in a world of affluence and order, but his parents had not sought after things of a spiritual nature. In contrast, he felt drawn to the Circle of Law and the way it made him think and feel inside—more giving, less harried, more purposeful. He found himself wanting to live the Laws, even if it meant a more humble life. He wanted to serve others. He wanted to listen to them.


    As he tucked the last sticks into his arms, he frowned at himself, deciding not to let jealous feelings arise because of Andrek and Marki. She was practically a stranger, whereas Andrek had become like a brother to him. He would try not to notice how pretty she was, or how her smile made him feel.


    By the time Deev reached their camp, night had poured itself upon the mountainside, filling every crevice with inky blackness. The others were asleep in two huddled mounds, barely visible in the dark. Using a flint stone in his satchel, he built a fire quickly and quietly, and then sat to tend it and keep watch against his imagination. Despite his intentions, his stare grew focused, drinking in Marki’s skin and hair through the flames.


    She shifted slightly, and opened her eyes. Her face glowed in the firelight with a lazy smile. “Thank you, Deev,” she said hoarsely. “You’re so kind!”


    Lifting his satchel, he molded it with his hands. He crawled over and gently lifted her head with one hand, placing it as a pillow beneath her with the other. Reaching sleepily with her hand to touch his arm, she missed and patted the ground beside her instead. With a little uncertainty, he lay down where her hand had fallen, facing the fire, sensing her near. He felt warm for the first time all day.


    


    ***


    


    Near midday, Ega cried, “Uncle Andrek, I’m so cold!”


    Exhausted, Andrek dropped to his knees and lifted her into his broad arms. “There now, Ega. I know.” His words escaped with white mists and he coughed at the tightness in his chest. Ega began to whimper and Andrek rocked her.


    Marki’s legs buckled beneath her and she collapsed to the ground, reaching for each breath, though it pained her to bring the thin, icy air into her lungs. Her eyes watered, but when she wiped them, she felt the chafing burn of dried skin. She looked over at Deev whose chest heaved in spasms. He rolled over onto his back and pulled Senner onto him, for warmth and to protect the boy from the cold, hard ground.


    As the sound of their panting faded, a muted feeling came over them. The shrouded summit was still high above them, but they looked out and down at more land than they could fathom in one glance.


    “If I had any strength, I’d be shouting for joy. It’s so beautiful here,” said Marki. She watched the steam of her breath rise. “What’s that?”


    They all looked up. Dotted against the pale grey clouds above them, what looked like feathery insects swarmed nearer.


    “I thought it was too cold for—”


    “Snow!”


    They lifted their faces to the sensation, feeling the frosty tickles on their cheeks.


    “You did it, Ega!” laughed Andrek. “Oh I wish you could see it!”


    “I can smell it,” she said happily.


    Senner clapped his hands. “It’s white, Ega. Like flower petals maybe, and it flies down soft and quiet, not like the rain you maked.”


    Within moments, the ground around them disappeared under a smooth layer of snow. Andrek sniffed and beamed, but as he watched, his face grew serious. “We’ve got to find shelter fast,” he said, rubbing Ega’s trembling limbs and seeing the way Senner flexed and curled his fingers. He looked around, searching for some kind of outcropping under which to hide, but nothing nearby promised refuge. The ground rapidly changed as a layer of white coated the rock, hiding the creases and crags. The lacy flurries thickened into a pressing cold and the air took on a solid feeling. Soon it was hard to see each other through the swirling flakes.


    Marki ground the toe of her boot into the stone beneath her and knew what she had to do. “Come on,” she urged. “We need to get back down a little. Ega, keep the snow coming. The clouds are in just the right place!”


    The others followed her though the dizzying air to a place where an immense boulder stood like a house on the hillside. Bobres had told the Ancients when they first embarked on this venture: “If there is a need—a dire need—the rocks will come to your aid.” She closed her eyes and pressed the rock. A small cave opened, and she ushered them in.


    Deev stopped before entering and queried, “How did you—?”


    “I called on Bobres’ power,” she said flatly. “And I hope I never have to do it again.”


    


    

  


  
    16-Lam’s Forest


    


    Walking in the forest had healed Bobres’ body so much that Voberen was surprised to see him stumble. Grappling for balance, he reached for her, and the two toppled to the ground together. He swallowed a gulp of air and his brow beaded with sweat.


    “On the mountain…” he mumbled. He rolled onto his back, but his hand clutched her arm. “There is snow! Ega did it!”


    Voberen sighed with relief and lay back also. The two watched the gentle movement of the green canopy above them for a while, and Bobres felt moss spring forth beneath him, cushioning his rest. “You do not have to keep doing that, you know.”


    “I know.” Voberen inhaled the sweet spicy smell of the pine and listened to the stillness. With a quick glance, she noted that Bobres’ face had lost its flush.


    “I am well enough, Little One,” he assured her, sitting up. “The glacier bed is filling and the mountain says its insides are bubbling.” He laughed at this and looked at her. “That must mean the spring is coming to life again.”


    “That’ll make my work much easier.”


    Bobres’ jaw clenched and he looked at her. “Will it help you send forth new life here?”


    She looked at him defiantly. “What do you mean?”


    “There is no new growth on this forest floor except for the patches of moss you keep bedding me with, and the plants you grow for us to eat. Where are all the little animals and birds? The ferns and flowers? We are in a forest, after all.”


    “How could they survive without water? Was I supposed to give Enomewis more to hoard?” she snapped.


    “Is there anything living here but these old trees?” Voberen looked at him for a long time. His eyes held no judgment, but she felt bitterly ashamed. “Have you been starving him, Voberen?”


    “We’ll know when we see him,” she growled without pity.


    Shortly after they resumed walking, flavorful mushrooms emerged beneath unfolding foliage. Above, red squirrels bickered and chased, and the flutter of wings mingled with the breeze in the dappled afternoon light. The extra exertion tired her, and Bobres slowed his pace without saying a word. When a lyrical melody floated above them from the throat of a bright bird, he stopped and held her for a long time, resting his chin on the top of her head. She accepted this, her arms hanging limp beside her, and breathed in the burnt wood scent of his sweat, hearing the steady beat of his heart. When he released her and began walking again, she stood still for a moment.


    “What was that for?’


    He turned back. “I know this is hard for you.”


    “What are you talking about? I do this all the time,” she said irritably.


    “You know what I mean.” Bobres slowed. “He is very near.” He became watchful of the spaces between the trees, now thickly embellished with vines and shade flowers.


    “What if he knows we’re here?” she whispered.


    “I am sure he does. The animals will have told him.” His eyes flashed. “I have an idea.”


    “Wait,” muttered Voberen, balancing on the large root of a tree.


    “I will tell the earth to open beneath him, wherever he is.”


    “Wait!” she hissed, looking up the trunk on which she leaned.


    The ground shook violently beneath them and Bobres and Voberen plummeted down, scraping past broad roots until they found themselves wedged in a fresh ditch. With a crash, the tree that had stood beside them toppled and fell over the opening.


    “Bobres, you big rock!” screamed Voberen. “He was in that tree! You opened the ground underneath us!”


    Perched directly above them, a dark face with fiery eyes laughed with inhuman noises. Enomewis. A single shock of silvery white streaked back from his left temple through a mane of long black hair. He became very still. “I thought I killed you years ago,” he said with a growl.


    Voberen looked up at him steadily. “Not me. You killed my sister, Ziboren.” She grabbed a root and hauled herself awkwardly up to the edge of the hole.


    Enomewis remained crouched like a beast. He tilted his head, shifting his scrutiny to Bobres, who grunted with the effort of freeing himself from his own trap. Bobres stood taller and widened his stance. At last Enomewis blinked. “I killed your sister? An unfortunate mistake.”


    Voberen felt bile rise in her throat.


    “You were cutting off my dominion, Governor Voberen!” He spat her name as though it were something rancid. “Starving my animals, making them barren. I had to stop you.”


    She stared in horror as Enomewis approached her on all fours. “Of course, I should have remembered that you cannot kill an Ancient, no matter how hard you try!” Silence fell, and Enomewis stretched himself upright for the first time. His long hair sifted over his shoulders and parted to reveal a sheath of skin clinging to his bones. “We can’t even starve to death.”


    Voberen turned and retched violently. Creeping closer, Enomewis merely curled his lip and sniffed at the contents of Voberen’s stomach. “You have been eating well,” he accused. “I see you serve yourself instead of others, Governor Voberen.”


    “Do not cite the Laws against me, Enomewis. You have no right,” she muttered. He was much more animal than man now.


    Bobres stared at the Ancient’s emaciated body. “How you have suffered!”


    “Yes, Governor Bobres. See what your ‘Little One’ has done,” mocked Enomewis. “We should all learn the Circle of Law so well!”


    “Stop it,” cried Voberen, dropping to her knees, sobbing into her hands.


    Bobres’ fingers curled into fists and then he held out his hand to Enomewis. He cleared his throat and said, “We have come to invite you back to Drandsil, Enomewis. The Council needs you!” Enomewis stared, unmoved. “We have all made many mistakes, Enomewis. All of us. We need to leave that in the past and heal Cadeven. And your forest here.” Bobres’ sorrowful eyes grazed on the horrific form of the half-dead Ancient. “We must heal ourselves,” he added quietly.


    There was no time to reply, for a pack of silver-backed tanats loomed into view and circled behind Enomewis like fanged soldiers awaiting the call to battle. Their master dropped back to a crouch and eyed his prey smugly.


    Voberen looked up in panic. Her temples immediately tensed, and vines climbed silently and divided rapidly behind the tanats. With the faintest gesture, she directed Bobres’ attention to a tree beside them and whispered, “Take it down!”


    It took a moment for him to move, but then he pulled her backwards from the splitting ground that brought the massive trunk—and the freshly woven net of vines it anchored—smashing down in front of them. The tanats barked and howled at the confusion, but Voberen and Bobres did not stay to see if the trap had worked. They turned and ran as fast as they could.


    


    ***


    


    Enomewis escaped from the vine net easily, but he had to assist his tanats, and by the time they broke free, their attention went to the new wildlife scurrying about. He could not command them to pursue humans when easier prey ran underfoot. His rage mixed with compassion for his animals and reluctant admiration for Voberen’s quick action. Even the small animals found food in the vegetation that now laced the forest floor.


    And so could he. At first his stomach balked at the sensation of fullness, but he noticed that Voberen had sent mild fruits and herbs that soothed his weakened body and covered some of his rancor with relief.


    He followed the flight of Bobres and Voberen with keen interest and spurred it forward occasionally with wicked satisfaction by howling like a tanat. All the while, he kept himself hidden, choosing rather to watch and learn than confront them. He chased them long into the night, and in the morning he awoke before them and observed them together. His desire for vengeance abated as his fascination grew. He marveled that Voberen could do so much while running and scarcely sleeping or eating, and he reconsidered this formidable adversary. He watched the way the two related with one another, how they helped each other over rough ground and around obstacles. Something had changed from the days when he and Kimbir sat with Voberen in Bobres’ lessons. He saw more than teacher and pupil. They looked after each other with gestures of concern and seemed to read one another’s mind for unspoken needs.


    When Bobres and Voberen broke into the sunlight by the river, Enomewis stood in the last shadows of the forest and stretched, feeling a release of muscles and emotions that surprised him.


    


    ***


    


    Curled together at night beside the Blue Heather Canal, Bobres and Voberen did not speak. She lay her ear on his chest and strained to hear the comforting sound of his slow heartbeat—like the pulse of the earth—over the sounds of the wind in the branches, the burbling water, the chattering animals and the screaming thoughts in her mind. She did not recognize herself—humorless, scared, and riddled with self-doubt.


    Bobres, however, gave no indication of distress. When the morning came, and she had to let go of him, she knew it was time to tell him the truth.


    “Bobey,” she said in a way that immediately caught his attention.


    “What is it, Little One?”


    “When you asked for me to delay the coming of your heir…” His face darkened. She held his hand and hesitated. “I had already sent it forth.”


    Bobres sat straighter and looked at her. “I see.”


    “I should’ve told you,” she moaned.


    “You did the right thing,” he said quickly. “I never should have asked.”


    “I didn’t want to send it, Bobey. You made me.” Tears streamed from her eyes. “You made me recite. You...” She tried to read his face. “Bobey, what? What can I do? What do you want?” He sighed. “I’ll Listen,” she promised.


    He put his arm around her and wiped her eyes dry. “I need my Little One back. My dear, cheerful girl who makes my heart laugh.”


    “But—”


    “No more tears. I cannot have you worrying about me. Go back to shaving my beard when I sleep, or tripping me with plants.”


    Voberen laughed despite herself. She pressed into his embrace. “What else?”


    “Well, since we have less time now…Can we get some help to cross the desert?”


    “You mean an animal?”


    “Yes.”


    “A desert goat for the mountain goat?”


    “If that will work.” He smiled. “But nothing Enomewis could use against us.”


    “Let me think.”


    While Bobres scanned the horizon, Voberen searched her imagination. A moment later, a creature came over the rise of the bank and looked at them curiously. A second appeared behind it, sniffing the air.


    Bobres squeezed her arm. “Is it some kind of lizard? What are they?”


    Voberen walked up to the beasts and ran her hand gently from the smaller one’s cavernous, toothless mouth down its side to its powerful hind legs and long thick tail. Then she pulled herself onto it. “I’ll call it desgoat, for the desert…and for the old goat who’ll be riding it,” she said with a wink.


    “Desgoat,” repeated Bobres. With confidence, he threw his leg over the scaly back and mounted this new creature. It showed no concern for this, but shifted its tail to steady its balance. Voberen followed suit, stroking the desgoat’s scaly skin. Then the desgoats, sturdy but agile, sprang into movement, bounding forth with wide claws that sifted the sand. Their mouths hung open, cooling their bodies like gills. Bobres and Voberen leaned against the tan flanks to race across the desert to Drandsil.


    


    

  


  
    17-The King’s Ship


    


    Marki had hoped her lightheadedness would dissipate as they came down the mountain to thicker air, but fatigue and hunger still blurred her thinking and she found that her speech was disjointed and awkward. She squinted down the slope and pointed at a solitary grey-cloaked figure, hooded against the cold. It was climbing swiftly towards them. Her heart leapt. “Bobres! It’s Bobres! He must have seen the snow!” She began running, Andrek’s cloak billowing around her. “Bobres! Where’s Voberen? Is she all right?”


    “You again!” said Kimbir, shaking the hood from his head. “You always seem to be in the middle of things when Ancients are around!” he said pleasantly.


    Marki’s scream rang out. Deev looked at Andrek with horror. “Should I—?”


    “I’ll get the children,” said Andrek, sweeping Ega off the ground and grabbing Senner’s hand and running for cover.


    Deev turned to face Kimbir, who now advanced with Marki locked under his arm. Deev’s knees trembled, but his voice did not. “Let her go! She’s not the one you want!”


    Kimbir laughed, “Really? And who do I want?”


    “I thought…the Water—”


    “Yes, yes. The Water Child,” he smiled, surveying the snowy mountain. “She’s been working hard, I see.” Kimbir’s eyes fixed on Deev for a moment. “Are you an Ancient, too? Wind or something?” Deev blustered, and Kimbir laughed, shoving Marki towards him. “You’re a pretty pair of Faithfuls.”


    Turning to face the summit, Kimbir placed his hands on his hips and the air changed instantly. Marki and Deev gulped in the heat, dazed and exhausted by its weight. Almost immediately, the snow melted in tiny rivulets that rushed down the mountainside.


    Andrek reappeared on the slope above them, alone, and Kimbir turned to face him. “Another one! Have I seen you before?” Andrek did not answer, so Kimbir pressed. “What are you to the Water Child?”


    “I am her uncle, and her servant,” he said boldly. With a sad look at Kimbir’s Mantle, he added, “Have you come out of hiding then, Governor?”


    “So you know what this is,” said Kimbir casually. “Good for you. However, I prefer to be addressed by my new title: King.” His demeanor became serious. “Bring the Water Child to me,” he ordered.


    “I think not,” said Andrek calmly.


    “Don’t be a fool, boy,” said Kimbir smoothly. “Come with us.”


    Andrek did not move except to glance in the direction of Deev and Marki.


    “Think, boy. I have an army below ready to seize every living soul up here. They will not be gentle, you know. Will you not simply bring the girl to me and avoid any ugliness? You have my word that none of you will come to any harm.”


    “Is she to march the whole way? She is only a small child,” said Andrek.


    “Of course not. We have the barges.” said Kimbir.


    The river, thought Andrek. That’s Ega’s world… “As you insist, Governor,” he said with a knowing look at Deev. He disappeared back up the slope, but returned moments later carrying Ega. As he passed Marki and Deev, he whispered, “Tell the others not to worry. I won’t let anything happen to her.”


    “But—”


    “Don’t come!” he warned. “We need you safe.”


    


    ***


    


    Deev glanced at Marki again as they walked along the Lingori. “What do you mean you can’t read?”


    “I mean I haven’t learned how to read,” said Marki irritably.


    “How did you avoid learning?”


    “I liked you better when you were quiet, Deev,” she snapped.


    Deev looked down at Senner, whose shorter stride kicked up dust in an effort to keep pace. “Do you know how to read?”


    “Yes.”


    Marki grunted and turned so quickly that Senner bumped into her. She unshouldered her pack, and looked back up at Mount Ori, white and grey against a brilliant blue sky. It still looked immense. She turned her gaze back to the low lands and the stream gurgling in the dry riverbed beside them. Nearby, a willow bent for a drink. “Can you make it to that tree, Senner? Then we can rest in the shade.”


    Without complaint, Senner headed towards the tree, letting himself wander closer to the water’s edge. Marki and Deev walked more slowly now, but followed Senner’s path into the water, scooping handfuls to their faces.


    Wishing to try a new subject, Marki indicated Senner. “He’s a good little boy,” she said. “Not like his father at all.” Deev did not answer, so she continued more quietly. “He—his father—threw me in the well, and Vontu saved my life.” Deev’s face showed alarm, but still he remained silent. “The whole Village seemed to be watching and cheering him on…but Senner is so sweet.” Tears threatened to fall as she revisited the events that had taken her into this astonishing new life. She stooped and splashed her face again.


    As they reached the tree, their eyes met. With the shade on his face and his brow relieved of its sun squint, Deev looked so kind that she smiled. In the pale green light, Marki leaned back against the trunk. Senner curled beside her and she rubbed his back gently.


    The stillness calmed her, so she felt no irritation when Deev asked, “Why didn’t they like you in The Village?”


    Though she did not look at him, she knew he was watching her closely, and she hoped she was pretty to him. She thought before she gave her reply. “It’s as if they knew I was the Governor of Death even when I didn’t know. But they didn’t honor me for it like you and Andrek do. I knew nothing about Ancients or Governing. I just thought I was some kind of horrible…” Her voice choked and she fell silent.


    Deev’s brow furrowed. “You’re not.”


    Marki felt a tickle of joy. “Thanks.” She looked at him shyly. “Teach me to read?”


    “I would love to,” he beamed. “It’ll be easy because you’re smart.” He tugged at a slender twig absently and began bending and twisting it off.


    Marki studied the way his hair tumbled in locks around his ears. “Please forgive me, Deev.”


    “For what?” he asked.


    “I was rude…I was just worried about Andrek and Ega.”


    “Oh,” he said. “Me too.”


    “I hope Ega’s safe,” she said. “I wonder…if the wind can find her…?”


    


    ***


    


    The current pulled the lighter boats swiftly downstream, but Kimbir’s barge, taking up the rear, moved more slowly. Only a few men worked on deck, prodding with oars to keep the craft from running onto sandbanks in this shallow stretch of the river.


    When Kimbir discovered Ega’s blindness, his countenance took on a cast of genuine sympathy. He made sure that she was seated on the softest cushions and shaded well, and even verified that the temperature was comfortable for her. All of this he did without drawing attention, and Andrek realized that Kimbir’s own men were unaware that he was an Ancient.


    Now back in his regal attire, Kimbir sat grandly in a broad carved throne and surveyed the passing scenery. Ega remained cradled in Andrek’s arms, calmed by his presence. He told her of the light flashing on the water and the sway of the trees, trying to do what Senner had done in describing the world around her. Eventually her head fell to his shoulder in sleep, and Andrek leaned back against one of the posts holding the scarlet canopy.


    “She’s a gentle little creature,” said Kimbir, watching Ega with fixed interest.


    “She’s the dearest child I’ve ever known,” agreed Andrek. “Always kind. Never deceitful.”


    “I have seen you before. You reported the first sailboat sighting at the Northern Horn. I remember the hair. You did not squirm before Her Majesty. She did not like that about you.”


    Andrek did not answer, but he also remembered the meeting. It was the first time he had ever seen Riesa or Kimbir in person. He had been sent by his ship’s captain and had felt like a traitor to the Ancients. He remained guarded despite Kimbir’s beguiling manner.


    “I meant what I said, you know,” said Kimbir. “Neither of you will be hurt.”


    Two pairs of startling eyes—sapphires and emeralds—evaluated each other. Andrek swallowed. “What then? She can do very little without her Mantle, and she hasn’t been fully trained.”


    Kimbir reached under his seat and handed a grey cloth bundle to Andrek. “There. This is hers. Now she can make it rain anywhere.”


    “Anywhere you want?” challenged Andrek.


    “Anywhere she wants,” said Kimbir, with a casual wave. “If it helps the Realm, it helps me.”


    Andrek could not resist. “So you’re Serving Others to Serve Self.”


    Kimbir tucked a piece of dried fruit into his cheek and looked at Andrek with amusement. “Precisely.” He chewed thoughtfully. “Are you an Ancient?” he asked. “Wind?”


    “No,” replied Andrek steadily. “Just a Faithful.”


    As if to belie this answer, a sudden gust of wind shook the pavilion. It slapped the silk canopy angrily against its posts before lifting it completely from the platform and crashing it to the deck below.


    Ega awoke with a scream.


    “Well then that was a clever trick,” said Kimbir, standing and surveying the damage with only mild irritation. He descended proudly to the main deck and droned encouragement at the men as if all were routine, but he watched the river closely. Turning with his hands clasped behind his back in a controlled stance, he looked up to where Andrek wrapped Ega into her Mantle. He saw Andrek say something to her, and then the boat lurched abruptly. Kimbir regained his balance and spun to see if the barge had encountered a sandbank. Instead he saw that the water had dipped into glassy serenity, and the river—along with the barge—moved at a small fraction of its former speed.


    Kimbir wavered between anger and fascination, and finally he threw back his head and laughed loudly. He pointed up to Andrek and bellowed, “You—if I can win you—will be my best man!”


    He did not call the men to oars despite the slowed current. Instead, he released the guards from duty with a casual flick of his wrist and climbed back up to his platform. He sat back into his throne and watched Andrek and Ega whisper back and forth until Ega once again dozed off to sleep on the cushions beside her uncle.


    For a while, Kimbir and Andrek studied each other in silence.


    “You don’t like me,” said Kimbir, without offense.


    “I don’t understand you,” corrected Andrek. “You had everything in Drandsil and you gave it up for gold.”


    “And that upsets you.”


    “‘Understanding and Anger Cannot Live Together’,” replied Andrek.


    “Circle of Law.”


    “You remember.”


    Kimbir leaned forward. “You know the whole thing by heart?”


    “I do.”


    “Recite it all the time, do you?” Kimbir’s tone was lightly mocking.


    Andrek leaned forward too. “I live it all the time.”


    “And what has that got you?”


    “Everything.”


    “Everything what? You’re a skiff boy in the army.”


    There was a pause. “I am more,” said Andrek.


    “I see that,” said Kimbir appreciatively. He liked the fire in this youth. “Well, Andrek of Abduran—traitor to the Realm!” Here he winked away the danger. “Tell me why you care so much about the Circle of Law. Tell me why I should care.” He looked out at the mystically slow river. “We have time, it seems.”


    


    ***


    


    “I want to swim!” announced Ega when she woke up.


    “Nonsense,” said Kimbir. “The river is much too deep here. You’ll drown.”


    Andrek’s eyes shone. “Do you forget who you’re talking to?”


    Kimbir laughed. “At least tether her to the side. I don’t want to lose her. It’s taken me a great deal of trouble to find her.”


    Ega reached toward the sound of Andrek’s voice. He took her hand and led her to the lower deck. Kimbir stayed nearby, leaning on the rails. When Ega and Andrek slipped into the water, they both cried out in surprise, for the current ran warmer than usual. Andrek looked up to where Kimbir watched and nodded his thanks.


    “Deev’s in the water!” chirped Ega.


    “No, Ega. He’s surely on his way to Drandsil.”


    “Yes, but he’s in the new river that the melting snow made. He’s bathing,” she said without embarrassment.


    “But that would mean—Ega can you hear him that far away? Out through the Ignori to the sea, and back in through the Lingori River?”


    “Of course!” she laughed, letting herself sink below the surface.


    “The Mantle,” mused Andrek.


    With a flourish, Ega burst up for air. “Do you think maybe the wind speaks to Vontu? I mean, do you think he can hear us?”


    “We can hope,” said Andrek, thinking of Isbi—and her sister. “Is anyone else in the river?” he asked, trying to sound indifferent.


    “Mm-hmm,” said Ega, wiping drops from her nose. “Marki.”


    Andrek submerged his face to cool his blush, and his heart pounded at the idea of Marki’s skin, glistening with sunlit water.


    When they boarded again, Kimbir said pleasantly, “It seems my show of power on the mountain has unwittingly watered the desert. The Lingori is flowing again, is it?”


    “You heard us?” asked Ega.


    “You have a child’s cheerful voice, and it carries on the breeze,” said Kimbir mildly. “I should think a soft rain would be welcome almost anywhere by now. Shall we begin?”
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    “She’s what?!” roared Riesa.


    “Blind, my dear,” said Kimbir, enjoying her reaction.


    “Do you have any idea how many fine gowns and trinkets I’ve had made for her? All wasted! She can’t even see how grand they are. How am I supposed to charm her now?”


    “Perhaps she will require us to be kind in other ways.”


    “What other ways? What you talking about?” Riesa sat with her arms folded.


    Kimbir wanted to tell her that she looked like a petulant child, but decided against it. “Let me handle her, Riesa,” he soothed, gliding closer.


    “You do that,” she spat.


    “I have Vowed to help what child comes to us rise to her true glory.”


    “What child comes to us, or what child we take?”


    Kimbir ignored this comment. “Besides, the boy Andrek will help. She won’t let anyone else near her without him, so if she is happy with him and he is happy to stay, it makes our task simpler. Not to worry, darling.”


    “I don’t want some Faithful interfering with our plans.”


    “He’s isolated from the others, darling. He can’t harm us here. Everything is perfect. There is no reason for us to be unpleasant or upset.”


    Riesa sighed. “There’s another child coming to us, Kimbir.”


    Kimbir blinked. “What do you—?” Then his hands slid to her slender waist and he glowed with excitement. “Are you sure? A baby? This is wonderful news!”


    


    ***


    


    Word that Andrek was favored of the King spread quickly through the ranks of soldiers, and Faithful insiders fumed at the perceived betrayal. Andrek, however, knew nothing of the animosity as the days blended together through almost a moon without hope of escape. They were never without guards nearby. Their movements were followed and—Andrek assumed—reported to the King. All the regal pomp and comfort surrounding them masked the fact that they were prisoners of the Realm. He wondered if any attempt were being made to rescue them.


    Ega’s curls had grown past her shoulders since their arrival in Gallah, and sometimes they tumbled in her face. Dimples adorned her cheeks, and her eyes, though sightless, shone with innocence and life. She wandered about the castle cheerfully, unaware that people bowed in awed respect to her.


    “The people are very happy about the rain,” said Kimbir, falling into step with Andrek and Ega in the corridor one morning. “I understand it has even fallen in the desert, which must mean Drandsil is getting some relief, too.” He said this without guile and gently placed his hand on Ega’s head. “Well done.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Do you want your Mantle today, or do you like this fine dress?”


    “The Mantle, please.”


    “We’re visiting Her Elegance,” Kimbir hinted. Ega stiffened. “I’ve brought these little silver bells on a bracelet for you,” he said, taking her hand and slipping the jingling ornaments around her wrist.


    She shook her arm close to her ear and smiled. “Oh, I like this. Thank you!”


    “Good, good,” said Kimbir. “You can put on the Mantle after you see the Queen, all right?”


    Andrek could not help grinning. He appreciated that Kimbir always found ways to give her finery she could actually enjoy. For a moment, his mind flashed to Marki and he wondered how she would look, dressed as Ega and adorned with silver.


    As if reading his thoughts, Kimbir asked, “Should we send for her?”


    “Sir?”


    “The girl,” said Kimbir.


    “Oh,” said Andrek. “I really don’t—”


    “He misses her!” said Ega. “He never used to talk about girls at all, but he always says how smart and brave and pretty Marki is. I thought she was pretty, too. And she was—”


    Andrek hugged Ega tightly to his chest in an effort to muffle her chatter. He hoped she would not reveal that Marki was an Ancient.


    “I have ways of getting messages through,” said Kimbir. “Even to Drandsil.”


    Andrek thought quickly. “Ega’s parents, too?”


    Kimbir paused for a moment. He patted Ega’s back. “Of course. They will be our welcome guests.” They reached the throne room door and the guards came to attention. “Shall we go in?” asked Kimbir brightly.


    Andrek bowed and followed the King and Ega in. A short distance before the platform, he and Ega stopped while Kimbir continued up the three steps to his own throne beside the Queen.


    Riesa summoned her most winning smile. “It would seem that we need to promote you, Andrek of Abduran,” she said, coolly. She sounded rehearsed. “By bringing you into a position of authority, the Realm would be able to recompense you properly for your services to the Water Child. We also could allow you greater liberties.”


    Andrek felt his stomach jolt. “How kind of you, Your Elegance. What would be my duties?”


    Riesa waved her hand in a slow arc. “Why, continue as you have, helping the girl. Accompany her when she travels. Confer with His Elegance about the use of water in the Realm and guide the child in her efforts. You’ll have servants at your command, as you wish, and guards will accompany you as your protective escorts.”


    A shadow passed fleetingly across Andrek’s face. “Thank you,” he said, bowing deeply to hide his frustration.


    When he arose, his face red, Riesa stood tall to accept his gratitude. Snapping her fingers, she beckoned a servant who held a parchment scroll tied in scarlet ribbon. He opened it ceremoniously and handed it to her. Affecting a booming voice, she read, “Be it known unto the citizens of the Realm that Andrek of Abduran has been granted by The Regency of Gallah, the position of Official Adviser. He shall henceforth be addressed as Lord Andrek, revered and obeyed by soldiers and citizens alike throughout the Realm.”


    Andrek looked over at Kimbir with alarm, but the Ancient’s face showed no emotion.


    “Well, Lord Andrek? Does this please you?” she asked.


    He bowed again. “Yes, Your Elegance. Thank you.”


    


    ***


    


    Larna marched up the steps of the Council Chambers and leaned her whole weight into the door, grunting loudly. For a moment, her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the shadows and the brightness of the cone of sunlight that fell from the circular window in the dome.


    Vontu jumped to his feet and rounded the table. “Larna? Is that you?” He came to her with outstretched hands. “Do you remember me? I was the one who told you about Quan. Did the ship arrive safely? Is Quan here?”


    “You!” she blushed. “I didn’t know you were an Ancient, too!”


    Bobres ran past them to the door and pulled it open. They heard him yell, “Quan! You querulous old man!” He disappeared and returned a moment later carrying Quan like a baby. The oldest Ancient sang about the desert sun and kicked his feet together happily like a child.


    Bobres let Quan slip to his feet, where he stood barely reaching Bobres’ shoulder. “This is the Governor of Music!” said Bobres, laughing with pleasure.


    Isbi rose and came to him. “We’ve met. Remember? I’m carrying your heir.”


    Larna’s eyes popped wide. “Well, the Ancients bless you for that!” She jerked her head at Quan. “If your baby is half the trouble he is, you’ll have plenty to keep you busy!”


    Bobres laughed. “’Truth is Recognized!’ You have come in time, Quan! We have a problem to solve.”


    “If what you need are tricks and pranks, he’ll be great help,” snorted Larna. “Don’t know much beyond that!”


    “I think tricks are just what we need!” said Voberen, as she ushered Quan to his chair. “Have a seat and tell us about your journey. And then tell us how to gather the rest of the Council without starting a terrible fight with the Realm!”


    The great Circle Stone now stood on stout pillars so that it served as a table, around which sat nine tall-backed chairs. Bobres stood, leaning on the back of his chair with his elbows smiling at Quan when someone else entered the chambers.


    It was Banthor. He cleared his throat and held up a parchment. “For the Ancients, from the Realm.”


    Bobres showed obvious surprise. “Thank you, Banthor,” he said, and received the parchment with interest. He shook his head at the pretentious beaten gold ribbon and tapped it open with his Gift. It clinked lightly to the ground.


    “It comes from Andrek in Gallah!” He said. Frowning, he added, “Lord Andrek!”


    Marki had a sudden spasm of coughs. When she recovered, she suggested that Hallah, Nicolen and Deev be brought in to hear the news. Banthor left swiftly, returning shortly thereafter with Andrek’s family and friend.


    Bobres handed the letter to Hallah. “A letter has arrived from your brother. Would you please read it to the Council?” He gestured to Nicolen, Deev and Banthor to fill the empty seats at the Circle Stone. They did so with reverence, and Marki reached her hand to Deev’s arm as he sat beside her. They exchanged a solemn look and turned their attention to Hallah, who shook as she read.


    


    “To the Council of Ancients at Drandsil, from Lord Andrek, Adviser to the Regency,”


    


    The room filled with whispers. Hallah continued more slowly.


    


    “As my title suggests, I have found favor with the The King and Queen, and I hope that a peaceful meeting of His Elegance and the Ancients can be made soon. The Governor of Water is safe and extremely well-tended. She and I are never parted, and that has comforted both of us, but she naturally wishes her parents to be near her. Consequently, I have obtained permission to send for Nicolen and Hallah of Abduran, with safe escorts, to come to Gallah and reside as guests in the palace.”


    


    Hallah clutched the parchment to her chest, and Nicolen stepped behind her.


    


    “I have also received permission to send for the Faithful girl, Marki of The Village, to be a guest. Her Gift for storytelling would be most welcome, and her presence an uplifting influence for the Governor of Water.”


    


    Everyone turned and looked at Marki, whose mouth shrank into a tiny circle.


    


    “Please send word soon, by the messenger commissioned to bear this invitation, or by other means. The King is expanding his Knowledge, and I feel great hope for the Realm.


    This Truth be Recognized, that I am your Faithful servant,


    Andrek of Abduran.”


    


    Bobres looked at Marki, who sat with her knees tucked up into her arms and her bare toes curled over the rim of the chair.


    Voberen broke the stunned silence. “Is this good or bad? Have we lost Andrek?”


    “No!” cried Hallah. “No. He is sending us hidden messages. He knows the Regency is reading this. Whenever he wrote to us from Gallah, he used these phrases from the Circle of Law. This ‘Truth is Recognized’ always means that it is absolutely sure. He didn’t create a lie. ‘I am your Faithful servant’ means he is still a Faithful. I know it!” She turned to Nicolen. “I want to go. I want to go to Ega.”


    Nicolen shook his head almost imperceptibly. “I don’t know.”


    “You don’t know? We can go to Ega and bring her here! The Governors have been in council all this time trying to come up with a plan to rescue her and now we can go to her without fear! What don’t you know, Nic?”


    The room echoed and rang to silence. At last Nicolen spoke. “Andrek says she’s safe. That was our greatest concern. He also said we’d be guests there, not that we could bring her home. She’s sending rain this far, so they must have found her Mantle. If she’s where she can do some good and she is protected from the Worshippers...”


    “They are still haunting the Ignori,” said Vontu grimly. “If she left Gallah, they might try to take her.”


    “Nicolen!” whimpered Hallah.


    “We are needed here. People are coming in from all over Cadeven every day.”


    “Let the other Faithfuls help them gather. I want to go!”


    Bobres said, “It may not be safe there. What if first we determine what will happen between the Ancients and the Realm, if indeed Governor Kimbir wishes to meet? Then we can find a way to bring Ega to Drandsil.”


    Nicolen held Hallah in his muscular arms. “Darling, she’s safe because she Governs water and Riesa wants her safe, and Andrek is with her—now with authority. We, however, mean nothing to the Realm.”


    “Do you trust Andrek still?” asked Bobres.


    Hallah looked at Bobres resolutely. “With my daughter’s life.”


    “What about Governor Marki?” croaked Deev.


    Marki’s foot slid off the chair and thudded against the floor. “What about me?”


    “He sent for you,” said Deev flatly.


    Bobres took the parchment from Hallah and reread it. “He calls her the ‘Faithful girl, Marki’, which leads me to believe he is keeping her calling a secret.” He looked at Marki. “It could be very helpful to have you there gathering information and sending it to us through the elements as you have done in the past. You can show Ega how to do it, too. She may ‘hear’ through the water, but she obviously has not learned to send messages to us.”


    “Yes,” agreed Voberen. “And Marki might have more freedom to leave because she is not the child’s family.”


    “Or she might not,” said Isbi, looking at Marki. “It could also be very dangerous if they discover who you are and decide not to let you go.”


    Marki looked at her sister. “I’m not afraid.” She pulled her foot back up onto the chair and hugged her knees. “He said my ‘gift for storytelling’ could be useful. Do you think he really meant that, or that I might need to use…my other Gift?”


    “I don’t know,” admitted Hallah.


    “What about my Mantle?”


    “Keep it with you,” said Voberen.


    “Hidden,” added Vontu quickly.


    “What is the part about Kimbir’s knowledge expanding?” asked Bobres.


    “Humility,” said Hallah emphatically. “He means that Kimbir’s pride is softening. The Law says, ‘Pride Leads to Ignorance, Humility to Knowledge’.”


    Bobres smiled. “If Ega and Andrek have been teaching him already, he may truly be considering a return to the Council.”


    “Andrek can be very persuasive,” said Deev.


    “Kimbir can be won back. I know it,” said Isbi.


    Bobres gestured to Marki. “Well, ‘Faithful girl’?”


    “I’ll go.”


    “Not alone,” said Deev.


    “We can’t spare another Ancient,” said Voberen. Then she saw the look that Deev gave to Marki and a smile curled onto her lips. She stood and looked up at the window above them. “But someone should watch over her, as an additional messenger who is unseen in the castle-city. Don’t you think, Bobres?”


    “Of course.”


    A pale blue bird with vast wings appeared in the window above, floating back and forth. As it descended into the Chambers, it grew. When it touched down beside Deev, Voberen dropped back into her seat. Turning to Deev, she said, “I heard you were fond of birds. What do you think of this one? He should let you ride him.”


    Deev gawked as the bird—as tall as himself—preened its feathers with a slender beak, eying him keenly. A second bird floated downwards.


    “New life must come in pairs,” said Voberen. “I think I’ll call them cloudbirds because they look like clouds. Well, Deev? Would you mind going with Marki and keeping watch over her? You can come get help if trouble arises, and your home is right there in the city.”


    Deev stammered his willingness and looked wide-eyed at Marki. She grinned back at him. Bobres chuckled, “This will be an adventure!”


    


    ***


    


    “I think Ega would like to hear the sounds of Gallah,” said Andrek. “Perhaps after a short walk, we can go out to the seashore?”


    “Easily arranged,” said Kimbir. “We need to send the tribute officers out again. They can go with you and make the trip more fruitful.”


    Andrek stared at him. “Fruitful?”


    Kimbir shifted slightly. “By that I simply mean that we can use one company of guards for both of you.” He stood taller with his hands clasped behind his back.


    “But we are not associated with gathering gold for the Realm,” objected Andrek politely. “We wouldn’t want to imply that Ega requires it. If we went out with the tribute officers, people might think—”


    “Yes, people might think,” said Kimbir curtly. “But we cannot control what people think.”


    “We can guide or misguide it,” replied Andrek. He paused. “Thank you, but perhaps we will wait for another time after all, Governor.”


    As Andrek crossed through a lower hall towards the large central stairs, he wondered whether or not he should tell Ega of Kimbir’s suggestion. Mixed with the sound of his own thoughts, he heard muffled steps above him. Looking up, he saw a flash of red, and one of the giant silver etchings that hung from the long mezzanine balcony slid down the wall toward him. It seemed to fall very slowly, for something so enormous, and yet he barely had time to throw himself sideways before it clanged to the floor. The giant sheet of metal missed him initially, but then toppled across his legs, pinning them to the ground.


    His eyes caught hold of the massive crack in the floor caused by the blow, and he felt physically sick. Too dizzy to call for help, he let his body drop backwards and he tried to block out the pain.


    


    ***


    


    Marki and Deev landed on the west side of the Ignori, not far from where they had first met. The flight from Drandsil on the cloudbirds had been exhilarating, not only for the sensation of soaring through the sky on a tame bird, but for doing so together. Marki had laughed much of the way, delighting in the things they could see. Although they had not been able to speak, they had communicated with gestures and facial expressions. Now she had to go on alone.


    “How will I know where you are?” asked Deev, his voice hoarse from the cold air of their flight.


    “I’ll hang something from the window. White—for the Circle Stone.”


    “Good. I’ll be able to see that from far away.” Deev looked at her. “Please be careful.”


    “I will. You haven’t taught me how to read yet, so I have something important to look forward to. Soon, I hope,” she said. “Thank you, Deev. I feel better knowing you’re not far away. Watch for me to wave at the sky when no one is looking, and then follow me, and we can meet privately. To report what I learn,” she added with a laugh. “This is exciting!”


    “Yes.” He heaved a sigh, studying her face to chisel its image in his mind. Before he could finish, she squeezed his hand tightly and ran toward the bridge. Shivering more with emotion than cold, he wrapped his cloak tighter and mounted his cloudbird again. In the air, he glided as low as he dared, always keeping her in sight. By urging the bird slightly to one side, he passed his shadow over her head.


    Marki looked up and waved. Although she could not see the pale bird against the soft autumn sky, she knew he was there. He took care to guide her with the shadow, streaking before her through the streets of Gallah to the gates of the palace.


    Showing her invitation to the guards, she was soon admitted into the palace and summoned before the King and Queen.


    “What a pretty little thing!” purred Riesa, glancing over at Kimbir. “So this is Lord Andrek’s darling love.”


    Marki, in a flowing mauve gown, stared down at her embroidered shoes. Bobres had found the clothing in Ziboren’s closet, and Hallah had helped her alter the dress to look like the palace finery. Beneath this, she wore the soft Mantle tunic, carefully concealed.


    “Marki of The Village, is it?” asked Kimbir. She merely bowed in response. “You have come at a fortunate time. Lord Andrek has recently been injured and is unable to move about as easily as he would wish. You will keep him company and help with the child. I hear that you are a masterful story teller.”


    “Thank you, Your Elegance,” said Marki, unsure of anything else she could say. Her chest felt tight with worry, but she noted something different in Kimbir’s eyes from their last encounter.


    “I see the girl’s parents did not come with you,” said Riesa.


    “No, Your Elegance,” answered Marki. “They were unable to make the journey.”


    “Ah, such a pity!” said the Queen with obvious relief. “Well, you are a most welcome guest. The guards will escort you up to Lord Andrek’s chambers now. We hope you will enjoy your stay here.”


    “Thank you, Your Elegance,” said Marki quietly.


    She turned to the guards who snapped into formation around her and led her through a series of passageways and up two flights of stairs to a door at the end of a corridor. They announced her arrival with rapping knuckles and a bold, “Lord Andrek’s guest has arrived.” The guards then filed to either side of the door and took their posts. When nothing happened, one guard said, “You can go in now.”


    “Oh. Thank you.” As she closed the door behind her, she was knocked from behind by a small, strong force. She looked down and found Ega clinging to her legs. Dropping to her knees, Marki held the girl, overwhelmed with gratitude that she had been able to come. “Ega! You’re all right. Can you see again?”


    “No,” said Ega. “But they announced you and—”


    “Hello, Governor.”


    Marki felt Andrek’s deep voice ring in her body, and she stood to meet his piercing gaze. He leaned with one hand on an arch that led to a windowed circular sitting room. One leg was bent slightly behind him, bearing no weight. Her breath stopped half way down her throat when he smiled shyly at her. She had forgotten how handsome he was.


    Patting Ega’s hair, she moved over to Andrek. He wordlessly took her into an embrace. He felt softer than she remembered, but still strong, and he did not let go of her until she backed away to look at him. Tucking her arm behind him, she helped him towards a long chaise and they sat down. “You’ve been hurt. What happened?”


    A little too brightly, he said, “Ega, could you bring us some water, please?”


    “Of course!” Tracing the walls with her hand, the little girl disappeared into the next room where they could hear her pouring water.


    Andrek whispered, “Someone tried to kill me. Ega doesn’t know.”


    “What does she think happened?”


    “I tripped and fell down the stairs.”


    “That’s easy enough to believe with so many rugs everywhere. I stumbled once myself.”


    Ega reappeared in the doorway with two chalices, and Marki sprang to her feet to retrieve the drinks. Andrek forced a laugh. “She’s quite clever, don’t you think, Governor? Gets around better than I do now!”


    Ega’s face became serious. “Where are my parents?”


    “They’re both well,” said Marki, unsure of how to explain. “But—”


    “I understand,” said Ega with a furrowed brow.


    “They love you very much. Hallah cried and cried to come—”


    “I understand,” said Ega again. “Uncle Andrek said it might be a while until the Ancients and Faithfuls are gathered.”


    Marki stared at the little girl in wonder. “Yes. Yes, it might be a while, and they are very much needed there because they are such strong Faithfuls, and skillful.”


    “How is the progress with the gathering?” asked Andrek. “We get no information here. Guards and servants everywhere, but no one will tell me anything, despite my honored title.”


    “There are hundreds and hundreds of people living in Drandsil now,” said Marki. “From Tepor, The Village, Notaren—even some from Gallah and Denute. There’s still a contingency of soldiers in Abduran, so we haven’t been able to evacuate them safely yet.” She put her hand on Ega’s shoulder. “You have been so good with the rain. You’d never know we had a drought. Even the desert—well it’s not a desert anymore!”


    The little girl’s pleasure shone in her sightless eyes, and Marki was struck by the child’s dignified manner. Palace life suited her without spoiling her.


    “Is Governor Voberen well?” asked Andrek fondly.


    “They all are,” answered Marki. “We’d been trying to decide how to bring Ega back to Drandsil when your letter came.”


    Ega put her hand on Marki’s knee. “We can find a way out now that you’re here.”


    “Oh! I almost forgot. Do you have a white blanket or…a shirt perhaps?”


    “What for?” asked Andrek.


    “To signal Deev,” she said, rising to look around the room.


    “Deev!” cried the other two.


    “He’s up in the sky somewhere on a cloudbird!”


    “He’s what?”


    “Voberen gave us a pair of pale blue birds. They can’t be seen from the ground, but they’re enormous and tame. We rode them all the way from Drandsil!”


    “In the air? Flying?” marveled Andrek.


    Ega could not contain her excitement and clapped her hands. “Oh, I wish I could see it!”


    Andrek sat straighter, thinking. “You could take Ega back on a bird with Deev!”


    “Yes, we considered that,” said Marki. “But the Council wants me to stay for a little while to see what we can learn about the Realm’s plans. When we’ve gotten word to Drandsil, they’ll advise us if we should try.”


    “Of course we should,” said Andrek.


    “And leave you behind?” said Marki. “You could be blamed for treachery!”


    “But you could use your Gift to protect me,” he said.


    “I know, but I’d rather not have to. Keeping you alive if you’ve been mortally wounded…Well, it isn’t a good idea. You’d suffer so much. We need to plan this carefully.” She looked at the window again. “I need something white to signal where I am.”


    “My pillow,” said Andrek. “It’s white. Can you get it for me, Ega? We’ll put it in the window.”


    Ega went out of the room again, happily dragging her fingers along the wall to find her way. Andrek shifted on the chaise. Marki took a moment to examine the luxurious accommodations of the round tower room. By the time she looked back at Andrek, she felt embarrassed, out of place in the luxurious surroundings.


    They both spoke at once.


    “Someone tried to kill you?”


    “Deev is here with you?”


    “Yes,” they laughed.


    “Thank you for coming,” said Andrek. “I needed someone I could trust.” He pulled up his pant leg, and she recoiled in horror at the dark bruises that covered his shins. “A decorative hanging fell and just missed crushing my head.”


    “How?”


    “I saw the red of a soldier’s uniform.”


    She sat down next to him and lowered her voice. “You think Kimbir—?”


    “No,” sighed Andrek. “He promised I’d be safe.” He looked at Marki pointedly. “I believe he meant it.”


    “But then..?”


    “I think the Queen may have taken matters into her own hands.” He spoke quickly. “She’s the mind behind the cruelty, Marki. Governor Kimbir is not unkind. He loves the power, true, but he has been very good to me—and wonderful to Ega. Like a doting father.”


    “I can imagine,” said Marki dryly.


    “You must have read my letter,” he said.


    “Hallah read it to all of us in the Chambers,” said Marki, glad that she could speak truth without revealing her inability to read.


    “Then you know I’ve been given authority. If you stayed here in Gallah…” He moved slightly closer. “They might grant you some title that would help us to…” His hand went to her arm, and she felt a tingle rise from his touch to the top of her head. “We could work with the Realm until the rest of the Council has been gathered…” He leaned forward. “You could…”


    Marki found it hard to breathe as she tried to interpret what he was saying. Her vision blurred, and she felt his body wrapping around her. The velvet press of his warm lips against her mouth sent her tossing in a changing tide of emotions and she felt as if she might explode with fear or joy or surprise.


    “Here it is!” chirped Ega.


    The room spun abruptly to a halt. Marki’s eyes opened and settled for an instant on Andrek’s face. He was glowing with a look of excitement and hope. Marki leapt to her feet and took the pillow from Ega’s arms to the window. There she held it close to steady her nerves, afraid to look back at Andrek—or out the window for Deev.


    


    ***


    


    “Darling, will you not come see the child? She really is quite charming.” Kimbir leaned with one knee on the bed and slid his hand down his wife’s side.


    Turned away from him, she whined, “I’m tired.”


    He pulled himself behind her and draped his arm around her waist, kissing her hair. Though she did not want to, she trembled at his touch. Something in it had changed, but she could not determine what. She rolled to her back and his palm came to rest on her abdomen, which he caressed.


    “You’re growing fast.”


    Riesa sighed and fingered a lock of her hair while watching his face. “Why are you so very gentle all of the time now?”


    Kimbir laughed. “Was I not gentle before?”


    “You were…different. Full of passion.”


    His brow shot up in amusement and he let out a playful growl, clutching her body closer for an instant. She pushed him back, and studied him. “You’re softer now.”


    He propped himself up on his elbow and prodded his stomach with his fingers. “No, my dear. I’m as strong as ever.”


    “Not like that,” she groused. Part of her liked the change—he was more tender and attentive—but part of her harbored suspicion. “It’s as if you care more about that girl than the Realm.”


    “But darling, she’s helping the Realm. Crops everywhere are flourishing. Tributes are coming in by cart loads!”


    Riesa did not want to accept this. “She’s not very measured about where she sends the rain. Why help Drandsil?”


    “Her parents are there, darling. Do you blame her? Besides, she isn’t the one who places the clouds. She merely—”


    “So she is working with the other Ancients,” said Riesa sharply, sitting up. “Why can’t we get rid of them and have her work alone?”


    Kimbir shifted awkwardly. “It’s complicated, dear. Obviously she isn’t communicating with them, but they are better when they work together, stronger and able to do more. And really, darling, if they help everyone, they help us.”


    Riesa spat an oath and turned away from him. “There you go with that talk. You sound like some fool Faithful.”


    “I am what the ‘fool Faithfuls’ are about, darling. Please don’t forget that. If you would let it be known that I am—”


    She turned like a panther provoked. “We are not ruling with the Ancients. You are a King, remember? Not an old man in a grey robe. If Cadeven finds out you are an Ancient, the Faithfuls will rise up.”


    “Cool your wrath, my kitten,” he said. He reached for her and she submitted. “We will still be the voice that rules.”


    


    ***


    


    Deev watched the cloudbirds take flight with confidence that they would return soon. A moon had passed while he watched Gallah from the skies, but though the streets were old to him, Marki’s face was ever new, even after several secret visits. Over the din of his heartbeat, he became aware that she was speaking.


    “I can see why they like it,” she said. She looked out at the sea. “The feasts, the clothes…” Her hands ran over the fine brocade of the gown she wore.


    “But it doesn’t fill you here,” he said, pointing to his heart.


    “Exactly!” she agreed.


    He looked out across the water. “I know.”


    “I keep forgetting that you were raised with riches.”


    “Riches are what you value,” he said. “They can be anything…or anyone. Something you can touch, or something you can know.”


    Marki’s eyes grew thoughtful. “In a way, I have it better than Ega, or even Andrek. Unless I’m telling stories, people in the palace take no notice of me. I think it would be harder to give up that kind of life if I were in the center of all the attention.”


    Deev hesitated. “Is Andrek fond of being in the ‘center of all the attention’?”


    Marki waited a long time to answer. “He has changed,” she said at last. Deev remained silent, but watched her every expression. “He’s still a Faithful—absolutely—but he’s a Lord in the Realm, too. Does that sound unkind?” Deev shook his head. “He’s been wonderful in helping Ega think of ways to use the water to help. She’s even changing the speed of the currents to allow ships easier access to ports. She’s able to do so much good, but I know it would be even better, working with the others in Drandsil.”


    “Any chance of escape?”


    “No. Ega always has ‘protective escorts’. There’d be no way to get her to a cloudbird unseen. I only get away because no one cares,” she laughed. “I wish I could get away more often. I don’t like it there much, except for the dancing.”


    “Dancing?”


    Marki’s demeanor brightened. “Oh yes, I forgot to tell you. While his leg mended, Andrek taught the court many old songs from Abduran. His mother was a musician, but you probably knew that.” Deev nodded. “Well, now we all sing her songs and dance like this.” She took Deev’s hands and moved back and forth to a lilting cadence that she hummed.


    Deev was delighted to feel her touch and hear her sing, to watch her move so gracefully, so beautifully adorned. The chill of autumn afternoon made her cheeks pink. He liked her big smile, full of life. Her melody faded and they fell still, but did not let go of each other. Deev shifted closer and looked at her beaming face. So near to her, he felt an unexpected pain. With a solemn sigh, he let go of her hands. “Are you in love with Andrek?”


    “Oh Deev,” she whispered. “How can I know that? I’m so young. I’ve only just turned seventeen.”


    “You know…that I love you?”


    “Yes. I’ve known without you ever saying it, but I—”


    “Don’t love me back,” he finished sadly.


    Marki touched his cheek. “That isn’t what I was going to say. Please give me time to sort it all out, Deev.”


    “You mean which one of us you want?”


    Marki looked at the ground between them and said nothing for a moment. “Time will do more to you than it will to me, Deev.” He searched her face for understanding, and she continued, “If I’m to live two hundred years as an Ancient, I’ll have to watch almost everyone I care about die. I’ll have to live on without them. It’s a little frightening to think of being in love, and then losing that love. Bobres Vowed and had to watch his wife die. Voberen remained alone all those years. I don’t know which was the right choice, or if there is a right choice. I have no idea what to do about love. I know what I feel, but that isn’t the same thing as knowing what to do. Not when I’m an Ancient. It’s…different.”


    “I had never thought of all of that,” he said sadly. “I had no idea...I won’t mention it again, but…know that my heart already belongs to you. If or when you ever want it, you need only claim it.”


    


    

  


  
    19-Lessons


    


    Kimbir felt triumphant as he and Ega stepped outside the gates of the palace with the guards following at a distance behind. He no longer needed Andrek, for Ega went with him willingly. He had won her heart. While Andrek and Marki remained behind in the terraced gardens, Kimbir walked hand-in-hand with the dimpled girl through the streets of Gallah. They attracted little attention because, except for the finery, they looked like any father and daughter out for a walk. The guards watched closely, but kept at a distance.


    Kimbir and Ega talked about her time in Abduran, and he realized that he was happy she had grown up so far from the reach of the Realm in a place where cares were lighter. Sometimes he shared a story of his own childhood in Drandsil, but whenever he did so, he found memories of his time on the Council flooding back. He was alarmed that the images kindled fond feelings for Bobres and Voberen, and he quickly changed the subject.


    Ega stopped in her tracks and frowned. “Do you hear that?”


    Kimbir looked around passively. “Hear what?”


    “Crying,” she said. “I hear crying.”


    This time Kimbir searched his surroundings more carefully. Merchants and grocers called out their wares. Mothers bustled along with their children. Some men hammered at a roof.


    “There!” Ega pointed in the direction of an alley, though she could not see it.


    Kimbir peered into the darkness and saw a girl, not much older than Ega, wearing a thin tunic. She was shivering and sobbing into her knees as she sat huddled against the autumn chill.


    “Why, yes. There is a girl, but—”


    “Please bring her here,” said Ega earnestly.


    Kimbir hesitated, and then signaled to one of the guards with a shrug. A moment later, the girl stood nervously in front of the King and the famed Water Child. She bowed her head and wiped away her tears.


    “Why are you crying?” asked Ega. The girl looked at Ega with wide eyes, but said nothing. “Are you hurt?” prodded Ega, unaware that the girl she faced was terrified.


    “I’m cold and hungry,” the girl answered simply.


    “Why don’t you go home and eat?” asked Ega.


    The girl stared at Ega for a moment, and then realized that the Water Child could not see her. She couldn’t see that she wore the clothes of a farm girl from the Low Mountains. Home was far away.


    “I…I can’t, Your Elegance,” stammered the girl. “It’s too far.”


    “Ega, my dear,” interjected Kimbir, not liking the way his private outing was going. “We still have to—”


    “Come home with me,” suggested Ega to the girl. “You can have something to eat, and here…” She removed her own blue cape. “Put this on if you’re cold.”


    The girl stared at the velvety cape in awe. Her eyes welled with tears. “No, Your Elegance, I couldn’t take this. It’s much too fine.”


    “Oh, I have another,” said Ega. “Come, let’s go home.” She took the girl’s hand and tugged at Kimbir’s sleeve. “Can we go home now, Kimbir?”


    Kimbir stared down at the two girls, speechless. He saw the bright joy in Ega’s face, something even her beloved jingling bracelet had not given her. He saw the blooming adoration in the eyes of the poor waif they had found.


    “Of course,” he sighed. “We shall give your little friend a feast and find her a warm place to sleep.”


    When he turned to the guards to direct them back to the palace, he saw something else. They, too, had tears in their eyes, and they smiled warmly at the girls.


    Ega walked briskly back through the gates, confidently talking with her new companion. The older girl walked slowly in order to help Ega, but also because she was overwhelmed by the spectacle of walking into the Palace. When at last she had been washed, warmed and dressed, a feast was placed before her. She thanked Ega and each servant over and over again. Kimbir stood apart from all of this, watching from the doorway. While the children emptied their plates, he felt his heart and mind fill with new feelings and ideas. He touched a fingertip to the corner of his eye casually and found it moist. Then he turned with his usual sharpness and walked away with his hands clasped behind his back.


    


    ***


    


    “Is it truly your intent to help Cadeven, Governor? If so, why not do it from Drandsil?” Andrek always used the Ancient title when they were alone, and Kimbir had begun to accept it.


    “But I Vowed to unite the Realm under one voice.”


    “The Council, when unified, will lead with one voice.”


    “You forget to whom you have pledged your service, Andrek. Not to the Council of Ancients, but to the Realm.”


    “Dismissing your role as a member of the Council is unwise,” said Andrek.


    Kimbir shook his head. “If I thought we could all get along, I might try to go back. You don’t know what it was like. It was not ‘one voice’ at all. Sometimes not even one voice at a time.” He decided to change the subject before he softened on the matter. “Is your leg feeling strong enough to have an outing with Ega? No tribute officers. Just a little visit to the sea.”


    “The Queen—?”


    “Is not likely to come. She hasn’t been feeling well. We might even dispense with the guards, if we are clever,” he smiled. “Give me a few days to make the arrangements. I’ll even warm the water for Ega.”


    Andrek bowed. “I appreciate your consideration always.”


    “And I appreciate your candor.” He looked at Andrek steadily and considered his words before adding, “Come prepared to tell me about the Council as it stands now. If I am ever going to meet with the Ancients, I should know who they are as individuals.”


    


    ***


    


    “If I may speak boldly, you look weary, Your Elegance,” said the Queen’s Captain. “Is there anything I can get for you?”


    “Some good news, Captain,” droned Riesa. She waved away the guards and slunk down on her throne.


    The Captain remained at attention. He had served her father with equal devotion, and it had made him a very rich man, though he kept it hidden away against his retirement. Unlike others of his rank, he actually knew how to command and understood the strategies that played on the frailties of human nature—including those of the Queen.


    Riesa sighed. “We understand each other, Captain.”


    He felt a smile creep up his cheek, and pushed it back down. “Yes, Your Elegance.”


    “Tell me the truth. I can’t get it from Kimbir. What threat are the Ancients and these Faithfuls? Are they going to try to throw down the Realm?”


    The Captain stepped closer and leaned gently on Kimbir’s empty throne. He wanted her to associate his words with authority because he knew they were true. “You can keep power unless they unite. The Ancients will not fight, nor will they order the Faithfuls to fight, but if all the Faithfuls move out to Drandsil, it will weaken the other cities of the Realm. Others may look to their new kind of government—or rather, the old way. It will not be a bloody battle. It will be more like a flower fading, wilting and crumbling to dust.”


    “How can you be sure they won’t fight?” she asked warily.


    “It goes against their Laws,” he smirked. “The Ancients wouldn’t allow it. Certainly not the old man.”


    “And they’ll listen to him?”


    “Bobres? He is well-loved.”


    “Do we have any reason to believe the Faithfuls will unite in Drandsil?”


    “There’s word of the desert changing rather dramatically, more than just the rain could do. There are crops and grazing fields. It is as if they’re preparing to sustain the city.”


    Riesa grunted. “What’s a city? One city? Can’t we crush it once they’re all there?”


    “I wouldn’t let them get that far, Your Elegance. They would have time to fortify.”


    “Yes,” she mused. Her thumb fidgeted with a gold ring on her finger and she pried it off in one smooth move. “Thank you, Captain. I appreciate your services.”


    She handed him the ring, and he took it, hefting its weight imperceptibly before pocketing it. “Thank you, Your Elegance. You are always most kind.”


    


    ***


    


    While Kimbir and Andrek watched Ega play in the surf, Marki begged the need of solitude and headed east along the sands of the Northern Horn. Before long, a familiar shadow passed over her, and she looked up and waved. With a heavy beat of wings, a cloudbird landed in front of her, and Deev alighted with a bow. “Look, I have something for you,” he said, tucking his hand in his pocket. “It’s from one of Governor Voberen’s new plants.”


    Marki stepped closer and he produced a small purple leaf veined with gold in tiny intricate patterns of triangles. “Deev, it’s beautiful!” she said, studying both sides carefully. “You always know what things will make me smile.” Kicking off her shoes, she asked, “What do you do all day, Deev, while I sit inside wearing these wretched shoes?”


    He laughed as she wriggled her toes in the warm sand. “I watch over you.”


    “And when that bores you?”


    “I follow the movements of the soldiers. They’ve been busy on the Ignori River. Some of their camps have become like towns.”


    “I haven’t heard anything about that. Andrek never mentioned it.” Deev frowned and she felt guilty for making such an accusatory remark. “Of course, he has no authority over the army at all. In fact, he keeps asking for certain men to be part of our entourage, and hasn’t been able to get them.”


    “He’s probably trying to get our old Faithful insiders.”


    “Yes, but so far not a one.”


    They fell silent for a moment. The sea was very calm today. Ega, of course, had arranged that. As they sat, Marki reached into a pouch that hung at her waist from a braided cord. “I brought something for you, too!” she said airily, handing him a roughly folded piece of parchment. “Well, something for both of us. I found it near the guard house. I thought you could use it to teach me to read, like you promised. Will you?”


    “Right now?” He pulled his knees up and rested his wrists on them to look at the parchment. “Let’s see what you found here. A supply list, no doubt. Orders for food or boots…” He read for a moment and his face darkened. “Marki, when did you find this?”


    Surprised by his reaction, she doubted herself. “Two days ago?”


    “This is an order from the Queen.”


    “What does it say?”


    “She’s ordered the death of all Faithfuls from Gallah to Abduran. That’s what the army’s doing along the Ignori! She’s going to kill all the Faithfuls in the towns along the river!”


    Marki jumped to her feet, but Deev caught her hand and whirled her around. “I’ll get help. You tell Andrek and Ega. Maybe together you can find a way to stop it from happening.”


    “But Deev! If they try to kill me! I—”


    “I’ll come back for you,” he promised, holding her face in his hands. “I’ll come back before anything can happen to you.” Impulsively, he kissed her. “I’ll come back for you!”


    


    

  


  
    20-The Prodigal Returns


    


    “If Governor Voberen will give me some animals, I might be able to help get them back.”


    Five Ancients turned in alarm and faced the door to see a tall, thin man in grey rags, with long black hair.


    Bobres stood. “Enomewis,” he said. “Welcome home.” He extended a hand. “Come sit with us, Governor. It is good to have you back.”


    The Governor of Animal Life circled silently towards them on bare feet and met each gaze with unflinching eyes. Isbi rose to her feet and came to him with her arms outstretched. His countenance changed as he noted her slender form swollen with child. When she spoke, the warmth of her voice melted something in his spine.


    “I am Isbi of The Village,” she said, taking his calloused, claw-like hand without fear. “I am so glad that you are here with us, Enomewis. At last you are where you belong.”


    Enomewis recoiled, though not in distaste, and looked at her intently, searching for his former doubts and finding them faded. Only Isbi’s clear eyes seemed real. “You are Hope,” he said.


    She acknowledged this with a smile. “Do you need food or water?”


    Enomewis shook his head. “No. I’ve eaten well on the journey.” He looked solidly at Voberen. “Thank you.”


    “Tell us,” said Bobres, “what you think the animals could do. I assume you were listening to our discussion.”


    Enomewis moved closer. “The last three Ancients are still in Gallah.” He sat without moving his chair. His arm rested on the Circle Stone, and he ran his dirty fingers over the carved words: Empowerment is not Entitlement. His eyes flickered across to Voberen, and his lean face tensed for a moment before releasing its scowl. He leaned back and felt the weight of every Ancient staring at him. “Send in animals to retrieve them.”


    “There are two cloudbirds in Gallah now,” said Vontu.


    “Cloudbirds?” He looked at Voberen curiously. “I look forward to seeing what those are. Are the birds smart enough to bring them back? Or is it the Ancients who can’t think to escape?”


    Voberen turned on Enomewis with fire in her voice. “We can’t very well go in and abduct Kimbir without someone noticing, no matter how clever the animal is!”


    Before he could respond, Isbi said, “We can discuss this idea when Enomewis has had time to rest. You must be very weary, Governor. Your forest is a long journey from here.”


    Her hand on his arm held him transfixed with its tenderness, and he turned to see her face. She called it my forest…not Lam’s Forest. She acknowledges my domain… For the first time, her resemblance to the young twins of decades past caught his attention. He looked back at Voberen and his mind swirled with memories: sitting with Voberen and Kimbir in lessons with Bobres; playing with Voberen as a youth when she would call forth new creatures and he would teach them to do tricks; watching her devotion to Bobres grow and feeling jealousy; fighting with Bobres when he would not listen to new ideas; feeling Bobres’ desire to control the way he used his Gift; Voberen agreeing with Bobres…


    And then his angry retreat into the forest; his temporary feeling of triumph; the gradual death of so many of his animals; his resentment towards Voberen for not sending forth new life into his forest; his steady, physical decline…


    And then the day that he had lashed out in revenge, hoping to maim Voberen. To make her suffer for abandoning him, for starving him. For not loving him. He had sent the tanats into Abduran when he knew she and Bobres were there, and the beasts had torn the woman to bloody pieces as her screams ascended into the clouds. Bobres had watched in horror, trying to frighten and fight off the tanats, but to no avail. He could not save his “Little One”. Bobres had collapsed, sobbing, a broken man.


    Enomewis had disappeared back into the dark woods, satisfied that he had destroyed them both—one physically and the other emotionally.


    And then Bobres and Voberen had come into his forest alone…to invite him home. And he had realized his mistake. It had not been Voberen…He had killed an innocent woman. Ziboren of Abduran. A good, Faithful woman.


    Enomewis looked at Voberen now with deep emotion. “I am very sorry about your sister. I…” His eyes closed, and then opened, filled with tears. He turned to Bobres. “I am very sorry.”


    Bobres’ voice cracked. “We are sorry, too.”


    


    ***


    


    “You have to give him something to trust,” Bobres had said. He did not have to tell Voberen to go. She understood. Now she paused anxiously beside the coral tide pool on her island with Enomewis. In the private seclusion of this place, she had brought forth many new life forms of which Enomewis was unaware. Now it was time to show him what creatures lived under his Call.


    Neither Voberen nor Enomewis had spoken a human word since leaving the mouth of the Lingori, though Enomewis had growled and yelped and chirped in moments of frustration or excitement on the open sea. This both alarmed and intrigued Voberen. She appreciated the fact that he had learned to communicate in the various animal languages, but felt uneasy that they came to him as though they were his first tongue.


    Voberen looked at him sideways. “Are you ready?” She motioned him to follow, and climbed up onto the coral reef. He followed on calloused feet that felt no discomfort on the sharp, uneven surface. However, he often dropped to all fours when a wave broke against the wall and fooled his eyes. Looking north across the endless, glistening horizon, Enomewis faltered for a moment. He was used to howling to call his beasts. Instead, he sent forth a silent command, willing the creatures to come to him, if only a few of them. When he sensed animal life near, he sat down and waited.


    At first, he thought shifting clouds had caused the surface of the water to reflect new colors, but then he looked more closely. A swirling school of fish and sea mammals gathered below. He stared in unfeigned awe, observing their movements. Fish of all sizes surfaced, cutting the water with their fins and sending up plumes of white. The parade revolved as those he had seen retreated to make way for the new ones. He reached for them, and larger animals in their many varieties began to break into the sunlight, one by one, to touch his outstretched hand. Then the seal’s whiskers tickled him, and he smiled for the first time. When the dolphin clicked and spouted at him, he laughed and let his feet dangle into the water.


    He turned to Voberen. “They’re safe?”


    “Perfectly safe!” she assured, letting herself slip into the deep brine to prove her point. “See?” Swimming carefully, so as not to kick any of the creatures, she stroked the seal and dolphin. “They are quite friendly as long as I’m gentle.”


    He beckoned her closer. Leaning forward, he spoke with quiet intensity, “Make something that is not safe. Something big.”


    Her mouth opened to speak, but she had no words. Without removing her eyes from him, she sent forth new life. Moments later, two serpentine creatures slithered into view. Their jaws, flashing with rows of sharp teeth. In gracefully menacing lines, they approached her.


    Voberen and Enomewis watched each other steadily as the creatures brushed against her, pinning her a little tighter with every pass. Their spirals pulled a drag of sharp scales across her skin, and Voberen silently rebuked herself for having made such a long creature. She did everything she could not to cry out in fear. Still the serpents arced in and out, and Voberen’s arms bled where the scales cut her. Her muscles grew so tired from treading water that only her face stayed afloat.


    Then all at once, Enomewis raised his hand and the two creatures leapt like enormous teal ribbons over his arm and sank back into the depths. He extended this same hand to Voberen and wordlessly pulled her shivering body up to the coral shelf. With a tattered edge of his Mantle, he wiped her wounds clean, then turned and lithely made his way back to shore like a cat on a stone wall.


    There she sat panting, exhausted from fear and exertion. My blood is on his Mantle, she thought. And his is on mine…


    


    ***


    


    “The last time I came out to the low lands, there was nothing but desert,” said Enomewis as they headed inland from the Lingori delta. “It’s green now.”


    “We may as well have something to look at,” said Voberen casually.


    “Do you think they’ll need some farm animals in Drandsil?”


    She stared at him in disbelief. “You mean like goats and cattle?”


    “Yes.”


    “I thought you never cared for them,” she teased cautiously. “Not enough teeth.”


    He turned to hide a silent laugh. “They serve their purpose,” he said. “Milk, butter.”


    “Cheese!” she added.


    “Well then?”


    “What are you suggesting?”


    “You have the grasslands started here. Would they sustain some goats and cows, maybe even river ducks or chickens?”


    “Are you serious?”


    “I’m very serious. Horses? You used to make beautiful horses.”


    Voberen smiled at the compliment and softened. “All right,” she said. “Any particular colors, Governor?”


    “You may choose that, Governor.”


    Before nightfall, the first small herd of white horses whinnied and raced on a slope nearby.


    


    ***


    


    Deev stood next to Bobres in the Council Chambers waiting for the Ancients to respond to his news. Their silence made him nervous, and he longed to return for Marki. He looked over at a few other Faithfuls who stood by the bas-reliefs, listening.


    Quan smacked his lips and twittered, “Where are the clouds right now?”


    Vontu shook his head vaguely. “Somewhere over the Nopeki, mostly watering the sero fields.”


    “Send them all to Gallah. Cover them with a blanket of dark rain clouds,” cackled Quan. “Riesa might hesitate to launch an attack on the Faithfuls when she sees storms riding in against her.”


    Bobres nodded, “Yes, it might deter her for a while, but how can we warn the Faithfuls along the Ignori?”


    “I can take my ship—” said Pom, stepping forward.


    “There’s no time,” cried Deev emphatically. “They got orders days ago. They’ve already begun their movements. Governor Marki and Andrek are known Faithfuls. We’ve got to get them out of Gallah now!”


    Bobres nodded. “Take one of the cloudbirds and get Marki out at least as far as the Northern Woods. Be careful of the winds that will be blowing in the clouds. You may need to come back on foot, at least part of the way.”


    “What about Ega and Andrek?” asked Hallah.


    “Until Enomewis and Voberen return, we only have two birds, and we need one to carry a messenger along the Ignori to warn the Faithfuls there.”


    “Me!” cried Larna, rising from her resting place along the wall. “I can do it!”


    Pom let out a low whistle, and Quan looked particularly amused.


    “Agreed?” asked Bobres. The others nodded gratefully. He scratched his white beard thoughtfully. “Now, how do we slow down the soldiers?”


    “What if we gave the soldiers something else to worry about?”


    A circle of eyes turned and looked at quiet, steady Banthor. He shifted uncomfortably and cleared his throat.


    “Like what?” asked Bobres.


    “Well,” said Banthor. “Maybe a little earth tremor to split up some land or make a rock slide that blocks a road.”


    “Yes, good,” agreed Deev.


    “But how to know what exactly,” said Vontu. “We can only guess from here where they might be.”


    Bobres looked at Larna appraisingly. “Larna, if you see the soldiers,” he said slowly. “I want you to call upon my power to stop their way.”


    “Call upon your—?”


    “Is that possible?” blurted Deev.


    Bobres repeated quietly, “Call upon my power to stop their way. Just invoke my power aloud. Please choose the smallest thing you can do that will make a difference. I give you access to my Gift for the purpose of this task alone.”


    “Bobres,” said Vontu in a low voice.


    “No one should be hurt, Larna. Do you understand? Just delayed.”


    “Bobres,” said Vontu again, louder this time.


    Bobres ignored him. “Then you can start spreading the warning. Tell the Faithfuls to come. Can you find the way?”


    “I just fly east until I reach the river and then go south to Abduran.”


    “Right. We will start with that, if all are agreed.” said Bobres. “We can send more help when Voberen and Enomewis return.”


    “What about Ega and Andrek?” squealed Hallah.


    “Nicolen can take the desgoats,” suggested Isbi. “If Deev can get everyone out on the cloudbirds, then Nicolen can meet them in the Northern Woods…”


    Nicolen, Larna and Deev all nodded, and the Faithfuls left the Chambers, planning as they went. Deev was the last to exit, and he overheard Quan speak.


    “Not to worry, Governor Bobres. This is the Council you always hoped for. They will not fail.”


    “I hope you are right,” said Bobres heavily.


    “He is,” whispered Isbi.


    Quan closed his eyes and began to sing.


    Deev closed the door and began to run.


    


    

  


  
    21-Rescues


    


    Kimbir’s Captain had been stationed with a small regiment in Abduran for quite some time now. The official orders were to keep watch for any activity by the Ancients in the town and make sure that no Faithful uprising took place. The unofficial orders had been to keep the soldiers on the far side of the lake and to leave the townspeople alone unless a very great need to intervene occurred. By the time the Captain had arrived in Abduran, the Ancients had already fled to the west. He was not required to pursue them, so he settled with his men into a camp on the eastern banks of Lake Abduran and observed life in this peaceful town. Before long, the unmarried soldiers met the lovely young women of Abduran and romances bloomed. Friendships with the merchants, grocers, bakers, butchers, tailors, carpenters and boatmen formed comfortably, and even the Captain decided that the simple town held appeal far beyond that of the grandeur of Gallah. Inwardly, he thanked his patron for his assignment.


    So when the Queen’s command came that Abduran should be burned, he groaned within himself. According to the orders, the purge would begin in Abduran and move north along the Ignori, exterminating the Faithfuls or forcing them to pledge sole allegiance to the Realm. He was ordered to start the wave of fiery terror, and Abduran was not to be spared at all. Its ageless history as a town that loved the Ancients made its destruction the perfect example of the Realm’s determination to reign supreme.


    This was the Queen’s idea, the Captain knew, and he wondered if his master had even heard of the plan. He could not see the need to murder good people, and it sickened him so much that he delayed taking action for two days, searching his mind for a way out of the task.


    Finally, he collared a Faithful boy who had been running private errands for him in town, and slipped him a folded piece of parchment.


    “Woolly, give this to your father immediately, but don’t tell anyone along the way. Do you understand?” His fierce tone startled the child who was used to the gentleman’s droll, friendly ways.


    “Y-yes, Captain,” he trembled.


    The man wiped the sting in his eyes and his tone softened to an urgent whisper. “Run! Give it to your father! There’s a good boy.” As he watched Woolly race away, he murmured, “And may your Ancients watch over you!”


    


    ***


    


    Before moonrise, a quiet exodus of hundreds skirted Lake Abduran and sifted through the trees to the southern coastline a night’s journey away. The Captain’s warning saved their lives, but they had no time to prepare supplies. What they would do now, the Faithfuls did not know, but they could not stay and be burned alive. Sixteen of the soldiers followed them to start new lives as hunted believers of the Ancients. When the Captain saw the last of them disappear into the forest, he walked slowly to his second-in-command and gave the order.


    The lake glowed orange against a black, sooty sky and the few townspeople who remained clamored in fury against the Realm for the atrocity. Kimbir’s Captain threw his scarlet coat to the ground and took up arms against the blaze. He fought the fire side by side with others, dousing the flames with a bucket at a time, and managed to rescue three people before the smoke choked his life, and he collapsed beside the skeleton of a deserted Faithful home.


    


    ***


    


    High above the Ignori, Larna clutched the snowy feathers of the cloudbird with mighty fear. All along the river, small clearings dotted the banks. Some were quiet settlements, some held soldiers’ tents, and some had roaring bonfires with wailing chants rising from them. Then the cliffs of the Nopeki ended and the Ignori bent west.


    The narrow Klume River blended into the Ignori beside the town of Denute. A short stretch of river separated her then from Abduran, but when she saw billowing smoke ahead, her heart lurched. The cloudbird shied away from the black sky to soar back against the dawning light. She was too late. Although she longed to go and see if there were survivors, Larna knew she had a task to complete. She squinted into the dense woods to follow the sliver of the Klume River. Not far away, four boats laden with soldiers approached. Quickly she scanned the area below and noted a floating branch in the water. It paused against a rock for several moments before drifting on.


    That’ll work!


    She fumbled in her mind for the words: “I invoke the power of Governor Bobres to place rocks in the Klume River to block the way of the soldiers’ boats.” There below her, the narrow river transformed as the current forced its way past the new obstacles. Each small boulder barred just enough water to prohibit the passage of the soldiers’ boats, although smaller skiffs could have navigated the stretch if carefully steered. From the air, it looked like staggered stepping stones, and Larna was surprised at the beauty of the creation. By stroking her cloudbird and nudging it with her knees, she managed to coax it downstream of the boulders. There she landed and watched.


    Before long, the soldiers’ boats drew near. Larna held her breath, hoping she had fulfilled her charge as directed. Rowers in the first craft spotted the boulders and cried out. All four boats moved to the far shore where men leapt out. Shouts flew back and forth, and eventually, the men began the tedious process of unloading their supplies from the boats and figuring out how to pack them on foot.


    Satisfied, Larna again took to the air and raced ahead of them to warn the Faithfuls of Denute—and everyone else—of the Regency’s plans for destruction.


    


    ***


    


    The winds that stirred the clouds over Gallah threatened to knock Deev from his mount. He tried to steady the cloudbird, but his own shaking body sent no signal of comfort. At last he landed atop the tower in which he knew Marki dwelled. To the west, thick rain clouds hung like a billowing avalanche frozen in mid rush. Over the Northern Woods and the castle walls, wisps of grey mist reached down in fingers, touching the trees with moisture. It was an eerie and threatening sight, for the sun shone above the dark folds casting an unnatural light. No one would wonder whose powers made the sky so fearsome. The Ancients were at work.


    Cautiously, Deev rolled to his stomach and pulled himself to the edge, his feet angling upward behind him. The wind howled, and his hair whipped at his cheeks. A movement below caught his attention. Three figures—one a child—stepped outside to survey the sky.


    The cloudbird burst into flight, knocking his legs in a terrifying arc. He screamed as he spiraled downwards, and in that slowed moment before impact, he saw Andrek push Ega back inside, and Marki look up at him, horror-stricken. Her hand reached up and a blast of wind from below slowed his fall so that he tumbled into her, rolling them both several times before they thudded against the outer wall of the terrace. Holding her tightly with relief, Deev whistled for the cloudbird.


    


    ***


    


    Bobres came home from the Council and found Senner playing on the floor. With a sigh, he let himself into the soft seat beside the boy, a chair that Senner had disassembled from its stationary form and reconstructed to rock. He tilted his head for a closer view of the boy’s work. “What have you got there, Senner?”


    “Bottles from Jenturo’s shop,” he said, holding up two vials, empty now of any remedies. He peered through the bottom of one at a painting hanging on the opposite wall and said, “I can see big through it.” He set it down and lifted another. “I got seven of ‘em and they all see different.” He gave one to Bobres. “Look!”


    Bobres smiled and put the glass to his eye. “You are quite right! It makes everything look curved.”


    “Look at this one!”


    With a new vial, Bobres tried again. He pulled it back from his face with some alarm and stared at the boy. “Senner you have found something here!” He stood and looked out of the window into the twilight with the glass, turning it back and forth slightly in his fingers. “I can see much farther with this.” He stifled the pang of grief he felt that he would not live to raise the boy.


    Senner asked, “You sad?”


    “A little, but you make me very happy. You are a very good boy. How did you grow to be so clever?”


    Senner shrugged. “I just try new things, or I ask someone.”


    Bobres repeated this answer thoughtfully, and sank back into the chair. Pulling Senner up onto his lap, he hugged the boy under his chin. “That is very good, Senner. I have to try some new things now, too.” Squeezing the child, Bobres said, “But who can I ask when I do not know?”


    “About what?”


    “Keeping the Circle of Law when others want to hurt us. Or how to share my Gift with others without…” Bobres drifted into a sigh.


    Senner turned innocently to Bobres and ventured, “From the man who writed the Circle Law or gived you the Gift?”


    “The man who—!” The idea struck Bobres with palpable force and he felt winded by his own ignorance. He kissed the top of Senner’s head and put him back down to play. With a little wave, Bobres slipped out of the room and climbed up the spiral stairs, each step bringing a strange and urgent hope.


    Slowly, he settled back on his bed and let his thoughts drift upwards. Outside, night was falling, but the moon illuminated the room through the translucent marble ceiling above him. His mind raced with the Laws and the plight of the Faithfuls, but his heart ached with love for all of the people, whether or not they believed in the Ancients or the Circle of Law. He wanted everyone to be blessed by the Truth that would come. He wanted it with all the longings of his soul.


    Gradually he felt very close to something. To Someone. Just out there…on the other side of the circle of light…Without words, he reached upward to that Someone.


    And then he heard—or rather, felt—the gentle command: Listen.


    And he did.


    And he knew what they needed to do.


    


    ***


    


    Enomewis twice offered the use of the great cats or tanats, and was twice declined, first by Voberen and then by Bobres, on the grounds that it was too dangerous. There he goes commanding us again, thought Enomewis. And his Little One follows his thoughts before he speaks them. But he steadied his anger and suggested, “Something that climbs, then? They could scale the city walls…”


    He leapt onto the table inscribed with the Circle of Law. Like Marki, he still preferred to run in bare feet, and his dark grey Mantle clung close to his body, little more than short pants with a bib. With alarming agility, he threw himself toward the wall. He caught hold of it where Markitoran’s carvings created enough relief for him to press his fingers and toes. He perched on the shoulder of one of the figures and reached higher.


    “Enomewis!” called Isbi. “Be careful!” Despite herself, she began to laugh.


    “We could send in some antulu,” he said between grunts, as he began scaling the wall.


    “You’re going to fall,” warned Bobres.


    Enomewis continued undeterred, relishing the spectacle he was making. “And they could climb the walls, and—”


    “Enny, stop! You’ll get hurt!” shouted Voberen.


    Poised like a squirrel on a narrow ledge just below the dome, Enomewis froze. He looked down at Voberen and their eyes met.


    “Please, Enny,” she said, more quietly.


    He gave her a crooked smile and stood. She gasped and flinched as he let himself drop all the way back down to the table, landing like a cat on soft feet. He slid to the floor beside Voberen’s chair and leaned close to her. “I’m all right, Berry. I’m an animal now, you see.” Silently, he returned to his seat and sat down. “I know the animals could help get the Faithfuls out of Gallah. We just have to send the right ones. What about the horses?”


    “People will be terrified!” said Vontu. “They have never seen creatures that large before, and they’re probably already scared by the storm clouds above them. They’ll think we’re trying to attack.”


    “Then send out riders with them, to show them we mean no harm—and to show them how to ride,” said Enomewis, undeterred. “People will see they’re tame. We can bring the Faithfuls back across the desert much faster.”


    “Who’s still alive that knows how to ride a horse?” scoffed Voberen.


    “I will go,” said Bobres.


    “And who else?” insisted Voberen.


    “You used to ride brilliantly, Berry,” said Enomewis.


    Bobres exclaimed, “Jenturo! Old Jenturo can ride!”


    “Are you serious?” asked Vontu. “The man is bent in half with age. He’s almost a hundred years old.”


    Enomewis felt his flesh tingle at the mention of his former best friend. They had not seen each other since his return. Time had crumpled the man, while Enomewis remained youthful and strong.


    “Jen will do it,” said Enomewis. “Let me tell him.” He rose to go. A wistful shadow crept across his face before his dark, impassive stare returned. “I know where he’s staying. We’ll ride again as we used to.” He slipped out of the Chambers.


    


    ***


    


    Bobres rolled a small vial in his fingers and contemplated the bright horizon. He had not been to Drandsil’s outer walls recently and the view stunned him. Fields of hearty grasses and blue heather shrubs reached to the east. Flocks of goats, sheep and cattle grazed serenely, favoring the patches beneath spreading shade trees. He could not imagine how Voberen had done so much in so little time. She was surely the most powerful Governor of New Life Cadeven had ever known.


    And now she came up beside him, riding one horse and leading another with a thin twine. He smiled up at her, amused that she had braved the mount barebacked. No one in this generation had saddles or bridle gear yet. “How did you get up there, Little One?”


    “It was an ugly venture,” she said. A laugh exploded from his belly and her horse bolted forward a step. “Don’t do that! And I doubt you’ll do any better, you big rock!”


    With less grace than he would have hoped, he grabbed a tuft of the white mane and jumped up to rest his torso on the horse’s back before swinging his long legs around its girth.


    “Was that you grunting?” teased Voberen.


    “Some thunder,” he panted, adjusting his knees up and down to find a comfortable position.


    “Uh huh.”


    He held the vial to his eye again and peered south.


    Voberen snorted, “Do you really think we’ll be able to find them with that thing?”


    “It will be Deev using it, not me.”


    “Oh, young eyes then. When did he get back?”


    “Yesterday.”


    “Will he be on the cloudbird?”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “With Marki?”


    Bobres chuckled softly. “Of course.”


    “That your idea, great-grandfather?”


    “Do you think it a bad one?” he challenged amiably.


    “What if she likes red hair and blue eyes? Andrek is a wonderful boy, and they have spent so much time together at the Palace.”


    “And he is still there because Deev could not get him out. Besides, she may prefer the dark, quiet type, like I was,” he winked.


    After a pause, Voberen became serious. “Are you sure you trust Enomewis in Gallah?”


    “Jenturo is with him,” said Bobres. “No one is more Faithful than Jenturo.” With a soft jerk, he tightened his heels into his horse and felt it move beneath him. Glancing over his shoulder at her, he called, “Catch me!”


    Voberen shot past him at full gallop. They raced in a wide arc, heading for the Blue Heather Falls, feeling at least fifty years younger for the fun.


    


    ***


    


    Enomewis thrilled at the power of the stallion he rode. Jenturo, likewise, let out exuberant yelps and followed Enomewis no matter where he rode. Behind them, the rest of the herd thundered forward toward Gallah with new, strong muscles and the breath of life.


    Working for the Council was never like this before, thought Enomewis. When I left all those long years ago, it was all tedious, haggling meetings in the Chambers. Never adventures. Never rescues. This is exciting. This is more to my liking.


    He thought of his animals. Bobres said not to involve them, but Bobres is not here. Whispering into the biting wind, Enomewis beckoned them. Come in the shade of the cliffs! Meet me in the Northern Woods and we will pull down the Realm! Come! Bobres will object, but Bobres has been wrong before. He will come to see that I know how to lead as well.


    The tanats and great cats left their separate haunts at once, called by their Governor. His command felt urgent, and they moved with unnatural focus to reach him, despite the aches within their tired and very old bodies. From above, the giant silvery dogs and the hairless golden cats blended into the dappled grey and pale yellow of the cliffside like the passing shadow of a cloud.


    


    ***


    


    “There!” cried Marki.


    A group of almost thirty people had neared the charred ruins of The Village. Marki swooped down, calling out for them not to fear the cloudbirds. Deev landed, too, and watched as she greeted each and led them to the crevice well in the center of the market place.


    “I am Marki, of the Council of Ancients,” she told them. “Did you bring food?”


    “Not much.”


    “Will you be warm enough? It’s quite cool at night,” she said.


    “It was warm where we left. We have no blankets.”


    “There’s shelter there, and a hearth for a fire,” she pointed. “Is anyone sick or hurt?”


    Marki ministered to them without them ever fully knowing that she used her Gift to alleviate their suffering. She could not help but feel a love for them, and began to understand for the first time how Serving Others Serves Self.


    When the people at last were settled for a safe night’s rest, Deev stood beside her and scanned the market place. “So this was your home?”


    She turned, surveying The Village with her hands on her hips. “It seems so long ago.” She could still identify each charred stony shell that marked the houses of people she had known her whole life. Now the ground flourished with wildflowers, thick grasses, rambling vines of beans, and fruit trees, all because Voberen had brought New Life to heal the damage done by the fire. “Will you stay with them for a while? I want to go search the houses.”


    “For what?”


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Memories. These were my people…”


    “I understand,” he said.


    “I was a child when I left here, Deev,” she said.


    Marki felt sorrow that Riesa’s cruelty had devastated the homes of peaceful farmers and stonecutters. She stood now beside the ruined house of one such family and irony twisted her face. Next to the remains of a large fireplace, a small replica of the Circle Stone lay half buried in debris. She had seen it a few times in the past, but had not known its significance. Now she recognized that it must have been a greatly treasured artifact. Lifting it, she polished it against her stomach and breathed in the scent of the stone. She would take this back to Senner, for it had belonged to his Aunt Nadel…Gerunt’s sister.


    As she turned to leave, she felt a shadow pulling her back: Listen. There in the mist of her mind, she saw Gerunt, and her shoulders tensed against the image. Without knowing how, she understood why he had feared her so. He had guessed her calling and had reviled her, not because she was evil, but because Marki’s predecessor had not helped him through the loss of his own parents. He did not believe that any Governor of Death could relieve suffering.


    A tear marked a line down her dusty cheek. I’m sorry, Gerunt. Marki pondered Bobres’ cautions about her temper, and remembered how she had raged at Gerunt and so many others in The Village. Leaning with courage against the weakness, she determined to Listen with her Gift and learn what she could.


    


    ***


    


    In the cool, wet air below the Blue Heather Falls, Bobres and Voberen labored with excitement. His jaw rocked, and her arms flailed as they debated. His hands reached out, and her temples tensed as they created. The results were both beautiful and practical for building small canal barges. Dozens of shade trees with long, smoothly arched limbs grew rapidly in the sunlight. With tools brought from Drandsil, they hewed the branches and split them lengthwise to make fitted planks. These they tied with vines grown especially for the purpose, and then they plastered the holds with mud Bobres conjured from the canal bed. He then needed only smooth his hands over the wet grit, and it became a light layer of stone, airtight and splinter-free. In this way, they made seven light crafts to transport Faithfuls along the Blue Heather Canal and to the Lingori River.


    As Bobres hunched over his tools, Voberen mischievously sprouted a sapling beneath him that lifted him fully off the ground before he slid down its trunk with a bark of laughter. Not long afterwards, Voberen found her feet locked in solid rock that had moments before been soft sand. When she wriggled to pry herself free, Bobres began humming and dancing around her. With her hands on her hips, she glared at him. Two tiny birds, no larger than her fingers, crept from inside his beard and fluttered away.


    At that, Bobres sank to his knees with a feigned wound. “Another complaint about my beard?”


    “No,” she smiled. “Now that you’re old and snowy, I like it. It matches your Mantle.” She jolted at the realization. “Why is your Mantle so white?”


    He crawled over to her feet and brushed away the hardened stone as if it were merely dust. “Sit, Little One,” he said, patting the ground. His eyes flashed like the sea. “I have been talking to the Law-Giver, Voberen, and He speaks to me in return.” Her face registered surprise, but not disbelief. “I do not know if I hear what He says so much as I feel the words in my mind.” Bobres waited for a remark about a feeble old brain, but instead he found her concentrating very hard.


    “And that makes your Mantle whiter?”


    He lifted her hand in front of her. “Your Mantle is whiter, too. Look at it.” Voberen’s white curls fell within view on her breast, blending with the creamy sheen of her work dress Mantle. “It has been lighter ever since Lam’s Forest, when you began to feed Enomewis again,” said Bobres. “You had lost sight of the balance between Empowerment and Entitlement. Understanding and Anger. But now that you are Serving one who hurt you…” He pulled her closer. “The Laws, Voberen. It has to do with living the Laws more fully.”


    “It’s…clean,” she said softly.


    “Yes,” he said, scooping a handful of sand into his palm and closing his fingers around it. He opened his hand to reveal a round white pebble.


    She took the pebble from his hand and held it to her cheek, feeling its smoothness and warmth. “Perfect.”


    


    

  


  
    22-Understanding and Anger Cannot Live Together


    


    “It’s perfect, Governor,” said Andrek. He held the pendant to the light and watched it spin on a dainty chain.


    Kimbir had stopped insisting that Andrek call him ‘Your Elegance’ like everyone else. “I had the worst time trying to explain to the silversmith what a snail shell should look like. Really! They used to be such a common sight!”


    Andrek, raised in Abduran where Voberen had kept many creatures alive, laughed, “But this is no ordinary snail!”


    “Well, no, of course not. It’s a sea snail. They’re much bigger and…” He held the sculpted shell to Andrek’s ear. “Listen.”


    For a moment Andrek strained to hear, and then his eyes shone with understanding. “How did you do that? Capture the sound of the ocean like that!”


    Kimbir shrugged. “I didn’t. The shells always make that sound. Like wind and waves.”


    “Ega will love this gift. It’s very thoughtful.”


    Kimbir sagged with relief and sat down on the stairs that lead up to Ega’s chambers. “I thought I should do something special for her. She has never complained about being here.”


    “No,” said Andrek. “It is not in her nature to complain.”


    “She is a dear child. I love her as my own,” said Kimbir.


    “And yet she is not yours.”


    Kimbir hung his head. “Does she miss her parents?”


    “Every hour.”


    There was a long moment while Kimbir weighed his feelings for Ega and for his wife. “Before long, there will be another little one here,” he said.


    “Then you will have your own. Perhaps you will let Ega go then?”


    Kimbir looked at Andrek with darkness in his emerald eyes. “And how will I keep her safe if she is in Drandsil?”


    Andrek fingered the silver snail shell. “You explained to a young silversmith how to make this. Surely you can find the words to convince Her Elegance that there must be peace with the Ancients.”


    Kimbir took the shell and held it to his ear. “If only she could really hear me.”


    


    ***


    


    The streets filled with a current of people rushing into the Castle gates. Faithfuls had learned of the Realm’s plans to exterminate them, and while some fled, others went to the Palace to plead mercy. Sympathizers to both Ancients and the Realm clashed angrily in the flow, and soldiers marched in lines to restore order.


    Two soldiers near the rear exchanged glances. “What are we supposed to do now? We can’t very well attack our own people,” whispered one, looking at Faithful friends in the throng.


    They marched forward with the other soldiers shouting for everyone to return to their homes, and then the younger of the two grunted and gestured. Andrek! They looked at each other again. Lord Andrek—Advisor to the Regency—traitor to the Faithfuls! And the Governor of Water is with him!


    


    ***


    


    Dressed in silvery blue brocade, with Ega at his side, Andrek stood atop a grocer’s stand waving his hands and calling out. The regal pavilion that had sheltered them stood abandoned by all but two confused escorts who feared the approaching mob. Andrek’s deep baritone voice sounded through the clamor. “Friends, please! Calm yourselves. We have no need for fighting. Put down your spears. Put away your anger.”


    Shouts continued and someone threw a rock that grazed his shoulder. When Ega squealed at the commotion, however, a woman in the front shouted, “You’re scaring the little girl! Don’t throw anything, you fools!”


    “You’ll hurt the child!”


    Gradually the noise subsided. Again, Andrek addressed the people. “Faithfuls and citizens of the Realm, we are all one. We can work together. I am a Faithful and a Lord in the Realm. There is no need to choose sides and contend. Show you can live in peace, and the Regency will stop the killings.”


    “By whose order do you speak?” bellowed a man’s voice.


    Andrek stammered.


    “He lies!”


    Another rock flew. Several in the crowd surged forward angrily. Grabbing Ega into his arms, Andrek jumped down, his eyes searching frantically for a safe escape. He turned and ran with Ega held tight to his chest. When he saw the Faithful soldiers, relief lit his face. “At last! I’ve been trying to find you two ever since Ega and I arrived in Gallah! Hurry!” he said, swinging one of them around to face the other way. “We have to get Ega away from the pavilion escorts!”


    What felt like a sharp slap on his back threw Andrek off balance, and he tumbled forward to the ground, crashing into three screaming women. Ega fell from his arms and landed heavily on her knees. Rolling sideways, Andrek felt something jerk his ribs violently. He heard a loud crack and an excruciating pain tore through his lungs. He saw his old Faithful friend stare at him coldly, his hand no longer grasping a spear. He saw the other man lift Ega, smothering her cries with his hand. He saw them recede into the commotion. He saw blood—his own blood—pool around his hand on the cobblestones beneath him. He saw a broken spear shaft roll against his hip. He saw people staring down at him in horror, their faces blurred and their voices muffled. He saw the sky swirl above him. And then he saw nothing.


    


    ***


    


    “No-o-o-o!!!”


    Marki slid down to her knees in a sobbing heap. She had only just returned from The Village, and was exhausted.


    “What? What happened?” cried Isbi, running to her.


    Marki was incoherent, and all she could say was that something had gone horribly wrong. Isbi stroked her arm, feeling a drain on her strength as she tried to infuse Hope into her sister. Marki’s groans subsided into soft declarations of loss, until at last she pulled herself up and rested her forehead against Isbi’s shoulder. “I can feel…I think…Andrek is dead.”


    Isbi placed her hand on Marki’s cheek. “You can feel him?”


    Marki nodded, tears streaming down her face. “It was horrible. Oh, if I had only known, but it happened so fast. He didn’t know he was in danger, and he died in so much pain, and…” Her brow furrowed as she searched for the word. “He was betrayed.” With a deep sigh, Marki held herself. “He died Faithful,” she said firmly. Then she turned and walked up the spiral steps to Bobres’ room. She shut the door and looked up at the circular white ceiling.


    Andrek lost! I wasn’t there to help him, but now I can feel his sorrow…and his love for me…


    


    ***


    


    Ega’s would-be Faithful rescuers were intercepted by soldiers loyal to the Queen and ushered back to the Castle with honor for having saved the Water Child for the Realm. The Queen herself came out to thank them. She looked down at the muddied girl and summoned her maternal tone. “What happened, child?” Ega simply sat with her lips trembling in a tight line. Riesa swallowed her annoyance and tried another approach. “Were you hurt, dear? Can the servants get you anything?”


    Ega sniffed. “Where’s Kimbir?”


    Riesa stifled a growl. “Let’s go find him together,” she said, taking Ega’s hand.


    Though the gesture was meant to be comforting, Ega resisted until she heard Kimbir’s voice at the door. He knelt beside her, and she clutched at his jacket and pulled him closer. “Uncle Andrek is gone. They hurt him. I want to go home. I want to go home!”


    “What’s this about Lord Andrek?” asked Kimbir, turning to the guards.


    “He…was gored by a spear,” mumbled one of them.


    “What?!”


    “During the riot,” explained another guard quickly. “There was so much confusion that—”


    “Where were his escorts? How could this happen?” roared Kimbir. “Where is his body? Bring it back, man! Go! Bring him!”


    The guards scrambled for the door. In the silent moment that followed, Kimbir stared with horror at Ega’s grief-stricken face and felt emptiness within.


    “Oh child,” cooed Riesa as smoothly as she could, frustrated by all the display of emotions. “Stay with us. We’ll keep you safe.”


    “I want my mother and father,” insisted Ega.


    “But we are your parents now—”


    “Kimbir, please!” wailed Ega, placing her hands on his face.


    Riesa could not contain her irritation any more. “Your home has been burned to the ground and all of your people have been killed!” she spat. “You have no one! You belong to us now!”


    Outside a loud roll of thunder rumbled and echoed with anger. “Stop your crying!” shrieked Riesa. “Don’t you dare threaten me!”


    Ega fell silent and very still as Riesa stalked away. Kimbir looked at the girl, her dimples gone, her hair tangled, and her cheeks and Mantle smudged with filth. Overcome with a sense of loss, he swept the child into his arms and held her very tight.


    


    ***


    


    Nicolen dismounted from the desgoat and shouldered his bow and arrow. Voberen had assured him that the Northern Woods held only harmless animals, but he could sense something much larger. Keeping his body low, he crept through the forest, searching for what had made the sound. At length, he reached the place where the trees skirted the banks of the Ignori River. Across the water, he could see Gallah’s walls, dark and forbidding.


    A throaty, rasping noise reached his ears and he looked back warily. Turquoise teardrops stared at him from the shadows. From between those haunting lights came the familiar grey forms of old tanats. His mouth went dry, and he closed his eyes against certain death. He heard them approach, and then felt them pass…


    Nothing happened.


    Nicolen opened his eyes and saw great hairless cats and tanats standing amidst the trees, watching—as he watched—the walls of Gallah. They paid no attention to him. He pulled himself up to a low branch and sat above the beasts, which stood unnaturally still, unnaturally mingled, waiting.


    Nicolen waited, too.


    From the walls of Gallah, blazing torches moved to the water’s edge and fearful screams drifted across the river. Though night had not fallen, the sky was dark with storm clouds waiting to break.


    On his side of the Ignori, Nicolen felt the forest shake as a herd of white horses thundered past his hidden seat high in the tree. He heard whooped alarums which brought the tanats and cats to their haunches with a deliberate move that unnerved him. The horses stopped near the bridge and stood in a forbidding line, attentive to the fiery action across the river.


    


    


    ***


    


    The Queen huddled close over a map with her Captain beside her, marking points where Faithfuls had been seen escaping to the west, but they fell silent and turned to the back of the throne room. Outside, an eerie clattering drew near, and the doors banged open. A terrifying dark figure atop a white horse approached.


    “Riesa!” bellowed the intruder.


    “Guards!”


    The man sneered. “Your guards will not be joining us in this audience. I brought my own.” And from the entrance came two enormous silvery tanats and two great cats, flanking him.


    She stared at him defiantly. Her Captain reached to shield her, but she brushed him away. “Who are you?” she demanded, surveying the striking man with a mane of black hair as long as her own. His clothes were as ragged as hers were fine. “Do you dare enter my presence in such a way?”


    Enomewis dismounted and in two paces was close enough to touch her. Though he stood smaller without the horse beneath him, he was animal enough to frighten her more this way. “I am Governor Enomewis of the Council of Ancients. I come with a warning that your war against the Faithfuls and our kind must end now, or you will be overthrown.”


    She glanced at her Captain. He shook his head slightly, and she turned back to Enomewis.


    “You lie. Your people don’t believe in fighting. It’s against your—”


    “Call back your armies or prepare to be devoured. I have tanats and great cats enough to kill you all. No Faithful will ever need fight.”


    Something inside of Riesa thrilled at the challenge. She looked at him with unwilling admiration. She leaned her body closer and raised her chin proudly. “I will not be overthrown by a scruffy beast and his pack of wild animals. Is that the best the Ancients can do?”


    Enomewis watched her with a twisted smile. Slowly he raised his own chin. From his throat came a howling call that sent chills tumbling through her brain. His long note faded, and the growling and rasping of his beasts filled the silence. He looked at her knowingly, and returned to the horse. With a light bound, he mounted. Quietly he said, “You have been warned.”


    Before she drew her next breath, he was gone.


    


    ***


    


    Enomewis appeared from an arch in the castle-city walls and rode past the fleeing Faithfuls to the center of the bridge. There he hailed the soldiers, demanding the peaceable release of the Faithfuls. The soldiers jeered and prodded at the Faithfuls with their torches, urging them into the river to swim across or die trying. Enomewis whinnied and his animals plunged forward. The horses braved the river, but the tanats and great cats raced from the trees to cross the bridge and surround the soldiers from behind. He reached down from his mount to rescue Faithfuls from the rushing waters, but dozens were swept away or pulled back ashore by soldiers and brutally scorched.


    “Wait!” screamed Enomewis. He turned to Jenturo. “This is not supposed to happen. I challenged Riesa. She should have surrendered. No one was supposed to get hurt.”


    Nicolen emerged from the woods and sped to Enomewis’ aid. Letting fly his sure arrows, he kept back the soldiers by knocking the torches and spears from their hands. Twice he was almost trampled, but at last he took position on the bridge, partially shielded by its walls, and spent the last of his quiver to cover the Faithfuls running across the bridge.


    Just as the soldiers realized he was unarmed and began to charge, a cry sounded from above. The giant wings of Deev’s cloudbird beat at the soldiers and frightened them back. From the fallen soldiers, Nicolen swiftly gathered spears and handed them in a cluster to Deev as he swept low. Though Deev’s aim was poor, the menace of the flying spearman scared many soldiers into retreat, allowing more Faithfuls to cross the bridge.


    Enomewis slid down from his horse in time to see the body of a dead girl surface. Her charred grimace accused him for provoking the Queen. He could bear it no longer and dropped to his knees. “I’m not fit to Govern!” he cried. In anguish, he freed his cats and tanats to follow their own wills, thinking they would return to the woods, but they had gone hungry for too long. Few soldiers escaped bloody and terrifying death in their maws. With his head in his hands, Enomewis stretched to the sky, his face twisted with grief. The wind whipped his hair and rain began to fall. The storm had broken at last.


    Jenturo was beside him, placing his hand on the black mane of hair. Enomewis curled himself into the bony arms of the aged man and cried like a child into his shoulder.


    


    

  


  
    23-Death and New Life


    


    “Cadeven cannot trust the Ancients any more than it can the Realm,” sighed Bobres. His words echoed through the Chambers, shrouding the sullen group with shame. The storm had flooded the Ignori River, washing its northern docks out to sea. Anything not made of stone had been battered and torn. More terrible than the damage to the city was the carnage of the beasts’ attack and the fear it seeded in the hearts of everyone who witnessed it and survived.


    Marki was completely drained of strength from helping the innocents in Gallah pass quickly without pain. She squinted towards the door that stood open, letting in a yellow shaft of light. Shuddering, she wished that she could disappear through it.


    Silence filled the space for a long time, and then a quiet voice said, “I have brought back the Water Child.” Kimbir stood in the doorway holding Ega.


    Everyone turned and stared in disbelief at the sight, a miracle so needed in this time of great sadness. He recognized Marki immediately and embarrassment played across his face. “You are an Ancient, too?” She nodded. They looked at one another for a long time. “I’m so sorry about Andrek,” he whispered.


    “So am I.”


    The others circled him with subdued joy. Even Enomewis stood and stretched.


    “You need Ega,” said Kimbir, louder now. “But I’m of no use to you. I don’t have my Mantle, and I’ve broken a Vow made at Roddi Rock. My Integrity—”


    “We’ve all made mistakes,” said Voberen. “We don’t have to be perfect to serve.”


    There was another pause while Enomewis looked at Voberen first, and then Kimbir. “What did you Vow?”


    The question took Kimbir by surprise. “I Vowed to use my power to unite the Realm under one voice, and to be faithful to my wife, and raise our child to her full glory.”


    “Have you been unfaithful to her?”


    “Of course not!”


    “The Council should be one voice,” asserted Enomewis, aware of the irony that neither he nor Kimbir had ever believed this as young men.


    “I know,” said Kimbir.


    “Is there a child?”


    Kimbir looked at Voberen before answering. “Yes. Is it possible the baby is an Ancient, Voberen?” he asked. “It seems to be coming awfully fast.”


    “It is possible,” muttered Voberen weakly.


    The younger Ancients turned to see the Governor of the Mineral World fall like a heavy stone into his seat. “Bobres is dying?” cried Marki.


    “Yes,” said Voberen. “And it appears that Riesa is carrying his heir.”


    


    ***


    


    “Quan, sing!” urged Marki, shaking the old man awake. “The baby’s coming, Quan! Come with me, and sing!”


    Behind her, Deev waited with a cloak to wrap around the Ancient’s stooped shoulders, and he and Marki ushered into the last of the night. They hurried to Bobres’ home where the others awaited the birth of the Music Child. Quan tittered with delight when he entered the house, though Isbi’s groans echoed bravely above them. Leaning heavily on Deev, he ascended the spiral flight of stairs to Isbi’s room. There Vontu kissed his wife’s streaming brow and murmured words of strength to her when she sank back in exhaustion. Bobres, standing against the wall, beamed with joy and bounced lightly on his toes each time Isbi pushed.


    Marki took Quan to a large, comfortable chair where he sat and studied the scene. His tongue rolled for a moment before he took a deep breath and broke into song.


    “Come, little babe—into the light of a dawning day


    Come with a song in your heart


    Come, little babe—and don your Mantle of grey


    Come and do your part


    Come, little babe—Hope is your mother


    Your father, the Wind, whispers near


    Come, little babe—it is time for another


    With New Life, Death holds no fear!”


    


    Isbi drew in air and pushed forcefully. A moment later, Voberen raised a tiny, bloody form high into the air with triumph. She looked over at Quan affectionately. “Good-bye, old friend.”


    As the others murmured farewells, Quan’s brows settled down over his eyes. Voberen nodded at Marki, who held Quan’s hand, then she slapped the babe’s back sharply. With a hearty cry, he took his first breath—and Quan sang his last.


    


    ***


    


    Fingers of grey and gold crept up from the horizon. Marki and Deev leaned on the balcony over Bobres’ orchard.


    “One right after so many wrong,” she said. “I’ve Governed my Gift so badly.” She looked at him. “But Quan I did right. He’s happy, Deev. I can feel him. He’s still singing. He went well.”


    After a long time, he said, “Do you still feel everyone who is gone?”


    She looked out at the changing clouds. “Those closest to me.”’


    “Andrek?”


    “Yes.”


    A pair of brightly colored birds spiraled above them and landed on the balcony wall. The feathers above their eyes sprouted in snowy plumes and Marki laughed faintly. “Quanbirds, no doubt!”


    Deev watched admiringly. “Voberen’s Gift is wonderful.”


    Marki flinched. “And my Gift is the opposite.” She turned and walked quietly into the house. In Markitoran’s old room, she found the other men. Vontu cradled his sleeping son before handing him to Bobres, who sat in the rocking chair watching Senner sleep.


    With solemnity, the new father said, “Since Marki took the first part of your son’s name, do you mind if we call him Toran?”


    Bobres nestled the baby’s head to his lips. “A very good name,” he said, looking at the infant. “Toran. Good morning, Toran. We have waited a very long time for you.”


    Marki watched the two men in peaceful gratitude. Finally she ventured to ask, “How do you feel, Bobres?”


    “I have no pains.”


    “Did you know you were dying?”


    “Yes,” he admitted. “It will be all right. All the Ancients are in Drandsil again. That was all I wanted. You will go on now. All will be well.”


    “But the Realm—”


    “The Circle of Law,” answered Bobres, “and the Law-Giver.”


    Marki remained doubtful. “But when you go, we’ll have two little babies—”


    “Two little babies will teach you more than I ever could,” he laughed. “The young always teach the old, whether either believes it or not. Look at what Ega taught Kimbir.” He winked. “That is why I am leaving Senner with Voberen!”


    Marki felt an unexpected laugh. “Those two together, inventing all day!”


    Bobres’ eyes ignited with warmth. “Expect good things!” He carefully handed Toran back to Vontu and stood. “Come, Governor Marki. I will need your help.”


    


    ***


    


    The wind warned the Council when Riesa’s fleet set sail. Immediately Bobres asked them each to recite the Law and explain what each element meant to them. Confused by this ritual, they complied, but wondered why he did not sit with them to form a strategy of defense. Instead, he simply promised, “You will know what to do,” and smiling, embraced each. When he reached Voberen, he said, “Come, Little One. I have something to give to you.”


    At sunset, they stopped, and their horses drank eagerly from the swirling waters where the Blue Heather Canal slipped into the sprawling Lingori, forming a rounded pool from which the three arms of flowing water stretched.


    “It almost needs an island out there in the middle,” said Bobres.


    Voberen blew out an exhausted sigh and shook her head. “If you must.”


    “What if I made it like the Circle Stone?”


    “Lovely. And I can lace the whole thing with birches.”


    “Would you?” His wrist slipped up to rest on her shoulder. She let her head fall into the crook of his arm and felt home in his company in a way that no place could ever own her.


    Bobres raised his free hand. A moment later, a small mound of dirt rose from the river. White marble appeared and spread out in rings like the ripples on a pond. Voberen looked up at Bobres’ profile and smiled at the lines on his face. Her temples tensed, and pillars of etched white stretched up from the earth and unfolded thousands of silver-green leaves. The branches encircled the outer rim of the marble circle, creating a natural enclosure of exquisite balance, serene and inviting.


    “It is beautiful,” she admitted.


    They waded in water up to their waists across to the island and pulled themselves up onto the rock. For a moment they stood and listened to the wind in the birches. Lying back on the smooth marble platform, Voberen mused, “You have done more than any other Ancient ever. Even Roddi.”


    “Ah, I was young and ambitious!” he laughed.


    “And now?”


    His cheek slid upward slightly. “I am old and ambitious!” He looked at her pensively. “You are a good woman, Voberen.” he said.


    Voberen blushed at this unfamiliar praise. “You know best what good there is in me. You put it there.”


    “I Recognized it,” he corrected, resting back beside her. “It was always there, hidden behind all of your stubbornness and impatience.”


    Voberen rolled to her side, leaning up on her elbow. “Bobey, we will do it. We will keep Drandsil safe from the Realm’s armies. We will train the new Ancients. We will teach everyone the Laws. We will rebuild Gallah, and Abduran, and The Village—”


    She sputtered and looked at him with great alarm, her lips tight shut. With his eyes twinkling, Bobres gently pried a white pebble from her mouth with his fingers. He pulled her close with gentle strength and kissed her, and her heart sang with a joy she could not comprehend. Voberen gaped at him, speechless and breathless.


    “And I love you, too,” he said simply, his eyes shining green with emotion.


    He sat up and rested his wrists on his bent knees. Silently, seamlessly, the marble beneath them rose to encase him.


    “Bobey!” she cried. “What are you doing?”


    “Do not be frightened.”


    “What are you—?”


    “I am old and ambitious.”


    “Are you—?”


    “It is my Gift. I am giving it to you—”


    “But we can already draw on—”


    “No, I am giving it to you completely. It is yours, Voberen. Use it with all your strength—greater than my own. In you, it will take new force. I entrust it to you. This way it will not drain me, and it will not fade as I do.”


    “Bobey, no!” she moaned, clutching the white rocky form of his arms. “How do you know it will work?”


    “The Law-Giver.”


    Bewildered, Voberen said, “I can’t Govern two Gifts. I don’t know how!”


    “You have learned more about my Gift than you realize.”


    “But what if I don’t understand something,” she plead desperately. “Stay. Teach me. Help me. Why do you have to go now?”


    Bobres smiled with the last flexible muscles in his face. “A wise little man once told me to ask questions.”


    “But—”


    “Ask, Voberen. Whenever you do not know, just ask!”


    With a cry, Voberen pressed her fingers and lips to his mouth, feeling only cold, smooth marble. Her forehead fell against his, and she wept, “Don’t leave me!”


    I am here, Little One.


    She looked up, startled by the sound that had come into her mind, not her ears. Bobres’ eyes were full to the last with love as old as the desert and as deep as the sea. She leaned into the monolith and her whole body trembled. Scarcely able to breathe, she listened to the quiet.


    And then she heard it. From within the rock—beating slowly—came the pulse of the earth.


    She crawled to the edge of the marble circle and scraped up a handful of brown dirt from between the roots. Closing her fingers tightly around it, she felt power surge within her. His Gift is mine, she thought. In her open palm lay a perfect round white pebble.


    


    ***


    


    “He’s alive?” asked Vontu, sitting on the bank’s rise beside the Lingori, north of Drandsil.


    “Yes,” said Voberen and Marki in unison.


    Marki continued. “I can’t feel him…gone…yet.” She shrugged at her inability to express the sensation. “He’s still alive.”


    Vontu frowned. “But he left his power—”


    “To me,” said Voberen, a little uncomfortably.


    “Not just to draw upon it, as before?” asked Isbi.


    “No. His Governing power rests solely in me now.”


    Kimbir shifted. “And what will happen when my…Riesa’s baby is born?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “You might die,” worried Marki.


    “No,” said Voberen, though she did not know how she knew. “But the baby may assume the Governing power over minerals. I’m not sure.”


    “This is perfect,” said Isbi. “You know the most about Governing. You’ll know just what to do.”


    “No,” sighed Voberen. “No, I really don’t know what to do, but I know who to ask. Bobres told me to speak with the Law-Giver.”


    “How?” asked Marki.


    “I don’t know that either,” admitted Voberen. “Ega, how would you ask the Law-Giver for advice? I mean, since we can’t see Him and don’t know where He is?”


    Ega’s toes knocked together as she considered the matter. Her face turned towards the rising warmth of the sun and the wash of gentle wind that brushed her hair. “With a song?” she offered. “Or just like talking to Papa or Father Ibbin.”


    Vontu pulled the wooden flute from his pocket and began to call upon the Law-Giver with a tune that lifted their thoughts upward and inward.


    Isbi considered the words of the Ancient Invocation. “Ancients who once walked this earth, who governed the heavens and gave us birth…We know you are kind and remember us still. Come now and help as you will.” She shook her head. “The Ancients don’t Govern the heavens. The Law-Giver must do that.” She looked up into the glowing, deep sky.


    “Great Law-Giver who governs the heavens—


    We know You are kind and remember us still.


    Please come now and guide us as You will.”


    The fiery sun lifted itself from the distant horizon, and its rays streaked vibrantly across the land towards them until they felt a circle of soft heat surround them. It hushed Vontu’s melody. Within each heart, something pulled them into awareness and expectancy.


    Listen.


    A beaming smile spread over Ega’s face. “We hear You!” She alone was not aware that a person had not appeared.


    From dawn until sunset, each Ancient found a communion with this presence—a divine presence—as the Law-Giver spoke, from the oldest to the youngest, answering their hearts’ pleas and imparting a measure of Truth. The message was different for each.


    Voberen sensed a loving embrace and an admonition, too. With such power comes responsibility. Be humble and teachable and I will lead you as I led Bobres. Look to Me now.


    Enomewis felt his body tangibly renewed and his Mantle restored to its former state. Aching tears of remorse streamed down his face until he felt an unseen finger wipe them dry. Return to the Law to return to Me, and you shall be whole again. You are loved and you are needed.


    Kimbir found warmth that he had not created filling his soul, rendering him weak but utterly without physical or emotional pain. The years of parading affluence and power played through his mind, and he shook his head in shame. A little child led you here. Be as a child before me, and you shall have greater power to help others.


    Vontu felt a cooling wind stir within his mind, cleansing it of all remnants of rage and mourning for the past. The agonies of so many fires faded into embers and peace filled him. Look forward, not back. Look to Me and understand. Through trials come strength and understanding, and so you will be strong and wise.


    Isbi floated in the sensation of pure Hope. Your faith and goodness will help bring the people to Me. Be not weary in your efforts, for you will be renewed each day to begin again.


    Marki struggled in a silent conversation. Impetuous and urgent, she pled for guidance with her Call as war approached the walls of the city. Trust in Me. When you call upon Death, only Truth’s enemies will fall. Those whom hate has not consumed will be spared, and you shall preserve them. Do not fear your Call. Trust that it is part of a bigger Plan.


    Ega was as a child on her father’s lap. Curled and contented, she felt a tender caress brushing over her sightless eyes. You shall see Me, and you shall see Truth. Continue in cheer, and your influence will be as a gentle rain on parched fields.


    Toran simply slept and dreamt of endless melodies filled with joy.


    


    

  


  
    24-Realm’s End


    


    As Riesa’s fleet of ships began the journey up the Lingori River, she looked back at the long shadow of Roddi Rock and considered her Vow. In one hand she clutched Kimbir’s Mantle, and with the other she felt the kick of his baby moving within her. When the wind threw the sails backwards and halted their progress, she sneered. “To the oars with the extra men! They know we’re coming, but they don’t know what we’ll do!”


    The Worshippers, not employed in the rowing, barked chants and stomped their feet with a steady rhythm. Riesa had promised them that the Water Child would be recovered and that they could hold a bonfire in her honor—and punish the people who had stolen her at the same time. Then there would be a grand spectacle—a ceremonial execution of each of the Ancients, one by one.


    The river surged through the channel, and a wall of water slammed Riesa’s ship with great force, knocking it backwards. Rowers of the second ship lost their rhythm when the water all but ripped the oars from their hands, and the river pushed the ship into the shallows of the banks. The third boat spiraled and crashed into the fourth, and the hulls of both boats buckled inwards. Those who swam free of the wreckage did not make it to shore until they were so far downstream that they could no longer see the walls of Drandsil.


    The flagship regained its bearing, but the Queen roared in fury. Her ship pushed on to Drandsil, far ahead of the remaining boats in the fleet. She watched the churning waters with disdain, and the vision of two sinking ships rolled her stomach, not with fear, but with determination. “I will not be overthrown!”


    


    ***


    


    Ega relaxed the river’s flow again, and the Ancients waited to see what Riesa’s fleet would do. From a new glistening white sand watchtower, Voberen imitated Larna’s earlier maneuver by summoning boulders from the bedrock to block the advance of all but the flag ship. Unable to move further upstream, the boats moved to the banks, and the soldiers and Worshippers prepared to disembark.


    Hidden in a copse above the new boulders, Enomewis looked over at Jenturo. “Do you really think this will work?”


    “Look how young they are,” said the old man from his horse. “They don’t know what any of these animals can or can’t do, and after what happened in Gallah...”


    Enomewis felt a pang of guilt, but then realized that Jenturo meant no accusation. A grin crept up his face and he let out a yelp. Herds of goats, sheep, and pigs stampeded over a high slope and along the western bank of the Lingori toward the stranded fleet in a cacophony of bleats, moans and rumbling hooves. Chickens, geese and ducks also flapped awkwardly, clucking, honking and quacking towards the water’s edge. Soldiers and Worshippers alike screamed when the animals approached, and dozens threw themselves overboard towards the eastern shore in a frantic effort to escape. Others made ready to retreat to the sea, pointing fearfully at the flock of buyu who cawed menacingly above.


    Jenturo laughed. “Quan would have loved this!”


    


    ***


    


    Riesa stared back at her fleet and roared, “I don’t care about the animals! Get ashore and start tearing down that wall! It’s only sand, isn’t it? These are not the great walls of Gallah!” She shook Kimbir’s Mantle in her hand. “And somebody find the King!”


    Once inside the city walls, the rowers cheered and leapt to the work of landing the army. But when the sailors hoisted the heavy anchor overboard, they heard no splash. Looking overboard, they found the ship locked in a thick block of rippled ice, frozen to the banks on either side for several lengths. Astonished, they turned to the Queen for instructions, but her face was vacant. They watched her crumple slowly to the deck, her eyes fixed on the tower above them where her husband stood beside the white-haired Ancient woman.


    Like scrambling red rats, the soldiers fled the ship and scattered across the ice into the city. Enraged and frightened, they hurled spears, shot arrows and swung lit torches to bludgeon their way inland. As they ran, snakes slithered boldly at their feet, causing them to stumble. When a soldier was pierced by the venomous fangs, the Ancients knew that the Law-Giver had taken control of both the Animals and Death as Enomewis and Marki had submitted their Gifts to His will. Other soldiers fell injured in the commotion and received almost immediate attention from Faithfuls who had ready supplies of Jenturo’s ointments and cloth for bandaging. The effect of this mercy broadsided their rage and not all retrieved their weapons.


    Still, others fought on—motivated not by hate, but by fear and duty—and were spared death, though they inflicted much harm.


    


    ***


    


    Kimbir was only vaguely aware of the movement around him. He saw his wife, so beautiful and so bitter, searching his face for an explanation. With careful steps, he walked out onto the ice towards her ship. She stood to watch him come. He heaved himself up the anchor chain and boarded the top deck. Gently, he pried his Mantle from her fingers.


    Riesa looked at him triumphantly. “Have you come back then? Help me!”


    “I’m trying to,” he said softly. He began to unfold the Mantle.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Helping,” he answered simply.


    “The Realm?”


    “One voice, darling,” he said, lifting the robe to pull it on.


    Her face flashed with anger and she tore it from his hands. “No, Kimbir! Not this way! The Realm is mine!”


    “Darling, no!”


    Riesa swept his Mantle over her own shoulders and, in a blinding flash, burst into flames. There on the deck lay his Mantle, unsinged…but she had vanished!


    


    ***


    


    Deev dipped low over the serpentine bridge, and shouted, “Nicolen! We need you in the Commons! Hurry!”


    “Come, Ega,” panted Nicolen, sweeping her into one arm as he secured his bow and quiver with the other. He ran into the melee with his head bowed against the smoke and flying spears. A blood-chilling shriek sounded beside him, and he felt himself bullied from both sides. Winded, he dropped to the ground and watched in terror as two Worshippers snatched Ega and ran back towards the river.


    Deev saw this from above and yelled to Marki, “Ega’s been taken! What do we do?”


    From her own bird, she searched the ground for an idea. Her mount banked sharply and she narrowly missed swallowing a plume of smoke.


    “Clouds!” she cried. “We need clouds for rain!” Not far to the east, the clouds that had beaten Gallah only days before now ambled slowly towards them. Marki gnawed at her lower lip. Vontu had gone with Isbi and Enomewis after the ships. Looking heavenward, she cried, “How do I do this? Can You protect Vontu, Law-Giver?”


    In her mind, a sure voice answered, Yes.


    Then I invoke the power of the Wind to bring the clouds—quickly!


    As Deev spiraled over the Worshippers, the sky darkened rapidly and the wind pushed everything in its path, determined to fulfill its task. Ega clearly sensed this, and a moment later, a thunderous boom sounded, and the rain rushed down with a pounding force. Those holding her leaped in circles with Ega high on their shoulders, sure that this was a sign from her that she was honored to be in their care at last. In their frenzy, they did not see the cloudbird until its talons grasped Ega and pulled her, screaming, into the storm.


    Deev flew to the top of the Council Hall where Marki landed first and helped ease the tearful Ega from his cloudbird’s grasp. Carefully, they sat on the dome’s smooth surface near the roof’s window. Suddenly, Marki slid down to the ledge where the arcing roof met the wall, startling the cloudbirds into flight. “Bobres!” she gasped.


    Nicolen, now in the Commons, stared in terror at Ega’s position. Others turned, too, and arrows flew past him, aiming for the Ancients on the roof’s ledge.


    A Worshipper with a torch charged toward him. Nicolen stood his ground and threw his full weight into the attacker’s knees. The man fell backwards with a scream of pain and the torch dropped from his hands. Tumbling in the wet grit, the two rolled and fought with whelping sounds of knuckles on bone until at last, Nicolen left the man unconscious in the mud. He turned and surveyed the figures at the base of the dome with apprehension. Arrows from soldiers hit the granite sheen with futile clicks. He reached for his own arrows. To counteract his true aim, Voberen had touched the stony points, transforming them mystically: they could not penetrate or harm any whom the Law-Giver did not will. Now Nicolen wondered if the points would have any other special properties. “Will you pierce the flesh of a great black rock?” With unexpected confidence, he sent an arrow flying for the granite wall below Ega. It stuck! He let fly a steady stream, watching as each arrow held firm. The highest one found its place just beneath the ledge, and a ladder formed thereafter in staggered spaces. When the last arrow was spent, he wiped his sweating brow and raced to where Marki descended the wall with Ega clinging to her waist.


    “Bobres is… I can feel him…He must have died,” said Marki, once on the ground. “But how? I need to get inside.”


    Marki and Deev stumbled around the corner of the Council Hall and up the stairs, throwing themselves through the giant doors. She panted and noted the silence within the Chambers. Something puzzled her. She felt joy, not grief. Crossing to the corridor, she opened the latticed doors to view the carved boxes


    “His box is still gone—the one for his Mantle!” She frowned and searched the shadows racing in her senses—And found Riesa. “The Queen is dead!” she gasped. The two stared at one another. “How could that happen? Kimbir was supposed to protect her, and I—”


    Deev turned at the sound of the chamber door booming shut. Voberen and Kimbir stood there looking haggard. Holding up his own Mantle, Kimbir said, “Riesa tried to assume my power.”


    “What does that mean?” asked Marki. “If she’s dead, then the baby…What about the heir? What about Bobres?”


    Voberen shook her head. “I don’t know.”


    


    ***


    


    As the storm subsided, the earth trembled faintly at first, and then shook violently. Soldiers and Worshippers ceased their warring and fell to the ground. The city itself remained unscathed by the commotion, and then, for a while, everything became very still. From all around, the wind drove the people to the river gate and the watchtower. Faithfuls, soldiers and Worshippers made their way through the streets, helping the wounded, and stepping over the fallen dead.


    Atop the sparkling sand steps of the new watchtower, the Ancients sat waiting. Kimbir stood, his Mantle in hand, and addressed the crowd. “The Queen is dead,” he called out, pulling on his Mantle. “And so is the Realm.”


    Faithfuls erupted with cheers. The soldiers and Worshippers—those who had been spared for their kinder hearts—absorbed the news with a mixture of fear and loss. As if to answer their concerns, Voberen stood, a striking figure in her white Mantle and wild white hair. The wind carried her words to every ear. “Faithfuls—for if you are alive today there is good in you enough to hope for your faith—it is time to begin anew. Drandsil is reborn, and all the Ancients are united once more to help the people of Cadeven.”


    A warm wind rushed along the frozen stretch of river and shook Riesa’s boat. With barking cracks, the ice melted and the crowd watched as the great flag ship drifted free for a moment until it became trapped against the boulders. Raising her hand as Bobres always had, Voberen called upon the earth to swallow the wreckage. The bed of the river split deeper and the land on either side sank sharply, widening the course of the river’s flow. Water rushed into the space and buried the ship under an expanding lake.


    Voberen’s face streamed with sweat, and the Ancients surrounding her lent their strength. Ega, in her father’s arms, could not see the transformation, but could feel the water pouring into a new body—as lovely as the lake in Abduran. The soil came alive with sprouting river grasses. With the landscape thus transformed, Voberen leaned against the wall of the tower, her face pressed against the cool sand. “How do you like it?” she whispered to the Ancients.


    Lifting water to her lips and cooling her gently, Kimbir said, “I think we should call this stretch of the river Realm’s End.”


    Voberen simply smiled


    Isbi stood with Toran in her arms. She cleared her throat and began to sing a lullaby, given to her by the power of the infant Ancient:


    “A new life comes forth and inspires a Song.


    Hope is reborn, though a life is not long.


    The Beasts and the Waters, the Wind and the Sand


    All reach to the baby, to kiss his sweet hand.


    It fills the soul with life’s warmest breath—


    And brushes away the sting of Death—


    Life brushes away the sting of Death.”


    


    Deep inside the hearts of the survivors, Hope grew, to see a mother and baby, to hear the gentle melody, to see that they were in the presence of such terrifying power, yet unthreatened. Gradually, the people joined in Isbi’s song as she repeated it again and again. The winds carried it throughout Cadeven, caressing even those who were far away with peace.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Where the Blue Heather met the Lingori, Marki and Deev waited for Voberen. They had insisted she not go alone, and she accepted their company, but now asked for a solitary moment on the island she and Bobres had made together. In the bright moonlight, the young pair leaned against the slope of the bank and stared across the water at the figures of Bobres Rock and Voberen, side by side, both gleaming white.


    Marki considered her call and the promising future that lay ahead. “Deev…with my Gift…knowing that those I love still feel close…” She turned to face him. “It makes me less afraid to love people because they’ll never really be gone.” She blushed, but saw at once that he understood.


    “I’m glad,” he said. “But I—Marki, I don’t want…If Andrek had lived—”


    “I still would have chosen you,” she said quietly, kissing him. Deev closed his eyes and felt as if the world dissolved beneath his body. There he floated in a swirl of wonder, feeling her so near. If it only lasted a moment longer, it would be enough to fill him forever.


    Voberen saw this and smiled. She might send her own heir to them one day, but that shadow yet lingered far enough away. Breathing deeply, she drank in the spirit of sacrifice that permeated the space inside the whispering birches. She felt the pulse of the earth moving beneath her—and within her—now a part of her Gift. Though she knew Bobres was gone, her head rested gently on the chest of the sparkling monolith, still vaguely reminiscent of her dearest friend. With a little laugh, she patted his white, stony beard lovingly. “You big rock!”
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