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    Chapter 1: Payment 
 
    “I know the voice of the girl child screaming. Am I the cause of those screams? The enemy has come.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    The crowd pressed close as the outcast juggler tossed flaming brands into the air. Near the middle of the crowd, three children scuffled. Two boys pushed a little girl out of the way and scrambled to get a better look. The little girl fell with a muffled shout, landing hard enough to scatter sand across the stone floor. 
 
    Lhaurel watched the children out of the corner of her eye, waiting for the parents to step in. None came. She moved to the girl’s side, gently helping her to her feet. One of the boys, perhaps no older than seven or eight years, made a face at her, but Lhaurel glared at him until he sniffed and turned back to the show. Lhaurel turned back to the girl and dusted her off. There was a small cut on one of her cheeks that bled down in a thin, red line. 
 
    “Hey,” Lhaurel said softly, licking her thumb and wiping away the blood. “It’s alright. Do you want to see the juggler?” 
 
    The little girl swallowed and bowed her head, shuffling her feet and sniffing as her nose ran. 
 
    Lhaurel sighed. Most of the children in the clan had been told to stay away from her—the clan’s bad influence—at one point in their lives. It appeared they were starting even younger now. 
 
    “Come here.” Lhaurel swept the girl into her arms and then up onto her shoulders. 
 
    The girl whooped, drawing angry glares from more than one of the watchers, but none of them said anything. Little hands fastened in Lhaurel’s bushy hair, and a little chin dropped onto the top of her head. Lhaurel smiled and turned her attention back to the performance. And for a moment, at least, the stresses and weight of the next day faded away. 
 
    The juggler gave way to a pair of acrobats, who contorted themselves into strange positions and performed stunning jumps and leaps that left the crowd gasping. The little girl laughed and clapped her hands. Lhaurel laughed along with her. 
 
    Castoffs from the seven clans of the Rahuli people, the outcasts, were typically shunned and ignored, left to wander the Sharani desert alone unless they found another of their kind. Except, of course, when there was cause for celebration. Then they were commissioned to perform. 
 
    Even under invitation, though, they were kept at arm’s length. Unwary people were sure to lose any valuables they had on hand if they let an outcast any closer. 
 
    The little girl—Lhaurel thought her name might be Kesli—tugged on Lhaurel’s hair. “Look. They’ve got red hair like you.” The girl pointed one pudgy hand at the acrobats, who bowed to the clapping audience and stepped away from the stage. 
 
    Lhaurel tugged on the girl’s foot, and she giggled, dropping her hand. 
 
    In truth, Kesli was half right. Lhaurel’s hair did have a certain reddish cast to it, especially in the sunlight, but it was a deeper shade of brown beneath. The acrobats had hair the color of fresh blood, bright and vibrant even in the dim light of the cavern in which they performed. 
 
    Not many people paused to consider the difference, though. More than one family had passed Lhaurel along based on the color of her hair. That and her height, another similarity she and many outcasts shared. 
 
    The acrobats vanished into the small group of waiting performers behind the stage, and an older woman stepped forward amidst the claps and shouts from the crowd. This woman’s hair was streaked through with white, only a few strands of brown remaining. She had been acting as the main narrator, introducing the next performance and interacting on behalf of the group as a whole. It was almost as if she were their leader, a preposterous idea. Even the Matron of the Warren had to bow before her own Warlord. Yet Lhaurel admired the outcasts for it. 
 
    In the back of Lhaurel’s mind, seeing this outcast woman leading the tribe only made her that much more nervous about what lay before her. 
 
    “Wasn’t that something?” the woman said, her voice a scratchy, grating sound like the wind against sandstone rocks during a storm. “We will now be graced with the story of a great warrior, a man of great stature and strength. Gavin, master of lore and legend, will tell the tale of Eldriean.” 
 
    She raised her hands wide, and a young man stepped forward, garbed in simple, dusty robes. He adopted an easy, practiced pose just slightly off from true. His red-brown hair fell casually in his eyes, but he stood stiffly, like he was afraid of something. Or he was simply nervous. If she were the one on the stage, she’d be stiff as well. And trembling on the inside. 
 
    The crowd applauded. Several of the younger children pushed forward through the crowd in an effort to get closer to the storyteller. Stories were rare, and this one was a favorite. 
 
    Lhaurel leaned forward slightly, though not enough to unseat Kesli. In her seventeen years, she’d only heard the story one other time, and it had been so long ago she’d forgotten much of it. 
 
    The man, Gavin, kept his eyes forward, focused beyond the crowd at a distant point on the wall behind. When he spoke, there was no quaver in his voice. It resonated and echoed off the cavern walls as if a chorus of men were speaking. 
 
    “The Salvation War, War of Recovery, The Deliverance. It went by many names. In the last years of the long, bitter struggle, Eldriean became leader of the Rhiofriar, greatest of the three clans.” 
 
    A focused hush fell over the listeners. Even the small children fell silent. 
 
    “It was a happy time for the Rhiofriar, for the Enemy had abated its furious onslaught. The clans could take a few months, mere moments against the span of years of death that came before, to breathe once more. To have a few moments of peace. 
 
    “But the blood of past deaths rang heavy in Eldriean’s ears, a clarion call to arms. He rode forth to the Lord’s Council on the back of the Winds, his mighty Weapon at his side, won from an Enemy slain in battle. With a voice of thunder, he claimed leadership of all the clans, not just his own. He demanded their fealty and their strength. He drew forth his Weapon and brandished it in the face of those who opposed him. One, Serthim, stood against him longest, but all fell away, bowing to his might. They surrendered to his glory.” 
 
    The man paused, letting the silence grow heavy with weight. Emotion roiled in the cavern, curiosity mixed with confusion. Who was this Eldriean? And the Rhiofriar? No such clan existed. 
 
    “The hordes came in waves,” Gavin continued, “from the earth and from the air, leaving destruction and death in their wake.” 
 
    “The genesauri!” Kesli whispered. Lhaurel felt her shudder in fear. A matching one worked its way into the pit of Lhaurel’s own stomach. 
 
    “Yet Eldriean brought the clans together in unity in the one place where life still clung. The clans met the enemy there upon the cliff that surrounded this place of lush fertility. There they ringed the walls with bodies and with flesh, armed with lances and swords and spears and magic and will. There they faced the final charge. There the Weapon that so much sacrifice had earned was unleashed in full at long last, unleashed in all its might and glory and horror. There they found victory and defeat. There they found their salvation. And their destruction. There upon the cliffs.” 
 
    Gavin waited, his eyes growing unfocused. His hands shook at his sides, and he clenched his fists into balls. Behind him, the older woman made a small grunt. 
 
    “Eldriean fell there, upon the cliffs,” Gavin continued, his voice so soft that Lhaurel had to strain to hear. “Betrayed by Serthim, who had never truly bowed. His mighty Weapon, which had rallied the clans and unified them under one rightful King, pierced Serthim there, slamming the traitor into the rocks even as he fell, sealing the fate of the Rahuli. 
 
    “Leaderless, left to fight the enemy on their own, they became lost and broken. Three tribes became seven—and the outcasts. But it is said Eldriean’s Weapon lies there still atop the cliffs of the Oasis, there for the time of great need when the clans shall once again need a King.” 
 
    For a moment after Gavin stopped speaking, the silence seemed a living thing, an entity unto itself. 
 
    The man stood upon the stage, head bowed and fists clenched, as if telling the tale somehow left him afraid. Or maybe angry. Lhaurel couldn’t decide which. 
 
    A bark of laughter shattered the ethereal blanket that had covered them all. 
 
    Jenthro, Warlord of the Sidena, stepped forward. “And every year in the Oasis, at least one of you fools dies trying to scale those rocks and find it. Now that is a performance I like watching,” he said, raising one hand and spreading it before him. 
 
    Behind him, several people laughed. Atop Lhaurel’s shoulders, Kesli giggled as well, though Lhaurel wasn’t sure the girl knew what she was laughing about. 
 
    Lhaurel herself maintained her silence. The man was an outcast, but he was still a person. 
 
    “Wasn’t it just last year there were two of them who tried?” Taren asked. He was an older warrior, the effective second in command behind Jenthro. “I think I remember watching that one. A husband and wife, I recall. One of them tried to fly when they fell, flapping his arms like a bird until he hit the sand.” He mimicked flailing arms, and the Sidena laughed again. 
 
    The man on stage, the youth, really, shook with suppressed anger. Lhaurel was sure his nails were digging into the flesh of his palms. The outcasts who had already performed were stony faced or else turned away, backs stiff. 
 
    Only the older woman seemed unfazed. She stepped back up to the stage and smiled sweetly down into the jeering faces. With one hand she pushed the young man back in the direction of the others. He retreated with reluctant steps, leaving her alone on the stage. 
 
    “Mighty Sidena,” she said with a bow that a woman her age shouldn’t have been able to accomplish with such alacrity and grace. “We will take our leave now. If you would kindly provide us our payment, we will leave you to your festivities.” 
 
    Lhaurel winced at the reminder. As much as she enjoyed the performers, she would rather they not be here at all. 
 
    No, I won’t think about it. Not now. 
 
    Jenthro laughed and gestured with one hand. “Three goats, I believe.” 
 
    A disturbance arose at the back of the crowd, followed by renewed laughter. A younger warrior came forward, pulling the leads on the three goats. Lhaurel felt a moment of pity when she saw the creatures. 
 
    Scrawny and obviously sick, the goats were in such bad health they were likely only a few moments away from being culled from the herd. Lhaurel could count the ribs on all three of them. One even had a large, festering sore on one flank that was causing the animal to limp. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a moment of simultaneous anger and pity warm her chest. The goat and sheep herds were a large part of what sustained the Sidena. They were cared for, fed, and looked after with more care than some of the children. These animals had been purposefully underfed and neglected to mock and demean the outcasts. 
 
    It was vain, foolish posturing. The act was one she should have expected. One more strike against a clan she would never call her own. 
 
    “Three goats,” Jenthro said with a bow much less graceful than the lady’s had been, “as promised.” 
 
    The woman accepted them with another bow, not even raising an eyebrow at the condition they were in. She was an outcast. They were used to such treatment. At least they got paid at all. Other clans may have chased them out at the point of a sword. 
 
    Lhaurel admired the grace the woman showed in the face of such hostility, a grace Lhaurel wished she herself were able to imitate. She’d thought about joining them before but had always given up on the idea. Life in the protection of a large clan was better than life as a clanless nomad. 
 
    Yet, as the small group of outcasts gathered up their possessions and left the warren, pulling wide-wheeled handcarts and escorted by a half-dozen Sidena warriors, Lhaurel couldn’t help but wonder if her life was really any better off than theirs.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Blood and Leather 
 
    “Our lush, arboreal verdance lays desolate, crumbling from life to dust. Life is dissolution.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Lhaurel paused at the intersection of two passages, trying to decide if she should go back and accept her pending marriage or chance the desert sands on her own. If she was honest with herself, she knew there wasn’t really much of a choice. She’d never survive the sands alone, not with the Migration coming in just a fortnight’s time, but that didn’t stop her from trying to avoid the bonding ceremony anyway. To give up was to condone the act, which she didn’t. 
 
    Part of her toyed with the idea of running away and joining the outcasts like the group from the night before. But— 
 
    She took a deep, steadying breath as the sound of voices echoed down from the passage ahead of her, and she began walking at her normal pace, careful not to appear as if she had been running. The stitch in her side throbbed, reminding her of her lie. 
 
    A crowd of women appeared in the passageway. 
 
    Lhaurel mentally sighed, succumbing to the inevitable. They would have found me eventually anyway. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” the woman at the front of the group said in an exasperated voice, “there you are! We’ve been looking everywhere for you! Didn’t I tell you to meet me by the greatroom?” 
 
    Lhaurel inclined her head in respect, which also hid the grimace that crossed her face. 
 
    Marvi was a large woman, as equally intimidating by her size as by the blue shufari at her waist that marked her as the Warlord’s wife. The Matron of the Warren, Marvi could tan the hide off of anyone with either her hand or her tongue as easily as a sandstorm stripped the flesh from a body. 
 
    “Your pardon, Matron,” Lhaurel said as women with yellow shufari began to usher her down the hall with impatient clucks or gentle prods, “I needed to be alone for a moment to—to get ready. I didn’t mean to cause you stress.” Only years of practice kept back the bitterness from her voice. 
 
    Marvi snorted and rolled her eyes, brushing back her long black hair with an irritated flick. 
 
    “As well you shouldn’t. If today weren’t your wedding day, I would send you out with the children to tend the sheep and hunt for mushrooms. And Saralhn’s no better. She was supposed to be keeping track of you. I put her to task working the salts.” She sniffed. “Your head is as full of sand as a genesauri’s nest. Why, just this morning I was telling the Warlord—may he ever find water and shade—that you’ll need a strong hand to calm your vagrant spirit. He just nodded in that flippant way of his. As if I hadn’t carried his children for the last twenty years or made sure the warren had food to eat and water to drink. Despite him, sometimes.” 
 
    Even Lhaurel flinched at the words. Marvi was the only one who could get away with speaking so ill of the Warlord, and even for her it was dangerous. If her husband hadn’t been so indulgent, he could have ordered her death just for referring to his nod as “flippant.” Lhaurel grated at the irony of Marvi being the one to always punish her for acting unwomanly. Lhaurel had often found it to be true: those who most vehemently supported an ideal were often the ones to most egregiously and consistently violate it. As it was, what Marvi said was true, at least insofar as taking care of the warren despite the Warlord was concerned. She never let his temper get in the way of getting things done. 
 
    Lhaurel did feel guilty about getting Saralhn into trouble again, though. She hadn’t known Saralhn had been appointed to watch over her. Likely Saralhn had known Lhaurel needed the mental and emotional break and had let her go, knowing full well she’d get in trouble for it. That was so like Saralhn. Lhaurel made a mental note to thank her for it later. After she apologized. 
 
    “You’re as wayward as a Roterralar, child,” Marvi continued, ushering the procession through a series of passages normally reserved for women who wore a purple shufari. “Maybe one of the older, widowed warriors would suit you best. Sands knows I’ve had my hands full trying to find someone willing to take you after everything you’ve done.” Lhaurel didn’t have to see Marvi’s face to know the Matron was rolling her eyes toward the heavens. “Taren would have you broken and gentled within the week.” Her voice grew soft at the end, almost a whisper, and she grimaced. 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t suppress a scowl of her own. If she had to get married at all, couldn’t it at least be to someone who wasn’t old enough to be her grandfather? Part of her gave a mental shrug. What difference did it really make? The choice wasn’t hers either way. 
 
    The young women around her broke out in whispers, each suggesting a potential match among the eligible bachelors of the clans. Taren was, surprisingly, one of the least objectionable choices. 
 
    “Enough of that now,” Marvi said, noticing Lhaurel’s scowl. “You will learn your place. Just as your sisters have.” 
 
    Lhaurel had always hated how all the women of a certain age were referred to as sisters, even when there was little, if any, relationship between them. She had no true sisters, and the women in her own age group found her odd, almost as odd as she found them. Most of them were around her, wearing the yellow shufari that marked them as bound to a man, wedded within the last year. After that, they would wear the brown until their husbands attained a high enough status for their wives to wear the purple. Or, like Marvi, their husbands became the Warlord. Then they would wear the blue. 
 
    Lhaurel was as different from them as it was possible to be. She stood a full head taller than most of the Sidena woman, tall and thin and straight like a pole, all angles and bone without much of a figure to speak of. Where they were olive skinned with dark hair and dark, ovular eyes, Lhaurel was fair of skin, was covered in freckles, and sported an unruly mane of bushy hair the color of new-formed rust. 
 
    Sisters indeed. Well, she counted Saralhn as a sister, so they weren’t all bad. 
 
    The procession led her to the bathing chambers, where steam wafted up from the salted hot spring vents. The water was unsuitable for drinking, but it served perfectly for bathing or washing out clothes as long as you didn’t mind the fine grit of salt that was left behind. Honestly, it wasn’t much different than having your clothes or body covered in sand. Either way you remained itchy. 
 
    The salt springs were the pride of the Sidena, and the salt harvested from them was a staple of trade for the clan when they were in the Oasis. The shallower pools, farther down in the caves, were a stable source of drinking water once the processing was completed. Lhaurel didn’t understand it completely, but it involved capturing the steam. Somehow that produced non-salty drinking water. Or something like that. 
 
    Lhaurel stripped and stepped into the hot water while listening to Marvi prattle on. She smiled when the dirt, sweat, and sand were washed away, leaving her skin feeling clean and smooth. As she slipped beneath the water to rinse her hair, though, Lhaurel couldn’t help but suppress a nervous little shiver that crept up her spine. She was getting married today. A small part of her was excited and nervous all at once. Another part of her, the larger part, felt an overwhelming sense of defeat. She’d have to give up so much. Her independence, the freedom to clandestinely do things women were not supposed to do, was at an end. 
 
    “You know, you really shouldn’t provoke the Matron like that, Lhaurel.” A soft voice said when Lhaurel broke the surface of the water. 
 
    Lhaurel opened her eyes. Marvi and most of the other women had departed while she had been under the water, leaving only one behind. Saralhn, the closest thing she had to a friend. As was custom, Saralhn, the most recently wed among the women, would prepare Lhaurel for her own union. 
 
    The short woman frowned at her, arms folded beneath her breasts. “Running off like that on the morning of your wedding.” Saralhn held out a towel so that Lhaurel could dry herself off. “Why do you always do that?” 
 
    “You know why, Saralhn,” Lhaurel said, taking the towel. 
 
    Saralhn only sighed and shook her head. 
 
    Lhaurel ran the rough towel through her hair, making it stick out at odd angles over her head. “Thanks for letting me go anyway. I didn’t mean to get you into trouble.” 
 
    Saralhn smiled and helped dry Lhaurel off with another towel she took from a nearby stack. 
 
    “I don’t see that you have anything to complain about,” Saralhn said after a moment, a small note of envy creeping into her voice. “If you really do end up with Taren, you’ll jump straight to the purple after your year with the yellow.” 
 
    “We’ll just have our children call him grandfather instead of father,” Lhaurel said, making a face. “It’ll be wonderful.” 
 
    “Oh, Lhaurel, why do you have to fight so much? This is our life. It is a good life. Being married, being a woman, they have their own rewards. Besides, no matter how much you fight it, there’s no way out.” 
 
    Lhaurel maintained her silence as she finished drying herself. Saralhn was right, of course. There wasn’t any way out, and that’s what Lhaurel hated more than anything. Her only purpose, according to the clan, was to serve her husband and the clan by producing more children and tending to womanly tasks. All the other women in the clan accepted this and seemed to find some measure of happiness in fulfilling that purpose. Lhaurel sometimes wondered if there was something wrong with her since her thoughts dwelt on things generally denied to women. Mostly she wondered what was wrong with them. 
 
    Saralhn turned and retrieved a small box from a nook in the wall. Actually, it wasn’t a box at all. It was something wrapped in a piece of white cloth. 
 
    Lhaurel looked a question at Saralhn, who gave her a small smile as she handed Lhaurel the bundle. “It’s not much, but it was the best I could do.” 
 
    Lhaurel slowly removed the cloth, revealing a thin white comb made of bone, teeth set wide apart. With Lhaurel’s thick hair, the wide teeth would be a welcome relief. 
 
    “Oh, Saralhn,” Lhaurel said, voice catching. “Thank you.” 
 
    Saralhn held up a hand to silence her, a faint smile on her lips. “I understand, Lhaurel. Let’s just pretend, for now, that I’ve convinced you to be happy and that you actually are, okay?” 
 
    Lhaurel smiled through the tears in her eyes. 
 
    No further words were exchanged between them. Not as Saralhn combed and braided Lhaurel’s hair. Not when Saralhn garbed her in the robes of a bride. And not when the gaggle of young, married women returned and hurried her away. None were needed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel waited impatiently in the exact center of the greatroom, thick leather ties hanging from her left wrist—the bonding ties. Her hair was arranged in a beautiful net of braids and beads that spread down her back like dunes. She fingered her blue dress for perhaps the hundredth time, feeling the fine material and wishing she could scratch without appearing nervous. She would have preferred the dress be green, but blue was the traditional color of a bride. 
 
    All around her, the clan stood in neat rows, warriors in front, women and children behind. She stood alone, open and exposed. 
 
    The reality of it all hit her with the force of a storm wall. She’d put on a brave face for Saralhn earlier, but she had been right. There was no way out of this. Standing here in front of everyone, waiting for her first glimpse of the warrior to whom she would be bound—this was the beginning of the end. 
 
    She was devoid of shufari. It was the only time in a woman’s life that her status was not openly displayed about her waist. In that moment she was nothing, a woman devoid of identity and life until her new husband arrived. When he did, she ceased being an individual and started being a possession. It was her last silent moment of freedom. 
 
    Lhaurel sniffed and swallowed hard, though her mouth was suddenly dry. She ground her teeth together, refusing to cry. Crying was a waste of pure, precious water. Instead she stood erect and raised her chin, putting on a smile. She saw Saralhn standing behind her husband, but the woman’s eyes were dutifully looking elsewhere. Toward where the bridegroom would enter. 
 
    Lhaurel glanced around the room at the assembled clansmen, unable to look where they were looking. Maryn stood next to her husband, Cobb, the older couple looking stern and resolute, as always. Portly Jerria, with her gaggle of children around her, snatched one of them as they ran by and put the offending child back in line where she belonged. Lhaurel had spent nearly five full fortnights with that family before Jerria had asked Marvi to pass her along to another one. 
 
    A small group of children, all younger than eight years old, stepped forward as an older woman produced a set of thin reed pipes and began to play. The melody was a familiar one, played at every bonding ceremony. The notes of the song echoed in the large room, the effect being a broken duet. A call and then a distant echo. The children began to sing, though Lhaurel couldn’t distinguish the words. A wash of jumbled emotions spread through her, so mixed up Lhaurel couldn’t begin to pick out any one in particular. 
 
    From behind and to the left of the assembled crowd, hand drums began to pound. The sounds rang out in the sandstone chamber, echoing off the walls and amplifying the notes of Lhaurel’s pounding heart. Beads of sweat formed on Lhaurel’s brow as the crowd directly across from her parted and the Warlord led his procession, eight warriors forming a tight ring around her chosen husband. 
 
    Lhaurel tried to catch a glimpse of the hidden man, but the warriors around him stood too close together for her to make out anything but the standard brown of cloth and leather. A hard look from the Warlord, who had noticed her rebellious act, dropped her back on her heels. But she refused to lower her gaze. 
 
    The Warlord cut an imposing figure, full of hard lines and with a face as impassive as stone. His graying hair was pulled back into a topknot by a simple cord adorned with a metal pin shaped like a sword. He walked with the grace of a warrior but the poise and air of one who had lived with authority as a mantle since youth. 
 
    Growing up, Lhaurel had often thought the man arrogant. Looking at him now, she revised her earlier opinion. It wasn’t arrogance. It was condescension. She almost took a small step backward as his gaze fell upon her once again. She realized that she was chewing on her bottom lip and stopped herself. 
 
    The crowd around them watched the ceremony impassively as the procession passed through a hallway of crossed swords and then parted, revealing the warrior hidden at their center. 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t push back the rush of despair that washed over her. It was Taren. 
 
    He smiled at her with a crooked grin, though there was no levity or humor in the look. His perfect brown robes and thick leather groom’s vest were at odds with his bald pate and scarred hands. A long leather cord trailed down from his right hand. The sealing dagger hung at his waist. 
 
    Lhaurel’s breath caught in her throat, and she fought a wave of panic. Her eyes sought out Saralhn, who gave her a small nod of encouragement. She could do this. 
 
    With a start, Lhaurel realized that the Warlord had come to face her and that the procession had arrayed itself around her, forming a half circle. The warriors’ faces reflected a range of emotions, from pride to solemnity. Lhaurel’s pulse quickened, and color burned on her cheeks. She felt hot and cold at the same time. The cloying smell of sweat and drink hung heavy on the air. Lhaurel clutched at her dress with both hands to keep them from shaking. 
 
    The Warlord began to speak. “Two hearts, two hands, two lives entwined.” He grabbed Lhaurel’s left arm and held it up alongside Taren’s right. The leather thongs hung in the air between them, rocking back and forth like pendulums. “Two becomes one through the bonds of time. Two to become one, flesh of their flesh, heart of their hearts, blood of their blood.” The Warlord pulled the sealing dagger from Taren’s waist and slashed it across her left wrist in one swift stroke. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped. The pain was hot, incredibly hot, though the wound was shallow. Deep red blood poured from the wound, ran down her arm, and dripped from her elbow onto the sand. She almost expected it to hiss and steam. Instead it pooled and formed a dirty puddle. 
 
    The Warlord grabbed Taren’s right arm and flipped it forward so the palm faced him. Four distinct scars stretched across his wrist, the one closest to his palm faded with age. Four scars meant four wives that had gone to the grave performing their greatest duty, bringing more sons into the world that could protect the warren from the genesauri and the other clans. At that moment, Lhaurel saw the scars as tributes to four women only remembered through the number of their sons still living. 
 
    Among the warriors, the scars were worn as badges of honor. Lifeblood pumped through the wrists. A cut too deep could lead to the loss of a hand or even their lives. Jenthro had years of practice, and no one, man or woman, had died from the sealing cuts for years. 
 
    Helplessness spiced with fear sank into the pit of Lhaurel’s stomach. Blood pumped from her wrist and dripped into the sand. The last four women married to this man had died. 
 
    “His blood in her veins,” The Warlord continued, slashing Taren across the wrist beneath the fourth scar, “pumping to her heart. Her blood in his, sealing the union. Flesh to flesh, heart to heart, blood to blood.” He pulled Lhaurel’s wrist up and pressed her cut against Taren’s, wrapping the leather thongs around them both. She felt the older man’s blood mingle with hers, hot and sticky, pumping through the slit in her wrist and down into her arm. She could smell the salty tang of it in the air. Less blood came from his cut than hers. 
 
    “And thus are they sealed.” 
 
    It was done. The music ended. 
 
    A murmur arose from the surrounding watchers. Hands were raised into the sky, palms forward, exposing scars of varying degrees of freshness in a token salute. Tradition named it a gesture of honor and respect. 
 
    Lhaurel bit her bottom lip against the pain as Taren raised their bound hands high, nearly pulling Lhaurel from her feet. Even with her abnormal height, he towered over her. 
 
    “Hail the union!” Taren shouted into the chamber. His voice echoed and reverberated over and over until it was joined by other warriors’ voices, shouting exultation to the heavens. 
 
    Lhaurel looked down toward the ground and swallowed hard against the bile welling at the back of her throat. Blood dripped over taut leather. 
 
    The echoes rose to a frenzied, cacophonous pitch. Then the sounds fell away, dying in a ragged succession that left the last note a broken, hollow thing. Lhaurel looked up and blinked, noticing that the assembled watchers had turned from her and Taren and were looking toward the northern side of the room. She turned in the direction they were looking. 
 
    A red-robed figure walked forward with the gait of a much older man, as if his presence there weren’t unusual at all. He was one of a group of strange men who wandered the sands without a home and called themselves Roterralar, or wanderers. They weren’t outcasts but something far more odd, always garbed in red robes and steeped in rumor and suspicion. The crowd parted with tones of fear and amazement, affording Lhaurel a complete view. 
 
    The Roterralar walked forward with a determined expression, his eyes hard, though there was a smile on his lips. He seemed to be favoring his right side slightly, taking a dragging limp forward with that leg while walking normally with the left. And behind him he dragged the body of a sailfin. 
 
    The eight-foot-long behemoth was clearly dead, but even still, Lhaurel struggled to hold back a gasp of fear. It came out as a mixed gasp of fear and amazement, echoed throughout the room by a half-hundred throats. Even though the sailfins were the smallest and most plentiful of the genesauri monsters, few there had seen one up so close. Fewer still could look at this one without a wave of fear and confusion. 
 
    Jerria’s face hardened, and one of her smaller children started to cry. The woman had lost her first husband to a sailfin pack during the previous Migration. 
 
    Lhaurel fought back her own wave of pain and memories, though her thoughts had grown clouded with the blood loss and pain. 
 
    “What are you about, man?” Jenthro shouted, cutting over the small hum of amazement that had overcome the onlookers. 
 
    The man took another few shuffle-steps forward, dragging the corpse behind him, careful to avoid the poisonous purple spines of the sail on its back. 
 
    “Well, aren’t we all excited on this happy day?” the Roterralar said, meeting Lhaurel’s eye and inclining his head slightly. 
 
    Lhaurel looked away, hoping that no one had noticed her breech of protocol. 
 
    Jenthro gestured and a number of warriors surrounded the man. They were careful to avoid the sailfin corpse. Even dead, the small genesauri was not something anyone wanted to be close to. 
 
    “What are you about?” Jenthro repeated, his tone hard. 
 
    “Well, I thought you should know the Migration has started.” 
 
    He said it so unconcernedly. Lhaurel blinked, looking for humor in his expression. Who would joke about something like that? 
 
    “The Migration is over a fortnight away,” Taren spat. “Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “But where’d the sailfin come from, then?” Lhaurel said quietly. 
 
    Taren yanked on their bound arms to silence her, nearly knocking her from her feet. 
 
    Lhaurel stumbled but caught herself as Marvi voiced the concern Lhaurel had already expressed. No one stopped her. She was the Matron and above all but the Warlord. Lhaurel swallowed her anger, fighting the onset of a strange dizziness. 
 
    “I killed it, obviously. Where else do you get a sailfin corpse? It’s not as if I could trade for one down in the Oasis, could I?” The man’s tone made more than one of the assembled warriors finger their swords. 
 
    Taren snorted. “You expect us to believe that pile of goat leavings? Few can boast of killing a genesauri.” 
 
    The red-robed man smiled, an expression that didn’t come close to reaching his eyes, and stood resolute, so different from the impression he had given during his entrance. His young face was plain, his hair the standard shade of brown, but his calm while being completely surrounded and heavily outnumbered belied his youth. Lhaurel doubted he was much older than her own seventeen years, but he acted as if he were the most senior warrior present. 
 
    “We can argue about that until we all turn back to sand and dust, but it doesn’t really change anything. Open your ears. Can’t you hear them coming? The faster ones will be here in just a few minutes.” 
 
    Silence killed the soft hum of voices with the effectiveness of a plague. Even the smallest child in the group lay still, listening for the terrifying keening of the wind passing along a sailfin’s spine. Lhaurel glanced at the people around her, seeing the same fear in their expressions that she felt within herself. Saralhn, standing by her husband, was as pale as bleached bones. 
 
    “I don’t hear anything!” Taren snapped after a moment. Lhaurel tried to ignore the irritated tugs on her wrist as Taren gestured for the warriors to grab the Roterralar man. 
 
    “I hear it!” Someone in the crowd shouted. 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    Other shouts joined in, but Marvi hushed them with a forceful command. The warriors who had been stepping forward to grab the man hesitated, listening again. 
 
    Lhaurel heard it then, a soft sound carried on the back of the winds outside the warren. The keening notes of a sailfin pack. Terror washed over her. 
 
    “Everyone to their tasks!” Marvi shouted, her thunderous voice echoing throughout the chamber and making everyone jump. “Cobb, take three warriors and secure the water urns.” 
 
    Everyone hesitated, frozen in the moment of fearful, stunned recognition. Lhaurel blinked, her mind refusing to comprehend what was going on. Her world had come crashing to an end wrapped in blood and leather, and now the genesauri were coming? Sands take her, the genesauri were coming. 
 
    “Move!” Taren yelled, pulling Lhaurel forward by the tethers on their wrists. 
 
    The crowds burst into motion, scurrying into the warren like ants into their hole. Lhaurel watched in detached amazement as mothers grabbed their children, herding them toward rooms to gather their possessions while their husbands assembled with the other warriors. She noticed Saralhn turn to leave only to be yanked back by her husband, who shouted something unintelligible at her before shoving her back toward one of the cavern exits. 
 
    Lhaurel watched it all with strange curiosity while being pulled along by her left wrist. She wondered if loss of blood was affecting her thinking. 
 
    “Get me out of this thing,” Taren demanded, dragging Lhaurel over to Jenthro. He reached for the sealing dagger in Jenthro’s hand, still wet with blood. 
 
    Jenthro backed away, holding the dagger out of Taren’s reach. Lhaurel stumbled forward, righting herself with difficulty as Taren tried to snatch the dagger anyway. 
 
    “Tradition dictates an entire night need pass to seal the bond,” Jenthro said with a grin that bore no humor. “Figure it out yourself.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked. Was the Warlord seriously suggesting they run all the way to the Oasis bound like this? 
 
    “Please,” Lhaurel stammered, part of her terror cutting through the mental slowness caused by loss of blood. “Please, take it off.” 
 
    “Oh, enough!” Marvi snapped, walking forward with a drawn dagger. “We need him.” 
 
    Without turning to face her, Jenthro backhanded her across the face. Taren growled in frustration but stopped reaching for the dagger. Marvi spat blood into the sand. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a fleeting moment of pity for the woman. Marvi outranked everyone there and could even speak for the Tribe in meetings in the Oasis, but not even she could hold a weapon. Lhaurel wondered what they’d do to her if they ever found out she practiced the sword forms in secret on her own. Still, she was grateful Marvi’s actions had overshadowed her own pleas, but both were unimportant with the genesauri coming. 
 
    The Roterralar watched them from next to the sailfin corpse, running a stone over the edge of his blade. The steady rasp was an eerie accompaniment to the swelling screams of the approaching sailfin pack. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to focus, shoving aside the growing dizziness and mental slowness just as warriors began to return to the greatroom. 
 
    Old Cobb limped forward, leading a small group of warriors who bore the water urns affixed to wooden poles between them. Women returned with their children, bearing heavy packs of all their possessions. Even the smallest child carried something, be it a favored toy or a sack of meal. Lhaurel caught a glimpse of Saralhn at the back of the group, carrying a pack that was far too large for her small frame. 
 
    Taren tugged at their bound wrists with a frustrated growl. Red blood dripped into the sand. 
 
    “Alright, everyone!” Jenthro shouted. He drew his sword and accepted a light pack from one of his sons. “Make for the stoneways! If the Migration has started early, maybe the rains in the Oasis have passed as well.” 
 
    From the back of the room, someone screamed. 
 
    Sailfins burst up through the many caverns that opened into the greatroom. Their massive dorsal fins shone sickly grey, each of the supporting spines a deep, rich red tipped in yellow. A prick from one of those spines was death. Hovering a few feet off the ground, the monsters crashed into the assembled group like sandtigers among sheep. 
 
    A woman screamed and disappeared amidst a storm of flashing, twisting teeth and flesh. Long, serpentine sailfin bodies twisted around victims, massive maws taking limbs or torsos in a single bite. 
 
    Chaos took the group. Taren leapt to his feet, cursing, and yanked Lhaurel up behind him. He shouted out unintelligible orders as he yanked the dagger from Jenthro’s stunned grip. With barely a pause, he slipped the dagger between their bound wrists and cut the bonds free, cutting into Lhaurel’s already-wounded wrist in the process. Grabbing a sword from a passing soldier, Taren dashed into the fray, not looking back at Lhaurel. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to her feet. Her limbs shook and trembled. Blood pooled everywhere, staining the rust-colored sand a deeper, more vibrant shade of red. 
 
    A sailfin flew by her, skimming across the ground and then back up into the air with a strange crackling noise, grabbing an old man by a shoulder and taking him to the ground beneath its massive weight. Lhaurel couldn’t help but scream, her mind and memories shouting at her to run. 
 
    Lhaurel stumbled toward one of the exits, trying to ignore the chaos and carnage around her. A single thought kept her moving, pushing past the dead and dying around her. The stoneways. We’ve got to make it to the stoneways. Run! 
 
    Someone crashed into her, knocking her to the ground. She fell hard, cutting her hands on the rocks and sand. The wound on her wrist added to the red on the sand. 
 
    Must get up. Stoneways. Make it to the stoneways. 
 
    She froze halfway to her feet. Saralhn stood directly in front of her, struggling with her massive pack. From the side, a sailfin turned and, spotting the struggling woman, flashed toward her, mouth agape. Lhaurel shouted a warning, but the sound was lost in the chaos and confusion. She looked around, hoping to spot anyone who could help. A nearby warrior dashed by, glanced at the scene, and ignored it, fleeing down the cavern with a stream of others. To face the genesauri was death. To flee—run—that was the only chance at life. 
 
    Lhaurel glanced to her left, toward the narrow passage only a few paces away. She could make it if she ran quickly enough. The narrow passage would slow the sailfins’ pursuit, giving her a chance. From there she could make it to the safety of the stoneways as fast as her legs could carry her. 
 
    The sailfin drew closer, a faint keen sounding from its vibrating fin. 
 
    Lhaurel got to her feet, a surge of adrenaline shooting through her, rushing through her veins like early morning frost, pushing her up despite the fear. She looked up at Saralhn and then back at the narrow tunnel to her left. Lhaurel was not a warrior, despite her clandestine training. She didn’t even have a sword. But she wasn’t going to let Saralhn die undefended. She wouldn’t abandon her. 
 
    Lhaurel raced across the ground, spraying up sand. To the side, the water urns burst, spilling their contents across the sand and mingling with the blood. Saralhn looked up, finally dropping the pack so she could stand. Her eyes went wide with fear, terror freezing her where she stood as her gaze fell on the sailfin bearing down on her. 
 
    Lhaurel wasn’t going to make it. She was going to watch Saralhn die, and there was nothing she could do— 
 
    Suddenly the Roterralar was beside her, his red robes the exact color of blood. He matched her pace, a sword in each hand. 
 
    “Here!” he shouted, tossing her one of the swords. 
 
    Lhaurel snatched it out of the air without thinking. Tradition and rules be damned to the seven hells. The man spun to the side, tackling Saralhn out of the way just as the sailfin would have struck. Lhaurel kept running forward, sword tip leading the way. 
 
    The blade dug into sailfin flesh, the momentum of its forward progression tearing the sword from Lhaurel’s grip. Lhaurel crashed into the rest of the creature’s long, muscular body, spinning and dropping to the rocks and sand. She got to her feet almost instantly, adrenaline still pulsing through her, terror giving her a mental acuity she never would have had otherwise. 
 
    She found her sword still sticking from the sailfin’s body. She ripped it free as the creature twitched, writhing on the ground and threatening to stab her with one of its poisonous dorsal spines. She brought the sword down on the sailfin’s back, cutting deeply into the flesh until it struck something hard. Again and again she struck, terror, adrenaline, and fear driving her, cutting into the beast long after it had stopped twitching. 
 
    Heaving lungs forced her to stop. She paused, sword held in front of her with a shaking, trembling hand. There was red on the hilt, lots of red. She didn’t know if it was hers or the sailfin’s. She looked down at the broken, mutilated corpse in front of her and immediately felt sick. 
 
    She looked away, and her gaze fell on Saralhn and the Roterralar man, standing on the other side of the sailfin corpse. His expression was unreadable. Saralhn’s was a look of horror. 
 
    Something cracked against the back of Lhaurel’s head. Pain exploded through her consciousness, and she fell, sword dropping from her hand. She blinked once and then faded into darkness.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Desperation 
 
    “There was a time when these people would not have let one of their children come within a thousand spans of me. Now they provide me with one, Briane. One whose presence is a constant reminder of their desperation.” 
 
    —From the Journal of Elyana 
 
    “Well, you’ve gotten yourself into a fine old mess.” 
 
    The voice resounded as if from a long distance away, though upon reaching her ears, it echoed in them like a beating drum. Her thoughts bounced around her head and left her swimming in confusion. Eyes fused shut, sight and senses gone, Lhaurel struggled to form a coherent thought. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    Lhaurel tried to think but couldn’t focus. The salty tang of blood and sweat hung heavy in the air. She tasted blood on her lips. All she could feel was pain, pain everywhere. 
 
    Boots crunched against sand and sounded against the rock as someone approached. She tried to move but was restrained. Someone pressed a waterskin to her lips, and she drank gratefully, regaining some clarity of thought despite the pounding, throbbing pain in her temples. She took another drink, and the pounding faded slightly. Whoever was there turned and walked away a few steps. 
 
    She noticed, for the first time, the orange glow behind her eyelids. Realization hit her with the force of a storm. She’d been strung up on the rocks—bait for the coming genesauri horde. Those sun-blasted, fever-stricken Sidena had finally done what they’d threatened to do all these many years. Lhaurel had finally pushed their tolerance too far. She tried to fight down the terror, though she didn’t have the strength left to fight her bonds. Her head throbbed every time she tried to move. 
 
    The footsteps grew closer. Maybe they were here to watch. 
 
    Sunlight blared down on her, burning her pale flesh and searing her eyes, and she blinked them open. Two involuntary tears leaked down her cheeks and mingled with the dust and sand that clung to her face. There was blood there as well, both old and fresh, but the tears did little to wash it away. 
 
    A shadowed silhouette blocked out the sun. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked. Her voice came out as a rasp. 
 
    A man smiled down at her, and even through the pain she noticed he had a wonderful smile. His face was plain, and he was far from the most handsome man she’d ever seen, but his smile was surprisingly endearing. Foolish girl, she thought, you’re about to die and you’re concerned about his smile. Think! Figure out how to get out of this! 
 
    “I’m trying to decide whether I should just leave you here.” The Roterralar dropped to his knees on the stone next to her, leaning down so their faces were only a foot or two apart. How had she not recognized him before? He smelled of rust, earth, and sweat, though his breath carried a cloying freshness to it, as if he had been chewing herbs. “In fact, that is what Taren and the others would want me to do. I mean, you’re the one they caught with a weapon. They’d want me to let you get eaten, flesh stripped from your bones bit by bit. I’ve seen the sailfins do it before. They peel the skin off you first.” 
 
    His voice was jovial, as if he were telling a friend a favorite tale or even a joke, but his eyes were hard grey stones, locked onto hers, reflecting none of the levity with which he spoke. It left her suddenly cold despite the sun beating down upon her. 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and almost choked on phlegm. It hurt to cough. 
 
    “Or I could save you,” he continued in the same light, conversational tone. “Give you the chance to make amends for my intervention on your behalf. The choice is yours. You can stay here and be diced into fodder not fit for swine, or you can let me save you.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t respond. She had no reason to trust him. No reason to even speak to him at all. 
 
    “You’ve got about two minutes before the genesauri get here.” 
 
    Lhaurel lay there, torn in the agony of indecision. The stories spoke of the Roterralar as wanderers, nomads that somehow managed to survive the Migration out on the sands on their own. For sands sake, that’s what their names meant. Mothers whispered to their children of strange deaths and accidents attributed to these men. A calf born with two heads was the work of a vagrant Roterralar. A child sick with fever after one passed through the camp was attributed to the evil glare a Roterralar had given the child when he’d run across his path. At least, the mother would warn, the Roterralar hadn’t eaten him. They were said to do that. It was also said that the Roterralar could make themselves appear a hundred feet tall and disappear into the sands, or else ride on the backs of the genesauri. And they would kill you as soon as look at you. 
 
    The sun beat down, burning her eyes and scorching her flesh. Blood throbbed and pumped from her wrists and ankles where the leather cut into her flesh. The silence was deafening—the silence that heralded the last few moments before the sailfin pack burst up out of the sand and descended upon their prey. The genesauri were coming, sands take them. Her fear of them outweighed any distrust. The indecision passed in a sudden moment of release. 
 
    “Fine,” she said finally. 
 
    “First, you must swear a blood oath to the Roterralar.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked, though the effect was lost through her squinting. 
 
    “You have about one minute left.” 
 
    Her clan had left her behind to die to aide in their own escape. Honestly, she couldn’t blame them. She’d violated their laws and traditions. “Fine, I swear by the blood within my veins that my loyalty is now and forever to the Roterralar.” 
 
    “You don’t really mean that, but I’ll hold you to your oath.” 
 
    The man rose to his feet, appearing for a moment as if he were encompassed by a shroud of red-grey mist from the sun’s brilliant radiance behind him. He pulled out a dagger, knelt, and cut Lhaurel free. Rising and putting fingers to his lips, he let out a shrill whistle that tore at Lhaurel’s eardrums. An echoing response came almost immediately, but from above them. 
 
    Blood flew back into her limbs with a rush, leaving them prickling as if she had stepped on the spine-covered shell of a rashelta. The smell of sweat and blood grew stronger when the bonds fell away. She arose on shaky limbs, taking the hand that the Roterralar proffered when the pain threatened to drop her back to the ground. Her head ached, and she couldn’t seem to keep her balance. The man’s grip was like iron, keeping her on her feet 
 
    “Did Saralhn make it?” Lhaurel asked, steadying herself and letting go of his hand. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The girl we saved.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    It would have been worth it if she’d saved Saralhn. 
 
    Something large passed in front of the sun. A creature of talons and feathers plummeted toward the earth, a streak of mottled brown and grey and yellow. 
 
    Lhaurel shrieked in a combination of surprise and awe as the creature spread its wings and reared in the air. 
 
    Clouds of dust sprang up beneath the creature’s powerful wings. With an ear-shattering cry, the creature extended massive, taloned feet and alighted on the ground, standing with its head easily a span above Lhaurel’s. 
 
    The man walked up to it and gently stroked the mottled plumage. 
 
    The creature’s wings raked back in a sickle shape on either side of its long body. Black orbs, deep, dark pools of intelligence, studied her over the top of a hooked yellow beak. 
 
    The majesty took Lhaurel’s breath away and, for a moment, at least, made her pains somewhat lessened. 
 
    “This is Skree-lar,” he said, holding out a hand. 
 
    For the first time, Lhaurel noticed the leather harness buckled around the bird’s torso. 
 
    “And it really is time we left here.” 
 
    As if to accentuate his words, the high-pitched wail of a sailfin pack ripped through the air. 
 
    The man didn’t wait for Lhaurel to respond. He seized her by the arm and dragged her over to the bird. She had completely underestimated the danger of this unknown man. His grip was strong, but she resisted despite the pain, and he stopped pulling immediately. 
 
    She glanced to one side, contemplating making a run for it. 
 
    He followed her gaze. “Don’t be an idiot,” he said, glancing out over the rolling dunes with narrowed eyes. “You can come with me and take a chance at living or stay here and welcome certain death. And it seems a pity, really, for you to have chosen to come with me already just to hesitate when confronted with something out of the ordinary.” 
 
    He vaulted up onto Skree-lar’s back, the bird having hunkered down into the sand so he could do so. His hands moved in a blur as he took leather leads from the harness and attached them to rings hidden in his robes. That done, he again reached down and offered her a hand. 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated. She could run and try to make it on her own. If she made it into the warren the Sidena called home, she could lose the sailfins and then try and make it to the Oasis on her own once that pack had passed. She dismissed that plan almost immediately. She wasn’t about to brave the sands on her own with the genesauri loose. It was the same reason she hadn’t left to join the outcasts, the same reason she’d never simply run away. She feared the sands and the demons they contained. She hesitated a moment longer. 
 
    A moment too long. The man lost his patience and seized her arm, pulling her up behind him as if she were no heavier than a small child. Just as she landed, the sand ruptured and spewed out a geyser of sand, and a sailfin burst into the air. 
 
    “Hold on!” the man shouted, and he gave a sharp, whistling trill. 
 
    The bird spread its wings and launched into the air. 
 
    Lhaurel awkwardly seized the man around the waist, feeling hard muscles beneath the cloth of his robes. She found herself blushing furiously and berated herself silently at the foolishness of it all. What was she? A girl or a woman? 
 
    All further thought was blown from her mind as the bird drove its wings downward in a single, powerful stroke that pushed it higher into the air. 
 
    The sailfin gave chase, sinuous serpentine body twisting into the sky as if it were swimming through the air. A row of black dots extending backward from the corner of the jaw seemed to crackle and spark the higher it rose into the air. Twice as long and almost as thick as the bird she rode, the sailfin’s scream grew to a frenzied, cacophonous pitch. 
 
    Lhaurel wanted to scream, wanted to will the bird to fly faster, fly higher, but the sailfin matched the bird’s beating wings surge for surge. Another sailfin burst out of the sand, flying upward. Two more followed, then half a dozen more a few seconds later. 
 
    The man swore under his breath and urged the bird onward with his hands and another pattern of whistle bursts. 
 
    The original sailfin was gaining on them. It was only a few inches away from the bird’s gleaming talons, jaws agape as if it would attempt to swallow them all in one bite. Lhaurel looked down into the creature’s gullet, seeing rotting flesh and yellow-stained teeth as long as her hand. 
 
    Skree-lar flapped harder, its wing beats strong and shallow, yet stiff and uncomfortable. 
 
    Fear tightened Lhaurel’s grip at the man’s waist. 
 
    Suddenly, the sailfin seemed to fall away. 
 
    An awful sound filled the air like bone scraping against rock. It took her a moment to realize that the sound was the man laughing, distorted by the wind. If her hands hadn’t been locked around his waist, feeling the rise and fall of every wheeze, she wouldn’t have believed it. 
 
    “How can you laugh at a time like this?” she asked, swallowing a mouthful of dust and sand that left her in a fit of coughs. Her pains returned as the adrenaline and fear faded. 
 
    By way of response, the man gestured down. The sailfins hovered nearly four spans below them, stationary in the sky except for the strange undulations that made up their normal movements. With each beat of Skree-lar’s wings, Lhaurel was taken higher. The genesauri remained where they were. One of them seemed to swim upward toward them but only wriggled in place. It hissed, a high-pitched, grating sound, and then the pack turned and dove back into the sand. Scores of dorsal fins rose up out of the sand as the others descended into it, the rest of the pack welcoming back its companions. 
 
    “Why aren’t they following us?” Lhaurel shouted, keeping her mouth close to his shoulder to avoid the dust and wind. 
 
    “Look!” he shouted, gesturing. 
 
    Lhaurel glanced where he pointed and then turned her whole head to take in the sight. A handful of the massive birds of prey, riders on their backs bearing long, metal spears, sped along the desert floor. High above them, more of the creatures bearing riders circled in complicated aerial patterns. Light glinted off the ends of spears clutched in the riders’ hands. With shrieks that rent the air, the birds and their riders descended upon the sailfin pack. 
 
    Who were these strangers? She’d never seen so many Roterralar before—in fact, she’d never seen nor heard of more than one being in the same place at any given time, nor had she ever heard anything, even legends, about these mysterious bird-warriors. 
 
    “That’s why. Now shut up and hold on!” 
 
    Lhaurel started to reply angrily, but then a sudden thought struck the barb from her lips. She was flying on the back of a giant bird! 
 
    She looked down again, taking in the dunes, the violent struggle of life and death going on beneath her, the dizzying height. Over a hundred spans in the air, her only support was the man to whom she clung and Skree-lar’s broad back. It was a moment of fearful wonder that she couldn’t fully fathom. Her grip tightened even further around the man’s waist. 
 
    They climbed high into the air, wheeling to the northeast and keeping the sun to their right. The sight and sounds of battle passed from her view. The man guided the bird with a few tugs on the harness and the occasional odd pattern of whistles. 
 
    Lhaurel was fascinated by the ride, though it was far from comfortable. The stiff wing beats brushed up against her already sunbaked thighs, and her skin was being torn at by the rushing wind and sand. Yet all discomfort vanished each time that she glanced down toward the ground. Sand stretched as far as the eye could see, rolling and cresting in endless waves. Even during the periods of safety when the genesauri hibernated beneath the sand, the desert was a constantly changing labyrinth of dunes, sand, and death for several thousand spans around the Oasis. Some of the dune fields moved over fifty spans in the course of the months that the genesauri slept, making them impossible to map. 
 
    The ground was firmer, less sandy, from the cave-filled plateaus the Rahuli people called warrens outward to the Forbiddence, the massive, grey-brown stone mountains that rose as sheer cliffs in a perfect circle around the Sharani desert. Full of scraggy bushes and cracked earth baked hard over eons of constant heat, the plains there were generally safe from the genesauri, but there was little food to be found. And absolutely no water. 
 
    It was an intimidating yet awe-inspiring sight. She glanced southward, back toward the shallow cliffs where her clan held refuge during the Dormancy. She wondered again if Saralhn had made it to the stoneways safely. Skree-lar banked to the left, compensating for a sudden gust of wind that took him off course. 
 
    The thrill that ran through her had nothing to do with fear. This was freedom. To pass through the skies, move through the limitless currents of space—it defied reason and time. It was exhilarating. Pure, unadulterated joy. 
 
    The man let out a series of whistles and clicks, and Skree-lar banked to the left even more. Far on the horizon, massive cliffs reared up against the sky. Lhaurel peered toward them, ignoring the searing sun on her flesh and the fine grit of sand that cut into it and irritated her many cuts and bruises. The cliffs seemed to pierce the sky, thrusting upwards, striving to meet the clouds, almost as tall as the Forbiddence. The sides of the cliff were straight. Sheer. Impenetrable. 
 
    Within moments, they were circling the massive plateau, dropping incrementally closer and closer toward the top of the stone. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” the man shouted against the wind. 
 
    Lhaurel laughed in exhilaration, her overwhelming emotions lending a note of hysteria to her actions. 
 
    Skree-lar screamed a note of answering joy as it flared its wings a few spans from the stony surface, pinion feathers bending backward with each stroke of its wings, tail curling inward, slowing it further. Talons stretched outward, grasped onto stone. They slammed forward with the force of the landing. 
 
    Unprepared, Lhaurel almost knocked the red-robed man from Skree-lar’s back, but the man had braced himself as he had admonished her to do. Instead of knocking him free, her grip around him suddenly loosed, and she tumbled free of the bird’s broad back, rolling down one wing and sprawling in the rock, afire with pain. She picked herself back up again with a curse, checking the new cuts and bruises that now graced her sun-scorched flesh and crisscrossed other, less recent injuries. The euphoria of flight faded in a wave of dull, aching pain. The cut on her left wrist dripped a steady stream of blood onto the deep, red rock. It mingled with the dust there, making a slurry of reddish paste. 
 
    The man looked down at her for a moment, an odd expression on his face, and then his mouth split into a grin, and he started laughing. It was a deep, throaty laugh, full of mirth, though dusted with something aloof and condescending, simultaneously different from and similar to his earlier wheeze. 
 
    “What are you laughing at?” she demanded, her annoyance burning away the pain and soreness that had been threatening to take her to her knees up until that moment. 
 
    She had definitely passed her breaking point, being so confrontational. Cruel experience had taught her to hide her emotions as best she could. An emotional explosion like this back with the Sidena would have earned her a whipping. She was loath to live through one of those again. 
 
    The man stopped laughing but grinned at her, hopping down from Skree-lar’s back. 
 
    The bird screeched and shambled off across the stone a short distance. It was far less graceful on the ground than it was in the air. 
 
    The Roterralar walked up to her, stopping only a few feet away. He was barely as tall as she, but his suddenly iron visage made him seem all the more imposing. “I am the man who saved you. I have every right to laugh when I please. There is so little humor left in our world, Lhaurel, that I take the opportunity when I can.” 
 
    Lhaurel took a half step back from the intensity of his words and the sudden light that flashed in his grey eyes. 
 
    He matched her step, keeping his gaze locked onto hers. “You didn’t have to catch the sword. I could have saved the girl on my own, but you had to go and take the sword yourself. Ask yourself why. A decision like that doesn’t just happen. You already chafed at their rules and traditions. You have to live with the results of you own actions.” 
 
    Her temper flared at being called a fool. If he could have done it on his own, then why had he offered her the sword? Why hadn’t he simply done what he, as a man, was supposed to do and protect the women and children of the clan? It was obvious. He’d done it to see what she would do. It angered her even more knowing that he was right. She felt, ironically enough, as foolish as a Roterralar suffering from the sun fevers. She’d wanted to fit in, but the things she wanted—desires originally inspired by the outcasts, of all people—were incompatible with the lives the Sidena lived. And as much as she wanted to be a part of something, to not feel alone anymore, she didn’t want to be a part of that. 
 
    “Did she live, at least?” Lhaurel asked. She knew she’d already asked the Roterralar, but she had to know. 
 
    The man shrugged. “I saw her get out of the warren, but I didn’t follow them to the Oasis. I had other things to attend to.” Lhaurel felt a moment of pride and satisfaction rush through her. At least her actions had meant something. 
 
    “What is your name, anyway?” she asked, only then realizing she didn’t know it. She simply thought of him as “the man,” or “the Roterralar,” as she’d always called the red-robed fanatics that wandered into the warrens. 
 
    The man smiled again, spreading his hands wide. 
 
    “I am of the sands and stones. I am he of the aevians, a warrior of the sands and metal that make up our world, a man of the Rahuli people.” 
 
    Lhaurel glared at him. Pain dampened what little patience she had left. 
 
    His smile widened. “They call me Kaiden. And I am sorry for this.” 
 
    He nodded, and before Lhaurel could move, rough hands grabbed her from behind. Something was placed over her mouth and nose, a cloth of some sort that smelled of the small purple flowers that grew in the Oasis. She struggled, but the grip around her shoulders and neck was simply too strong. Her muscles grew weak, and her eyelids grew heavy. She blinked rapidly and tried to scream, but all that came out was a ragged moan. 
 
    Behind Kaiden, Skree-lar clicked his beak and made a soft chirping noise. For some reason, that made her want to smile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For a moment, Khari ConDeleza, Matron of the Roterralar, felt a flash of annoyance and disappointment as the girl slipped slowly toward unconsciousness. Despite the girl’s wounds and obvious weakness, Khari had hoped to see at least a little vigor from the girl. She’d given the men careful instructions so that the girl should have ample opportunity to fight back and resist. But— 
 
    The girl suddenly dropped, pulling the sword from Rhellion’s belt as she fell. 
 
    That’s the spirit. 
 
    The girl was slow to react, slow to move, and a normal enemy would never have been able to take Rhellion’s sword from him, but Khari had instructed him to let it happen beforehand. That was, if the girl had enough gumption to actually try something. 
 
    “Stay back,” the girl said, eyes darting to the three men who had drawn swords and advanced on her. 
 
    Kaiden stood back to one side as he’d been instructed to do. 
 
    The girl took a step back, legs shaking visibly, though the sword point didn’t waiver. 
 
    Khari watched from one side, curious to see what the girl would do. There was no way off the top of the plateau except for on the back of an aevian. 
 
    As instructed, Rhellion moved forward, a sword given him by one of the other men held low. “Calm yourself, girl,” he said. “There’s no need to fight.” 
 
    The girl stepped back again. 
 
    Rhellion’s face hardened, and he raised his sword. “Put that down, girl. You wouldn’t want to hurt yourself.” 
 
    Rhellion thrust, and the girl batted it aside. 
 
    Khari raised an eyebrow. The girl knew the basic sword forms. Rhellion swung back, and the girl batted it aside again, twisting the blade so the blow was deflected and allowing the girl a chance to reset. True, it was slow, but the move was executed perfectly. Khari stood upright and drew her own sword, striding forward. 
 
    “Your form is sloppy,” Khari said curtly. 
 
    Rhellion backed away and allowed Khari to stand facing the girl. For a moment, the sword dropped, and the girl’s face scrunched in confusion. Then Khari raised her sword and pointed it at the girl. 
 
    The girl raised her own blade. 
 
    Khari, obligingly, went on the attack, though slowly and deliberately. The girl responded with perfect form, her face intent with concentration and a little fear, though her movements were stiff. She really did know the basic forms. How had she managed that? Khari pushed her harder and the girl’s defenses broke, unable to match Khari’s speed. Khari batted the girl’s sword aside and dropped her own sword onto the girl’s shoulder, the razor-sharp edge against her neck. The girl’s eyes showed white with fear and confusion. Khari felt a twinge of regret at what she was going to have to do next, though it would be for the girl’s own good. She hated having to break the new recruits. There were few of them, only three in the last decade, so she was not in very good practice, and a breaking was an extremely discriminating process. 
 
    “You will learn that nothing is the same here as it was in your little clan,” Khari said in a flat voice made all the more powerful for its lack of emotion. “Forget everything you have ever learned, and you might survive life here. Forget your pride. Forget that you can even think for yourself. Your life begins and ends at my whim now.” 
 
    The girl gulped, trembling either from fear or the effect of adrenaline wearing away.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: Cracks 
 
    “The true enemy of any ideal is a lack of persistence. And persistence is the true ideal of a fearsome enemy. The creatures are hardy, if not yet salvation. Change is the autumn leaf on its journey to the ground. It is not the first leaf that heralds’ autumn’s hold, but the last, and all the ground is brown, and red, and gold.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Makin Qays, Warlord of the Roterralar, eighth clan of the Sharani, stepped back from the hidden opening high above the eyrie floor. Wrinkles born of the weight of leadership furrowed his brow. Age belied his once fine stature and slowed his step at times, but he still held himself with a proud and noble bearing. He had led the Roterralar against the genesauri for three generations now, over forty years. And during all forty years the genesauri pattern had never changed. Until now. 
 
    Though the sailfins were the smallest of the three genesauri, their vast numbers made them as deadly as the larger two. Thankfully, there were generally several fortnights between when the sailfin packs showed up and when the larger genesauri, the marsaisi and karundin, awoke from their hibernation. 
 
    Wind made the thin cloth that hid the opening that looked down into the eyrie flutter and shift slightly, but Makin Qays took no notice. The covering lay in a shadowed corner of the eyrie, high along the wall. Even knowing it was there, he often had difficulty finding it from the eyrie floor. He sighed, pulling himself from his troubled thoughts, and walked back to the edge. 
 
    The woman that Kaiden had brought to the warren was still standing by the doorway, her gaze moving from one side of the eyrie to another in an aimless pattern. Confusion was a common sentiment among those they welcomed. This one was taking it better than most, he noted with interest. Perhaps she might even be ready to fight in this Migration. Sands knows they needed her. 
 
    Khari, his wife and the matron of the eyrie, entered the room and joined the table of silent observers. She must have had to jog the whole way to make it up here this quickly, but that was her way. Silently, he applauded her performance with the woman below. She hated having to break the young men and women down, tearing them apart one piece at a time. But it was requisite that something be broken before it could be fixed. 
 
    Breaking was a delicate process. It wasn’t simply a question of taking a hammer to a crockery pot and bludgeoning it until all that was left was a few tiny pieces and a smattering of dust. No, with people, the breaking had to take place in a way where the pieces could be put back together. Trauma wasn’t necessarily the best course. Each person was different. 
 
    “So,” Makin Qays said, turning to the table of silent observers. “What news?” 
 
    Tieran, one of the cast leaders, grinned. “The new girl is a pretty one. It’ll do my old bones some good to have her around.” 
 
    Khari shot him a flat look. 
 
    Tieran’s twin, a woman named Sarial who was nothing at all like her brother, snorted. “You’re not old, and you say that about every woman,” she said. 
 
    “Well, it’s true each time.” 
 
    Makin Qays silenced them with a word. “Any relevant news.” 
 
    “She’s got a stubborn streak in her about a dozen spans wide,” Khari said, “but she is decent with a blade. I just have to break her first.” 
 
    “I have a feeling we’ll need her before this Migration is through,” Makin Qays said thoughtfully. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” Khari said. 
 
    “She won’t break.” Kaiden’s voice was strangely resolute. 
 
    Khari blew out a long breath. “Let’s hope you’re wrong, Kaiden. For all our sakes. We’ll give her a couple of days, and then I think we’ll let her know that her friend didn’t survive.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A single long cut along the sailfin’s belly, then peel back the skin. It came off the flesh easily, only needing a few easy slices to loosen it from the muscle and sinew beneath. Once the skin was peeled all the way up to where the large dorsal began, Lhaurel had to roll the creature over and skin the other side. Long cuts sliced both the skin and the dorsal free, though she was careful not to let the tips of the dorsal spines pierce her flesh. 
 
    Now the real work began. Milky white cords of sinew and gummy flesh coiled around the long, tubular body, which had to come free. The coils were tough and hard to cut, but she persisted, even with just a single knife whose blade was shorter than the length of her hand. Her first sailfin had taken her nearly half a day to skin and slice up into chunks for the aevians to eat. Part of it had stemmed from the fear that coursed through her at the sight of the creature despite knowing it was dead. Now, two weeks later, she could get through four or five sailfin corpses in that same time. And she was no longer afraid. Fear faded in the face of familiarity. 
 
    What she hadn’t gotten used to was the smell. 
 
    A foul odor came from the fat and the membranous white strands that she had to peel away layer by layer. The skeleton was also unique in that it was a mottled mixture of white bone and a dark grey, metal-like substance. It smelled of rust and age mingled with rotted meat. 
 
    She cut out a thick steak and set it aside, lost in her work and her own thoughts. The past two weeks had been both the most exhilarating and the most frustrating of her life. Being with the aevians all day long, every day, seeing to their needs and even sleeping curled up in the sands near them—that was wonderful. She loved the majestic birds, their nobility and playfulness. She felt a special attachment to and a love for them that she had never before experienced. 
 
    And she couldn’t leave. There was no feasible escape. Even if she did manage to climb down the thousand spans to the desert sands below, she had no idea where to go, nor any reasonable hope of surviving the journey. The sailfins, though smallest of the genesauri monsters, were the most numerous. Their packs ravaged the desert and destroyed anything living upon the sands. And the bigger ones—Lhaurel shuddered at the thought. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Lhaurel got to her feet and let out a shrill, piercing whistle, a skill that she had only recently mastered. Immediately, the aevians descended. Several skittered toward her low along the ground, rust-colored wings flapping and black eyes fixed on the meat she had prepared. Others dove from their places high along the cliff walls, sickle-shaped wings folding inward as they cut through the air, racing each other like children at play. 
 
    The sight of the approaching flock would have terrified most people, but it made Lhaurel smile. She closed her eyes and listened to the beat of wings, the cries of pleasure, and the shrieks of friendly competition. The sounds were the sounds of friends and companions—the sounds of the one thing she trusted in this place. They bore down on her, talons extended, hooked beaks clicking in hungered anticipation. 
 
    A thrill ran through her. 
 
    The aevians parted around her, diving for the butchered meat and avoiding her as if she were an immovable pillar in their way and not a mere woman half the size of the smallest aevian. 
 
    She breathed in and then let it out slowly, her frustration and anger burned away in the rush of adrenaline. 
 
    “I already knew you were stupid,” a cold voice said, raised slightly to compensate for the noise thrown up by the feasting birds. “But that was sheer idiocy.” 
 
    Lhaurel opened her eyes to find Kaiden before her. 
 
    His flinty eyes penetrated her. She refused to blush and then grew angry as she felt heat blossom on her cheeks. Foolish woman, she snapped at herself. Don’t let him see that he’s getting to you. Didn’t all those years with Marvi and Jenthro teach you anything at all? 
 
    “And I just realized the extent of your arrogance,” she retorted. “Well, it’s either that or you have a strange understanding of the meaning of an apology. Would you think someone was truly sorry if they left you a prisoner in strangers’ hands?” 
 
    He shrugged, an expression heightened by his bare shoulders, exposed beneath his thin leather vest. An array of colorful bracelets adorned his arms above each wrist in differing patterns. Upon closer scrutiny, Lhaurel realized that they weren’t bracelets at all but tattoos. Bands of color wrapped up his forearms, ending just short of his elbows. Most of them were a deep, dark brown that stood out from his lightly tanned skin and the other bands of color around them. 
 
    “You can think what you wish,” he said. “My apology was sincere and so has merit. It is not my fault if it falls on deaf ears.” 
 
    “Arrogance it is, then.” 
 
    He shrugged again and stepped around a group of aevians fighting over a particularly juicy chunk of sailfin. “From what I’ve seen, you seem to like it here. Well, the aevians at least.” 
 
    They’d been watching her? Worse, Kaiden had been watching her. She felt more exposed than when he’d seen her in her smallclothes. He’d watched her work, watched her toil, and sweat, and rant, and pee. How many more of them had watched her? 
 
    “Lhaurel,” Kaiden said, then hesitated. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at him, chewing on her bottom lip to keep herself from saying anything else rash. 
 
    Kaiden’s expression firmed. “The girl, Saralhn—she didn’t make it to the Oasis.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt as if she’d had a bucket of freezing water poured down her back. Her vision swam. Dread spread through her, clutched at her heart. Her lungs seized up, and she gasped for breath, afraid and angry at the same time. She felt suddenly dizzy. 
 
    Kaiden swore as she fell to her knees. 
 
    Immediately she could breathe again. The feeling of icy dread washed out of her, bursting free like water held back by a dam in the Oasis. 
 
    Kaiden knelt down beside her, resting an arm on her shoulder. “Are you ok?” His voice seemed both annoyed and concerned, an odd combination. 
 
    She started to get to her feet, placing a hand on Kaiden’s knee to give her support, but her hand touched a patch of wetness. Jerking her hand back, she felt bile rise up in her throat, and she almost heaved. 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” Kaiden said, his voice suddenly cold again. “My water pouch burst. Hence the cursing.” As if to prove it, he reached into the pocket of his leggings and removed a deflated waterskin, a large hole in one end. He tossed it aside, making several aevians hiss and skitter out of the way. He held out his hand. 
 
    Lhaurel ignored it and got to her feet, pushing herself up with hands on her own knees. “Are you sure she didn’t make it?” 
 
    Kaiden hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    Anger, pain, and despair welled up within Lhaurel. Saralhn had been the only true friend she’d ever had. It wasn’t enough that she’d been forced to endure the strange ways the Roterralar had been treating her. What she’d gone through with the Sidena wasn’t enough. Now Saralhn was dead. 
 
    Frustration, anger, and pain pushed past the inhibitions with which she had been indoctrinated. “You had no right to watch me without my knowledge, Kaiden,” she said vehemently. “No right at all.” 
 
    Kaiden’s eyes steeled, becoming hard pools of grey reflectivity. “You don’t even understand what you’re talking about.” He jabbed an accusing finger at her. “We have every right to protect ourselves. You have no attachments to life, no understanding of what it means to be part of a clan or even of a family. It is you who have no rights here. No right to claim understanding. No right to even demand answers to your questions. I saved your life from the genesauri. I could just as easily return it to them.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s shiver didn’t come from the threat. Rather, it was the monotone way in which he said it. No anger or fear colored the words. It was a simple statement. Fact. It quenched the anger and the frustration, leaving behind only the pain. 
 
    “I didn’t choose my life,” she said, looking down. “I never had a family to be a part of. I don’t even know who my parents were. Not really. I didn’t choose this.” 
 
    “You chose to take that sword. You chose to train.” 
 
    She raised her chin, pride firming her resolve, but Kaiden’s expression stopped her. He wasn’t even looking at her, the arrogant little—Kaiden nodded at something over Lhaurel’s shoulder, his face angled high along the wall. 
 
    Then he noticed her. “What?” 
 
    “What were you just looking at?” 
 
    Kaiden arched an eyebrow at her. “I wasn’t looking at anything.” 
 
    Lhaurel gave him a look that clearly told him she didn’t believe a word. She’d already exploded once. One more outburst, albeit smaller than the last, wasn’t going to make any real difference. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he said. “I really must be going now. Enjoy your solitude.” 
 
    Lhaurel glared daggers into his back as he left, though once the door closed, she turned and glanced in the direction Kaiden had been looking. The corner of her lip tugged into a half smirk. He’d finally slipped. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A few hours later, after coming to terms with Saralhn’s death as best she could, Lhaurel stood in the same spot where Kaiden had been standing when she had caught him peering up at the wall with far too much attention. She scanned the sandstone walls, studying the area for anything that would appear, like an opening or a place where one could perform observations. She must have stood there for a good ten minutes, studying the stone. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The Lhaurel that had first arrived would have given up then, but Lhaurel’s stubbornness had grown. As she started her second scan, a slight breeze wafted up from the chamber’s opening, swirling in a complex pattern of eddies and whorls. High above her head and slightly to the left, thirty spans up, the rock shifted. 
 
    She almost smiled but stopped herself before the expression could betray her discovery. Someone was surely watching her even now, wondering what it was that she was doing. So she continued to study the rock, allowing her expression to show feigned frustration and disappointment. After a few long minutes she hung her head in resignation, allowing her auburn hair to fall in front of her face. Behind the red curtain, though, she smiled. 
 
    She put down her metal bucket and spade, leaning them against the wall of the cavern. Next, she divested herself of the nondescript brown robe she wore, leaving her only in her smallclothes. The robe would get in the way as she climbed. There were no steps carved into the stone—no easy paths of ingress or egress. Yet the entire cliff was made of the same rough sandstone, laden with streaks of dark grey metal. That meant it was rough and full of crags. She reached up, seized an outcropping of stone, and started to climb. 
 
    She continued to climb, ignoring the ache in her shoulders, the burning angry pain stretching up her arms and down her back which screamed at the strain. Sweat dripped down her brow and pasted her hair to the side of her head. Her hand burned where she had been cut, and it continued to bleed, leaving a trail along the rock that marked where she had been. The occasional aevian would pop its regal head out of an outcropping or nest to peer quizzically at her as she passed, but she ignored them. Everything ceased to exist except the strange outcropping where she had seen the stone move. 
 
    Halfway to the outcropping, her muscles forced her to stop and take a momentary respite on a large promontory of stone that jutted out from the regular semi-flat sandstone wall. Lhaurel pulled herself atop the lip and collapsed onto the gritty surface. She blinked away the stinging sweat, though more dripped into her eyes, making the gesture a futile one. Her vision was slightly blurry around the edges, as though she had just woken up and had yet to become fully alert. One of her hands, the one with the cut, trembled uncontrollably, like the wings of a grasshopper in flight. She closed her eyes and breathed as deeply as her oxygen-deprived lungs allowed. Was she really so soft that a simple climb like this would leave her this winded? 
 
    Near her, Gwyanth, Khari’s aevian and the only one of the creatures whose name she had learned, and her son hopped from crag to crag, the younger aevian flapping his wings far less gracefully than his mother. Lhaurel smiled. The young aevian, called a fledgling, apparently, was one of her favorites. He had a funny little chirp he seemed to reserve just for her. 
 
    A sudden thought struck her, one that left her sickened and enraged at the same time. 
 
    They’d never told her not to try to escape. No one had ever threatened her about trying to run away. In fact, they had done everything in their power to frustrate and enrage her. They had wanted her to try and escape. 
 
    Why else would they have forced her to do such menial tasks day in and day out? She’d forgone sleep for almost a fortnight caring for the aevians and Gwyanth’s fledgling son. No one told her that Gwyanth would have done that herself if Lhaurel hadn’t been there. There had been other fledglings born while she’d been working with Gwyanth’s son, but none of them had been cared for by another person. Why had Lhaurel been forced to play mother to this particular aevian? 
 
    The most powerful prisons were those whose bars were constructed by the one imprisoned within them. They had made her want to care for the creatures. They had used her own kindness and determination against her. She felt like a milk-besotted babe to have been so easily manipulated. 
 
    “I’m such a fool,” she said aloud, clenching her fists and kicking some loose sand over the side of the ledge. Why hadn’t she realized what they were doing to her? They’d expected her to attempt something. They’d expected her to figure them out at some point. 
 
    She looked up in a sudden burst of anger, her eyes flashing and fixating on the spot where she had seen the rock move. She could see it even though she was directly beneath it. Her ledge afforded her a slightly angled view of the spot. 
 
    “I know you’re up there,” she shouted, her voice carrying and reverberating off the close walls. “I’m done playing your games. I’m done waiting for you to explain. Show yourselves! Kaiden! Khari! I’ve had enough!” 
 
    Her voice echoed across the chamber, rolling and reverberating like a wave of rolling sand. The rock she was staring at shifted, and a head poked out over the edge and peered down at her—a head topped with dusty brown hair, a plain face, and grey eyes. And a frown. 
 
    “Well, you’re not nearly as stupid as you’ve made Khari believe,” Kaiden said. “But not nearly as smart or as stubborn as you’re going to need to be.”


 
   
  
 

 Part 2: Roterralar


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: The Smell of Change 
 
    “Having lived the solitary life, alone with my craft and with the creatures that I love, having another’s presence within my walls is uncomfortable. The girl is always there—always in the way. And her ceaseless chatter gnaws at my mind and steals away what hope I have left. She is a leech, sapping away my strength.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Sheltered in a large stone bowl that mirrored the epic grandeur of the Forbiddence, the Oasis walls stuck up over the sands for dozens of spans. The ground within the bowl the Oasis formed was covered in a thick, green grass that cushioned the foot when one walked. For Marvi, who was used to walking on the sandy covered floors of the warren, where each step was really the culmination of two motions—one forward and one slipping back marginally—the springy grass of the Oasis was unnerving. 
 
    The Oasis was a blessing, a shelter from the genesauri during the Migration and a sure source of water during the three months when the rains didn’t make the Oasis uninhabitable. If it weren’t for the nine months of rain each year, they could have stayed in the Oasis all year long and never worried about the genesauri again. But the flooding made living there during the Dormancy impossible. 
 
    Thankfully, the genesauri slept for that period, which made the Sharani Desert relatively safe. 
 
    Marvi doubted that the water oaths would hold up with all the Rahuli clans confined together for as long as they were. In truth, the peace barely held together each year. Fights often broke out between the clans who were sworn blood enemies. Tempers ran high, and fear and warmongering were facts of life. It was only common need that allowed them some respite from the chaos that awaited them on the sands. Fear was the great unifier of all men. Well, that and lust. 
 
    Marvi grimaced as she walked along the grass, holding up the hem of her robe so it wouldn’t catch on the grass or get soaked by the thick beads of dew clinging to the green strands. There was a muskiness to the air, an odor of dirt and plants and the close proximity of thousands of people and whatever animals they had managed to save that Marvi simply hated. It was a foreign smell found only here in the Oasis, the thick, ugly smell of wet. 
 
    Despite her efforts, her robes caught on the rough bark of a tall palm and tore with a loud ripping noise. She swore and dropped the robe altogether. Let it get wet. Where she was going, it didn’t matter if she had on the finest robes or if she wore loops of gold in her ears. Eyes narrowed in determination, she strode through the grass and entered the camp of the Frierd clan. Though there was a water oath in place, it didn’t stop the politics or the jockeying for power or influence of trade among the various clans. And it also didn’t stop the jostling for the best encampments within the Oasis. The Frierd had been encroaching upon the Sidena borders, using the well maintained by the Sidena to water their sheep. It was a grievous insult. Were one to drink from the water sullied by the sheep of another clan, they themselves would be counted no more worthy than cattle to be driven and branded by another’s mark. It was an emasculating maneuver perpetrated by Frierd’s Warlord, Alarian, in response to some imagined slight. Marvi’s husband, Jenthro, had rushed to defend their honor, thinking with his sword more than his brain. 
 
    Foolish man, she thought, tossing her head with an exasperated flick. He’s going to get himself killed one of these days, and I’ll be damned to the seven hells before I step in to protect him. 
 
    She reluctantly dismissed the thought. She knew her present duty to the Sidena, if not her husband. Do what he would, Marvi would step in to make up for all of Jenthro’s lapses. And, sometimes, protect him from himself, as she was doing now. If she’d left it in his hands, they would have been in battle now, not just against the Frierd clan, but also likely against the Mornal and Olarin clans. The Frierd, Mornal, and Olarin had fierce trade alliances, such that many of their families were intermarried one with another. The bonds of blood ran deep, more deeply than Jenthro realized or even cared to acknowledge. That was a failing of men. They never understood the power of blood except to shed it. Idiots! 
 
    As the Matron of the Sidena, she had the power to speak for the clan, though that power was seldom, if ever, used. The Frierd would not stand in her way, though. She adjusted her robe against the stifling humidity, held her head high, and strode through the center of the Frierd camp as if she were their matron. 
 
    The Frierd camp was arrayed like most of the others, a half circle of tents nestled up against the protective cliffs and encircling the shallow market where others came to trade or else survey the wares they had brought to the Oasis. Or that was what it normally looked like. This year the market was just a barren stretch of grass, slightly flattened by countless trampling feet. Like the Sidena, there hadn’t been time for the Frierd to bring much other than their own selves to the Oasis with them. Damn the genesauri! 
 
    The Frierd people themselves were arrayed in small groups around a central fire pit. Many were chatting among themselves or else attending to one of the score of little tasks that occupied both men and women when they camped. They looked mostly the same as the Sidena except that the men sported detailed tattoos around their eyes and down the sides of their cheeks. Also, they were devoid of a topknot, instead leaving their hair long like a woman’s, though the women in the clan tied their hair back in thick braids that hung down their backs. Some of the wealthier women of a higher rank, as evidenced by the color of their shufari, even had small stones or colorful bits of yarn interwoven with the strands of their hair. It was an opulent display of their wealth, and they did it because they knew that Marvi was coming. 
 
    The fire pit sat in the center of the clustered groups. Stones had been placed around the pit to reflect the heat properly. It was such a strange thing—an open fire. Fires were such a rarity out on the sands due to a lack of fuel that Marvi still marveled at how common they were in the Oasis. 
 
    The Frierd parted around her, leaving a clear path to where Alarian waited, arms folded across his chest. Even with her torn robes and water-soaked hem, she bore herself with a regality and authority that outshone the stones in the women’s hair, sent even the proudest warrior to reexamine his masculinity, and cast a shadow over the entire message they were trying to present. By simply refusing to be intimidated, Marvi had changed the way this meeting would unfold, and she hadn’t said a single word. It helped that even in her old age, and a trifle rounder than she had been in her youth, she still wielded a stately beauty. 
 
    As she approached, Marvi took a quick minute to study the man. He was a newer Warlord, and she had not had much time to get to know anything about him. Her informants knew little. He was a younger man, perhaps not yet past his fortieth year. His skin was weathered and bore the leathery toughness of one who has spent his entire life toiling in the blistering heat. He wore a simple vest and loose pants, exposing hard muscles and an array of scars that crossed his chest. Marvi thought they looked like the marks a sandtiger’s claws might make. Only the bravest or most foolhardy warriors still hunted sandtigers. 
 
    His face was as weathered and hard as the rest of him: square nose, firm jaw, and thin lips, all set beneath dark blue eyes that shone with a shrewdness born of survival in a place where even the smallest of children played with death as they would a favored toy. Spikey tattoos lined his eyes. 
 
    Marvi was surprised to find that she liked him. He was even somewhat handsome when compared to her own homely husband. Maybe he could be of use after all. Marvi adjusted her plan in an instant, shifting her intent like the wind shifted the dunes. 
 
    “Greetings, Honored Warlord,” she said with a slight inclination of her head, a gesture that just barely covered the tenants of propriety. “May death’s shadow pass you by.” 
 
    Alarian returned the nod, the slight movement far more appropriate coming from him than it had from her. 
 
    She waited for him to say something, conscious of the fact that the rest of the Frierd clan had closed in behind her. She almost smiled, but that would have destroyed the effect she was trying to create. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    “A troubling matter has been brought to my attention, noble Warlord,” she said. “One that concerns your cattle and our well.” 
 
    “Why would Frierd cattle be anywhere near a well maintained by the Sidena?” Alarian asked. His voice was deep and rich despite the yellowed teeth. She could look beyond that. 
 
    “Why indeed. Perhaps they were so parched from the excessive heat and dryness here that they were driven to drink wherever they could find a place to quench their thirst.” She was giving him a chance to get out of the situation before it became more than it was. Before it came to a test of honor. She knew it would be futile, but she had to offer him the chance. 
 
    “Or perhaps someone tried to lure them away from their rightful masters? Meat is scarce. The Migration took us all by surprise, and there is barely enough to go around. It would be understandable, if not forgivable, for a weaker, less honorable clan to attempt such a thing.” He was trying to provoke her, get her to react in anger and issue a challenge that would lead to a direct confrontation between their two clans. 
 
    She couldn’t risk that. The Sidena’s flight from the genesauri had already diminished their ranks enough—they couldn’t afford to lose any more, especially not with the clans all packed together here in the Oasis. It would be a massacre. 
 
    “Perhaps, but who would anger the clans by breaking the water oaths in such a way? Any form of provocation would be considered an act of war and would enact the full retribution of all the clans. That is not something anyone would want to face.” 
 
    Alarian shrugged, though she caught a glimpse of something in the set of his jaw, the glint of his eye. Agreement. 
 
    No one wanted to violate the water oaths. None of them could afford the losses after the deaths meted upon them all by the genesauri. Outside the Oasis, out on the sands during a Dormancy, the clans could and would fight each other over the slightest perceived insult or merely to jostle for power and influence. Pride was the motivator of every fight. Inside the Oasis, mutual fear and need outshone the pride but didn’t kill it. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” he agreed with a slight nod. “Perhaps the cattle were merely so thirsty they were forced to find whatever drink they could. A pity it fell upon your well.” 
 
    Marvi spread her hands wide in a gesture that took in the entire camp. “What happens to one affects us all.” 
 
    The assembled Frierd watchers nodded and murmured their assent. 
 
    Marvi grinned inwardly. Now was her time to strike. “One would not be so loathe to share water with cattle if a portion of them were one’s own.” 
 
    “If only one were fortunate enough to have brought one’s own,” Alarian said slowly, his eyes narrowing as he tried to puzzle out where she was going with her reasoning. “One would not mind sharing with them. The animals grant us life and are worthy of sharing some comforts with man.” 
 
    “From such sharing are other things gained,” Marvi agreed. “The water gives life to both cattle and man, and the cattle can then sustain the man even when the water no longer remains. To share water with the cattle is to lay up storage for the future against unknown need.” 
 
    Behind her, some of the warriors began muttering under their breath, realizing what it was that she was proposing. A trade between the two clans. The Sidena would allow the Frierd cattle access to their water for a portion of the herd. Alarian’s eyes narrowed, his eyebrows coming together in small ridges over his nose. 
 
    “But the costs of such sharing can sometimes be toxic,” he said, his voice hard. “Cattle spread disease, and once cattle get used to watering with men, they come to expect it and so strut around as if they were men. And men as if they were beasts.” 
 
    Laughter erupted at this, deep laughs, from the men in the group behind her. Several small children took up the laughter, responding to the adult’s mirth more than from any understanding of the discussion. 
 
    Marvi smiled and nodded slightly, acknowledging the skill of the veiled insult. “When hunger strikes, as it is wont to do, is it not easier to slay a beast that is close to you rather than far afield?” 
 
    Alarian smiled at this, a smile that spread from his lips to his eyes, a hot smile, one of conquest and lust. 
 
    She had known this would appeal to him. She had steered him toward it from the moment he had tried to provoke her. He was a bully at heart, a shrewd bully, but a bully nonetheless. And to the core, bullies were the epitome of laziness. Having victims close at hand was something that appealed to the malicious nature within him. 
 
    “You are very wise, Marvi, Matron of the Sidena,” he said at length, holding out his right hand, wrist up, exposing the multitude of scars there. She reached out with her left, conscious of the single scar on her own wrist. 
 
    “And your counsel is always sought, Warlord. May death’s shadow pass over you always. I will send a scribe to dictate the full terms.” 
 
    He nodded and turned away, dismissing her in the same motion. Normally, Marvi would have rankled at the indifference Alarian was showing her with the gesture, but she ignored it this time. She’d been lucky—no, she’d used her talents and gotten what she wanted—but she wasn’t about to push it any further. The spider didn’t catch many flies by waiting in the middle of the web, hovering over its kill. No, it wrapped the fly in silken strands and then retreated, awaiting the next victim. And she was only a Matron, not a Warlord—her gender made her beneath him in social standing, if not in skill. Luckily, the latter was far more important. 
 
    Marvi turned and exited the way she had entered, torn robes dragging along the grass. She waited until she had passed the borders of the camp to smile and chuckle silently to herself. Alarian thought he’d won a great victory today, a position of power where he could lord himself over a lesser clan. He would soon discover it was the other way around. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jenthro met her halfway back to the territory controlled by the Sidena. He sat, legs crossed and eyes closed, and his hard-edged face formed an impassive mask as she approached. 
 
    Marvi couldn’t begin to understand how he could be comfortable sitting on such strange softness. Grass should be yellow, long, and tough, not green and springy. 
 
    “You haven’t the right to do what you did,” Jenthro said without opening his eyes. His arms lay outstretched, palms facing upward toward the sun, forearms exposed. Only a single scar graced his right wrist. Hers. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him, though he couldn’t see the gesture. “I did what had to be done to ensure our survival. If things had gone the way you had planned, we would already be dead now, assimilated into the Frierd or else too weak to ever make it back to the warren once the Migration is over.” 
 
    His eyes snapped open. 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak to me that way,” he hissed. “I am the Warlord. My word is law. I could have you killed for addressing me with such disregard. Even if you are my wife.” He said the last word as if it were akin to saying that she was just another of his many possessions, like an additional goat for his herds. 
 
    Marvi threw back her head and laughed, ignoring the threat completely. “Let’s not forget who put you there, Jenthro. Let’s not forget whose schemes and plots have kept you from being overthrown by the next upcoming usurper time and time again. It was not you who defeated them. They were dead before they ever reached for their swords. Let us not forget who really ensures that the people get fed, trade gets secured, and our survival maintained. You may be the Warlord, but you do not lead the clan.” 
 
    He sprang to his feet but did not approach her. His look was murderous, filled with hate. His hands clenched into fists at his sides. “I should never have consented to marry you. Treacherous snake. I am the Warlord. I am the clan.” 
 
    “An empty title, Jenthro. It always has been, even when my dear late father held it, and he was a much better man than you. Power isn’t something given to you. It is earned. Slowly, painstakingly, over the course of years. It is complete mental and emotional domination. If you have power you did not earn, it is because someone has earned it for you. And that, my dear, will always elude you.” 
 
    He raised a fist as if to strike her and then spun on his heels and stalked off into the trees, his every step proclaiming his rage. Marvi watched him go, not bothering to hide her calculating expression. It was not the face she presented to the rest of the clan. This was the face of the spider pulling at strands of web, knitting lives together or pulling them apart. This was the face of the master weaver of the clan’s life-web. 
 
    “In a way, I’m glad you chose him over me,” a deep voice said from behind her. 
 
    A true smile appeared on Marvi’s lips as Taren walked out of the trees, his bald pate glistening with sweat. She reached out and took his hand, squeezing it gently. He didn’t return the smile, but his eyes twinkled as they always did when he watched her humiliate Jenthro. There were times when she did it just to see that gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “I think it is time to rid ourselves of him,” Taren said as he turned to glance toward where Jenthro had disappeared. “He is becoming something of a nuisance. The blood of the Sidena who fell on our way here are on his hands. I think it’s time we give them the justice they deserve.” 
 
    Marvi’s smile widened and she slid her fingers up his arm slowly, caressing. 
 
    He shook off her hand. “You’re a married woman,” he said, his voice hard. 
 
    “And you’re a married man, full of spirit and vitality,” Marvi replied, pointedly flipping his hand over to show the multitude of scars that crossed his wrist. The most recent one was still fresh, the scabs just beginning to peel away. 
 
    There had been a chance, long ago, where she could have been that first scar, and she secretly resented the four women the scars represented, especially the most recent. But both she and Taren had chosen different paths. She had chosen Jenthro instead and coerced him along the path that led him to where he was now. But she had never loved him. Taren had always had her heart, not because of his looks, for he had none, but because of his ambition. He loved power and did what he had to do in order to get it. In that, they were kindred spirits, and that ran deeper than a pretty face. 
 
    “That whelp was left for the genesauri,” Taren said with a humorless snort. “She’s in a far hotter place now.” 
 
    Marvi nodded, acquiescing. Obediently she put her hands behind her back, waiting for Taren to repeat his earlier statement. She knew it would come. She’d known it for years, had paved the way for it little by little. She had Taren in the palm of her hand, the prize she’d always wanted. All he had to do was ask. 
 
    “Jenthro needs to step aside. His reign has ended.” 
 
    “Agreed. But are you ready to step in and lead?” She already knew the answer—she had been instrumental in making sure that all obstacles in Taren’s way, including her own sons, had been eliminated in one way or another. 
 
    Taren closed his eyes, breathed in a deep, earthy breath, and nodded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Jenthro had appeared in the meadow below him, it had taken all of Gavin’s will power to not drop from the tree and attack the man. Elvira’s grip on the other outcasts had started slackening the moment the man had brought out the three sickly goats as payment for their performance in the Sidena Warren. Gavin had always wrestled with his temper. But within only a few moments Marvi had appeared and then Taren. His grandmother would be proud that he had kept his cool. The clans were at each other’s throats. That boded well for the outcasts currently scattered throughout the Oasis. 
 
    Gavin slid down the trunk of the tree, one of his hands wrapped around one of coconuts that grew at the top of the palm. His grandmother loved the milk hidden within, and Gavin enjoyed chewing the meat. It was a good source of continued moisture, though it wasn’t much needed in the Oasis. There was water everywhere here. 
 
    He hit the ground with a soft thump. Brushing his hair out of his eyes, he slipped his tattered sandals onto his feet and tugged on a thin vest, glancing to where the three Sidena had retreated only once to make sure they were gone. His anger still stormed within him, but it was secondary now, cloaked in a blanket of pragmatism that bore his grandmother’s admonishing tone. 
 
    “Do not let your emotions rule you,” she would say. “Rule them. Emotions are a fuel for action, not the cause of them.” 
 
    It had been her admonishing voice that had granted him the will to remain in the tree when Jenthro had appeared. She often told him of how the Rahuli clans were an arrogant folk, always looking down their noses at everyone around them. And when one is looking down one’s nose, one never thinks to look up. 
 
    The smell of change was in the air. Only five of the seven clans had made it into the Oasis. The Heltorin and the Londik were still missing. The other clans spoke of it in hushed whispers, fear and disbelief keeping them from saying what Gavin had known to be true a month into the Migration. The genesauri had gotten them. And the rest of the clans were afraid. They had all lost people this time. The Sidena lost more than most, though no clan had escaped the devastation. And there were so few of the outcasts left, too. Only a handful of families remained, though that was not too unusual. Outcasts like Gavin didn’t generally live long on the sands without the protection of a warren’s walls around them. Exposure would kill them before almost anything else. His grandmother had done much to unite them into a semblance of a clan of their own by making them performers and pooling resources, but her hold, tenuous as it had been before, was slipping. 
 
    The ground sprang back under his feet as he jogged and pushed him onward. He loved the Oasis: loved the green, loved the life, loved the abundance of food and water. It was much better than sand. Sand was hot, enveloping, and invasive. It washed over everything and granted it the color and pallor of death. 
 
    Since he belonged to no clan, he had to skirt around the areas where their patrols passed, hugging the Oasis wall until he came to a shallow depression in the rock. He bent down and slipped into the cave. 
 
    His grandmother lay in the darkness, huddled in a thin blanket that rose and fell as she breathed. Her back was to him, but he could tell that she was still losing weight. His grandmother had always been small, but he could see the bones of her ribs even through the blanket. Her grey hair, once the brilliant orange of flame, was thinning and now bleached white by age. There was almost more skin showing on her scalp than hair now. The sight made him sick, shame and anger forming into a knot in the pit of his stomach. This early Migration, this hell, had brought his grandmother low. 
 
    He didn’t want to wake her, but he knew that she needed to eat. If she didn’t start putting on more weight, she would never survive when the rains forced them out of the Oasis. He gritted his teeth and placed a light touch on her arm. 
 
    She came awake instantly, turning over to gaze at him with bright, intense eyes. 
 
    Those eyes. Gavin had never known a moment when those eyes didn’t seem as if they were peering into his soul, stripping away all the extraneous bits of superficial personality and laying bare his very being. Even now with her body succumbing to decay and age, her gaze pierced him and filled him with strength. 
 
    “Nana,” he said, smiling. “I brought you some coconut.” 
 
    He pulled one of the fruit from his bag and dug around in the sand until he found the sharp rock he’d hidden there. With the rock, he bored two small holes in the large fruit, one slightly smaller than the other. Her hands shook as she took the fruit Gavin offered her and greedily gulped down the milk. 
 
    He smiled at her, though his heart despaired. She was dying, and there was nothing he could do about it. Even the news he carried paled in the face of those black tidings. Pride sustained her now. Pride and stubbornness. 
 
    “Enough of that look,” she rasped between mouthfuls of milk. “You could give storm clouds lessons on how to look ominous. Don’t spoil that pretty face of yours on my account.” 
 
    Instead of cheering him up, the words only deepened his scowl. 
 
    “Tell me what news you’ve gathered then, little storm cloud.” 
 
    Despite himself, Gavin felt the corners of his mouth twitch. He told her what he’d seen. 
 
    She watched him intently as he spoke, eyes cool and penetrating, showing more life and fire than they had in several fortnights. It was as if, for a moment, the age vanished from them and he saw once again the woman who had spent years teaching him the ways of the sands and how to survive without the aid of clan. The coconut spilled from her hand as his account came to an end. 
 
    Before Gavin could protest, she seized him by his vest and pulled him down toward her with a strength that she had not had in years. Her eyes glistened with intensity and—Gavin was terrified to see—worry and no small amount of fear. 
 
    “This is your chance,” she said. Her voice was sharp and articulate, with none of the previous rasp. “Swear to me that you will complete your father’s task.” 
 
    “Nana,” he said, trying to tug free of her grip, “you know I don’t believe in the stories. It’s because of them that we’re outcasts. It’s because of them that you had to raise me instead.” 
 
    Her grip didn’t slacken. “Swear it to me, Gavin. By the stones and sands of the desert, swear it to me. If you love me, you will do as I say.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Gavin,” she said. “Our people, the outcasts, they will not survive this change if they don’t have someone to lead them. I’m dying, Gavin. I can’t hold them together anymore. They need a strong arm to rely on. Your arm.” 
 
    Gavin tried to pull away, but her arms held him. He wondered how her small frame could manage it. He was not a leader. She was, as his father had been. He didn’t want this; he’d never wanted this. 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” he said. 
 
    “Swear it!” 
 
    “I swear it, Nana,” Gavin said, pulling at her wrists. “Now lay back down and rest. Drink your milk. Getting all worked up isn’t good for you.” He had hoped the news would give her the strength to move around again, come back to him, and not send her into another fit. She needed rest. 
 
    “By the sands and stones of the desert?” 
 
    “Yes, by the sands and stones of the desert I swear I will complete my father’s task.” He tried not to roll his eyes and added under his breath, “Or more likely die trying.” 
 
    “Remember the stories, little storm cloud,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Remember what I have taught you. Remember your oath. They will die without you.” 
 
    She smiled weakly and closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep. 
 
    Gavin adjusted the blanket over her frail form before turning to harvest the fruit from the rest of the coconut. His grandmother snored softly beside him, a single glistening tear trembling on her weathered cheek. 
 
    That night she died.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: Despair 
 
    “The pressure is taking its toll. My bones ache, my eyes droop. I feel that the clans are beginning to understand that there will be no escape from this. They begin to understand the enormity of my task. And I am coming to accept it, as well. I will continue, for there is no other cause left to me, but I know now that I may be proceeding in vain.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Lhaurel woke with stiff muscles screaming protest at the abuse. She stretched to ease some of the soreness and rolled over, unsettling the thin wool blanket she’d found in the room they’d given her. 
 
    “You know, you talk in your sleep.” 
 
    Lhaurel jumped, head swiveling toward the voice. Kaiden stood just inside the doorway, leaning against the red sandstone wall, sword belted at his waist. 
 
    Lhaurel grabbed the blanket and pulled it up to her chin. He’d seen her in her smallclothes before, but this was different. This was her room. After the events of the previous day, she’d been given her own room to sleep in, which was far preferable to the eyrie floor. 
 
    “It’s polite to knock.” 
 
    Kaiden laughed. “I tried that, but you didn’t hear me, obviously. Get dressed. Makin Qays wants Tieran and I to take you out today.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You’ll meet them soon enough.” His smile said he was enjoying her discomfort. 
 
    Infuriating man. 
 
    “Wait for me outside, please,” Lhaurel said, with a pointed look at the door. 
 
    Kaiden laughed again but did as she asked. 
 
    Lhaurel dressed quickly, wishing she’d had time to get her clothes cleaned. They still smelled of aevian and sweat, an extremely pungent combination. After fastening the last button, curiosity trumping her soreness, she opened the door and stepped out into sunlight. 
 
    The room was almost as large as the eyrie but open to the sky in the center with a far more utilitarian purpose. Dozens of smaller caverns opened up along the walls at floor level. Above each of these smaller caverns ran a ledge that spiraled upward to form rows and rows of interconnecting tiers that ran up to the large, irregularly-shaped hole in the ceiling. There must have been over a hundred rooms and a dozen other passages, the former marked by thick wooden doors or curtains. Between the openings were etchings on the walls, faded and worn, that had tugged at Lhaurel’s memory when they’d brought her up here. 
 
    There was an overwhelming vastness to it that left Lhaurel in awe. She could have fit the entire Sidena clan three times over within them. It spoke of something ancient and powerful, something that predated the world that she currently walked. 
 
    “You ready, then?” Kaiden asked. 
 
    Lhaurel nodded and followed him around the ledge and down the ramp to the main floor. She only saw a few people busying themselves around the room. A pair of women was spinning yarn from a basket of raw wool very near the end of the ramp, whispering to each other and pointedly ignoring everything around them. She noted the lack of shufari curiously since she hadn’t bothered to find herself a new one. A handful of men sparred in a large ring marked in the stone near the middle of the chamber, swords ringing faintly as they came together. Looking closer, Lhaurel realized that one of the combatants was, in fact, a woman. Not just any woman, either. 
 
    “Is that—?” she began, but Kaiden, following her gaze, interrupted her before she could finish. 
 
    “That’s Khari, yes,” Kaiden said. “One of the finest swordsmen we have in the Roterralar, and a mystic, too.” 
 
    “Mystic?” 
 
    Kaiden chuckled and gestured for her to turn down a side passage leading away from the greatroom. “You’ll find out soon enough, I’m sure.” 
 
    Lhaurel bit off a response, annoyed with the vague answer, but let it go. She most likely would find out eventually. They were letting her be a part of the clan when they could have just as easily left her to die in the Oasis. She could give them a little more time, even if they had tried to trick her into escaping. 
 
    They turned down another passage, one that seemed vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The eyrie.” 
 
    Lhaurel smiled, picking up her pace as recognition dawned on her. At the end of the passage, she turned right, passing Kaiden and pushing the door open. The familiar smells and sights of the eyrie greeted her, and a chorus of aevian voices sounded recognition. There was a soft thump of wings, and the fledgling dropped onto the sand near her, chirping softly. 
 
    “How are you, boy?” Lhaurel asked, reaching up to gently stroke the aevian’s beak. He chirped again and then scuttled away. 
 
    Aevians cried and chirped above and around them. A group of younger women were at work near them, butchering sailfin carcasses. Lhaurel wrinkled her nose against the smell of rust and mildew. 
 
    Kaiden walked up beside her, taking her arm in a firm grip and tugging her toward the eyrie’s cavernous opening. Lhaurel pulled her arm free but continued to walk alongside him. 
 
    Lhaurel looked in the direction they were heading and noticed Tieran putting harnesses on a pair of aevians. She recognized one of them: Kaiden’s aevian, Skree-lar, scratched at the rock with one foot, adjusting his wings around the harness and saddle Tieran had just put on his back. The other was probably Tieran’s. It was larger than Skree-lar and had a deep sandy-white coloring. 
 
    Tieran noticed their approach and gave a mock little bow. “Ah now, a pretty smile for a pretty face,” Tieran said, noticing her slow smile. 
 
    Lhaurel let the smile slip slightly, becoming a mere shadow of a grin. “Where’s mine?” 
 
    “Come on, little miss. I think we can find you something far softer to sit on.” His grin widened as if he’d said something funny. 
 
    “You’ll ride with me, Lhaurel,” Kaiden said brusquely. He pulled a pair of harnesses from a bin off to one side. Tieran chuckled and gave Lhaurel a wink before going over to the bin and pulling out a harness for himself. 
 
    Kaiden handed Lhaurel one of the harnesses and showed her how to put it on. Lhaurel had seen several of the other warriors putting harnesses on in the weeks she’d been in the eyrie on her own, but she hadn’t paid close enough attention to know where all the straps and buckles went. Kaiden had to reach out and correct her several times. 
 
    When the harness was finally attached to Kaiden’s satisfaction, and with many side comments from Tieran, which Lhaurel mostly ignored, Kaiden gave a low whistle, and Skree-lar lowered himself to the ground. Kaiden vaulted up onto the creature’s back and affixed two leads to the thick saddle there before turning back to Lhaurel and offering her a hand. 
 
    Tieran mounted his own aevian. 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips. The last flight on Skree-lar’s back had been exhilarating. It was an experience she desperately wanted to repeat. But it had also ended very badly. She wasn’t sure she wholly trusted any of the Roterralar yet, and being up in the air would leave her with few options. 
 
    “Are you coming or not?” Kaiden asked. 
 
    “Maybe she’d be more comfortable over here with me,” Tieran said with a laugh. “Maybe you scared her last time.” 
 
    Kaiden rolled his eyes. 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated a moment and then accepted Kaiden’s hand, allowing him to pull her up behind him. He attached several of her leads to the saddle and then nodded to her. Lhaurel took a deep breath and wrapped an arm around his waist. 
 
    Flying was every bit as wonderful as it had been the first time. The takeoff was terrifying, but the sheer joy of flight quickly overcame the fear. Lhaurel whooped with delight as Skree-lar banked into a strong gust of wind and started to climb higher into the sky. 
 
    Tieran, a few spans above them, laughed. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Lhaurel shouted into the wind. 
 
    Skree-lar’s wings hummed as they pushed them higher. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Kaiden shouted back. 
 
    Lhaurel groaned inwardly but allowed herself to relax into the joys of flight. Tieran took the lead, turning northward. Lhaurel studied the desert below her as they flew. Dunes of red sand moved across the desert below her, carried by the wind in an endless progression. Every now and then a bit of stoneway would appear to rise out of the sand like a silent testament of a forgotten time. Lhaurel glanced westward to where she could just make out the walls of the Oasis. 
 
    Saralhn. 
 
    The thought passed through her mind with a weight, dampening the joy of flight like a wet blanket over a fire. 
 
    Tieran whistled sharply from above them, and Skree-lar pulled his wings inward, turning into a steep dive. Lhaurel squealed, but the sound was ripped from her throat by the rushing wind. Her eyes watered, and she squeezed them tight. Her grip tightened around Kaiden’s waist in anticipation of what she knew would be coming next. Her stomach heaved when Skree-lar pulled out of the dive and landed on a rocky surface, judging by the sound made by Skree-lar’s talons. 
 
    Lhaurel opened her eyes. Recognition rolled over her immediately, her mind going numb. Kaiden unbuckled her harness from the saddle, but Lhaurel barely noticed. The cave-like entrance to the Sidena Warren lay before them. Memories of flashing teeth, pain, and death swam through her mind. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” she asked, slipping from Skree-lar’s back before Kaiden had unhooked himself. 
 
    Tieran dropped to the ground near her. 
 
    “We’re here to see what the genesauri left behind.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and ran her tongue over dry lips. 
 
    Kaiden dropped to the ground next to her, sending sand and dust into the air. “Well, come on, then,” he said, striding forward. 
 
    Lhaurel followed, letting Tieran come behind. There was evidence of the sailfins’ passing all around them. Little piles and bursts of sand dotted the ground. Lhaurel was careful to avoid those. The passing of a sailfin left loose pockets a person could fall into if not careful. These were old and already mostly filled in, but she wasn’t going to take any chances. 
 
    The rock around the cavern’s mouth was scoured as if by long claws, though Lhaurel knew it was made by the passage of hundreds of sailfin spines. She shuddered at the thought of the writhing, swarming, monstrous bodies fighting for entrance into the warren. 
 
    They found the first skeleton a few spans into the passageway, metallic ribs glinting in the light filtering in from the cave’s mouth. Only the bones remained, two and half spans from skull to tail. Even the spines were gone. 
 
    “They eat each other?” 
 
    Tieran grunted from behind her, and Kaiden paused momentarily, looking down at the massive skeleton. 
 
    “What do you think they eat when they can’t get Rahuli?” 
 
    Lhaurel felt bile rise in the back of her throat. “But wouldn’t they have killed themselves off by now, doing that?” 
 
    Tieran chuckled. The lack of humor unnerved her. “They only eat their own if they get injured. It’s the blood. This one probably got cut on a rock or something, which started the frenzy. We’ll find others, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Besides,” Kaiden called back from deeper in the caves, “they breed much too quickly for the ones they eat to make much of a difference. There’s another one up here.” 
 
    Several ribs were broken on this skeleton, as if something heavy had crashed into it. The broken ends were jagged and stained dark. 
 
    They moved on, finding three more skeletons before they even made it out of the main passage. Lhaurel steeled herself when they got to the offshoot. To the left were the hot springs, where she’d bathed before her wedding. A little further down and to the right the passage opened up into the greatroom. The passage was dark, hiding the beads of nervous sweat on her forehead. 
 
    “Go that way, Tieran,” Kaiden said, gesturing to the left. “We’ll go this way to the greatroom. Meet us there when you’re done.” 
 
    Tieran nodded, though his expression was bleak. He smiled at Lhaurel as he passed, but it didn’t reach his eyes. His shoulders were slumped, his posture limp. 
 
    Kaiden nodded to Lhaurel before turning down the passage on the right. Lhaurel bit her bottom lip and followed. 
 
    The greatroom was the picture of chaos and destruction. Lhaurel dropped to her knees only a few feet from where the passage opened up, ignorant of the darkened sand beneath her knees. New holes in the ceiling bathed the room in sunlight, illuminating the broken rock and metallic skeletons of dozens of dead sailfins strewn about the room. Broken baskets, furniture, and pieces of the ceiling lay amidst the dead, like cairns marking mass graves. 
 
    There were no human bodies left, not even skeletons. No, Lhaurel knew from how they’d left the hard skeletons of their own behind that there’d be nothing left of any human body. Only blood. Pools of it stained the sand. Splashes of it made the walls look wounded in a hundred different places. It smelled of death, rust, rot, and decay. 
 
    Lhaurel tried holding her breath, but she couldn’t force herself to hold in the foul air for very long. Instead, she cupped a hand over her mouth and nose to try and filter the smell. It didn’t help much. 
 
    “They were lucky here,” Kaiden said softly. “I was able to warn them in time. Some of the others were hit harder.” 
 
    “This is lucky?” 
 
    “Very. They could prepare. Some of them were already running when the sailfins hit. And this was a small pack, maybe only a hundred of them.” Kaiden’s voice was cold, detached, and factual. It made Lhaurel shudder. 
 
    “How many died?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “Sailfins? You can count the skeletons yourself.” 
 
    “How many Sidena died?” she repeated. 
 
    Kaiden shook his head. “I don’t know. A lot. Some of the others held off another pack while you ran and escaped afterward, if you recall. They said there were only a few hundred running toward the Oasis.” 
 
    “A few hundred?” Lhaurel brought her other hand up to her mouth, though it wasn’t for the smell. 
 
    Then Kaiden’s words clicked in Lhaurel’s mind. “Wait, the Roterralar were there. Why didn’t you stop this? You could have protected them, couldn’t you? They didn’t have to die.” 
 
    Kaiden sighed, and his expression darkened. “You’ll have to speak with Makin Qays about that. The short answer is no, we couldn’t have stopped it.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt cold tears run down her cheeks. This was death on a level she’d never imagined. There was nothing that could stop this level of destruction. 
 
    Booted feet crunched on sand, and Lhaurel turned to see Tieran approaching. Kaiden turned toward him as well. 
 
    “There’s nothing here worth saving,” Kaiden said. “You find anything down there?” 
 
    “Just lots of blood,” Tieran replied. “And this.” 
 
    He reached into a pocket and pulled out a thin, white object. A wide-toothed comb made of bone. The comb Saralhn had given her, forgotten at the springs. Lhaurel reached for it, and Tieran handed it to her. She held it carefully, though with white-knuckled strength. 
 
    “Saralhn,” she whispered, and she pulled the comb to her chest, rocking back and forth as she wept. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The door swung open. The scent of sweat and spice wafted in with the light. 
 
    Kaiden and Tieran had left her waiting in the small room when they’d gotten back from the Sidena Warren. Saralhn’s comb rested in her waistband. She’d waited here, quiet and subdued, for what had seemed like an eternity. And—simultaneously—only an instant. 
 
    Lhaurel got to her feet, though the man who had opened the door remained standing on the eaves, framed by light and a strange red penumbra. She squinted against the sudden brightness. 
 
    The man’s clothes were of a simple cut, practical rather than ornamental. His long grey-brown hair was held back from his face by an intricate silver chain and a long genesauri bone. A medium-length beard adorned his chin. His skin was deeply tanned, browned by long years of toil in the blistering desert sun. He must have been in his fifth or sixth decade, which was extremely old by Sidena standards, almost as old as Old Cobb. 
 
    Lhaurel felt as if she were being weighed on invisible scales, though she did not know the bargain being struck or the measure of the counterweight. 
 
    “Are you coming in or going out?” she asked wearily. “It’s hard to tell since, you see, you’re currently halfway from doing either.” 
 
    “Actually,” the man said without taking his eyes from her face, “I am doing both. I am entering this room and leaving the passage behind. It is the nature of entering a place that you must, of necessity, leave the place you’re already in.” 
 
    Lhaurel gave him a wan smile. 
 
    “I believe that it is wise to start off a conversation with both parties being able to call each other by name,” the man began. “I am called Makin Qays. You are called Lhaurel.” He paused for a moment as if he expected her to say something but then continued on after only a heartbeat’s passing. “I am the Warlord of the Roterralar—” 
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of the Roterralar clan before now? We all just think of you as the crazy people who wander into warrens from time to time.” The question escaped her lips before she’d consciously decided on which of her hundred questions to ask. 
 
    “A worthy question. One I would have answered had you allowed me to continue with what I was saying. Please do not interrupt me again.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded. 
 
    He continued calmly. “I lead these people. What they do, they do by my command and with me at their head. Even the mystics follow me. We protect the clans from the genesauri. And sometimes even from each other.” 
 
    Lhaurel sat up straight. “Protect us? How in the seven hells do you protect us from the genesauri? Where were you when the sailfin packs attacked my clan?” 
 
    Makin Qays put his arms on the table, interlocking his fingers. The short sleeves of his warrior’s coat pulled back, exposing muscular forearms covered in an array of colorful banded tattoos. She counted seven different colors. 
 
    He leaned forward and placed his chin on top of his fingers. “We, the Roterralar, swear to protect and defend the Rahuli people. Defense, in part and in whole, from all enemies, from the enemy, and from all that threatens their existence. To this end, should our lives be required in this defense, then they are lain down. Hope is a solitary flame standing alone against a gale. What is the test of honor? To uphold the flame, or to snuff it out? This is our oath. We are always there, but never where you can see us.” 
 
    Lhaurel frowned. What? 
 
    “Stop and think for a moment, Lhaurel. What would the clans do if they realized there were people who would be there to protect them? What would they demand of us then?” 
 
    “They’d demand that you do your jobs,” she responded instantly. “Protect them.” 
 
    “All of them? Every time?” The look he gave her was sharp, penetrating. 
 
    “Yes! Every single one of them, every single time.” Even as she said it, though, her thoughts returned to the memories of the Sidena Warren, broken and destroyed. How could anything stand against that? And that had been a small sailfin pack, according to Kaiden. 
 
    “Is that all they’d do? Demand that we protect them?” 
 
    Lhaurel paused, pushing aside her frustration, emotion, and memories to consider the question. No, they wouldn’t just do that. “They’d probably fight you. They might even band together to take this place from you, or at least the aevians.” 
 
    Makin inclined his head toward Lhaurel in acknowledgement. “The genesauri often attack in many places at once and in massive numbers. You’ve never seen a true sailfin pack. What makes it to the warrens is what remains after we get done with them. But we are not infallible. We barely have enough warriors to face one pack, let alone many. You saw what a small pack did to your warren. Imagine what a larger one is capable of. Imagine what all of them can do. And that’s just the sailfins. The marsaisi are worse, the karundin hell incarnate.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get more warriors? There are over a hundred aevians. I’ve only ever seen a handful go out at one time.” 
 
    Makin Qays smiled ruefully, shaking his head. The wrinkles on his face deepened, making him appear even older. 
 
    “It is not so simple as that. There are other factors involved. We have neither the resources nor the capacity to support more than the few hundred we have here. Less than a quarter are warriors, though they have all upheld the flame. Suffice it to say that we must remain hidden because we do not have the numbers to protect everyone, everywhere—including ourselves—from the rest of the Rahuli. We do what we can so that the race can survive. We get new warriors, but only a few at time by means where they will not be missed. Finding you was enough work on its own, an endeavor that took several years.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed hard and clenched her fists to keep them from shaking. “You are all cowards,” she whispered. She didn’t really mean it, but it slipped out before she could stop herself. 
 
    Makin Qays rose to his feet slowly, keeping his gaze locked onto hers. His face didn’t change expression, but his eyes smoldered with a deep blue flame. He raised one of his arms, brandishing the tattooed bands. There were over thirty banded rings on that arm alone. 
 
    “These rings represent each time someone dies because we couldn’t protect them. We find each body we can and give them the honors that they deserve, no matter how grisly the remains. When you understand what it’s like to have to choose which clan to protect and which to let flounder on its own, when you feel the guilt of each death as it is inked into your flesh as a reminder, when you kneel in the sand clutching a little girl’s hand as her guts leak out of her stomach and her eyes slowly fade and there’s nothing you can do but hold her, when you know what that’s like, then you can call us cowards. Then you can presume to understand why it is that the clans do not know us.” 
 
    He dropped his arm and turned around, pivoting on the heel of his boot. Without looking back, he pulled open the door, exited, and shut the door behind him. 
 
    Lhaurel remained where she was. Slowly, her hand dropped onto the comb in her waistband for a long, lingering moment. Then her head fell into her waiting hands, and she cried. The tears were cold.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: The Strength of Steel 
 
    “We lost half the clans today in our struggle with the enemy. Briane cried over the loss of an uncle. What would it be like, I wonder, to have a family who cares about you? I didn’t know how to comfort her, but she didn’t seem to need much comfort after her tears were done. The cause, she said, was worthy of the sacrifice.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    The first thing she noticed when she entered the room was harnesses. They hung from pegs on the walls, each line or lead neatly attached to separate pegs or hooks hammered into the rock so that none of the varying pieces of leather would get tangled. There were hundreds of them, stretching down both side walls, up and over the door, and even hanging from the ceiling. She was so enthralled by the sheer number of them that she barely noticed the man who had softly closed the door behind her. He stepped back into the shadows and watched her as she studied the room. 
 
    Lhaurel took a step forward into the long, narrow room to better view the furnace and metalwork that rested in the center, nearly dominating the middle section. A metal flume carried the smoke of the massive ceramic furnace up and out through the ceiling, the metal darkened with years of soot. The smell of leather and ash and the odd odor of heated oil hung heavy in the air. 
 
    The man cleared his throat behind her. She jumped. 
 
    The man was short, smaller than Lhaurel, with plain features and a wide nose. But what he lacked in height he made up for in sheer brawn. His arms alone were bigger around than both Lhaurel’s legs together. A leather vest strained against a chest large enough to seem nearly grotesque. Corded muscles on his shoulders and arms showed through the skin like bands of iron. And his skin. It was flecked with small specks of a dull greyish cast, like freckles, that glittered in the lamplight. It was almost as if long years working at the forge had fused flakes of metal to his skin. 
 
    “Welcome, Lhaurel,” the man said, his voice raspy. 
 
    “Thank you . . . sir,” she said. 
 
    He flourished one hand, gesturing for her to move back toward the center of the room, where the forge rested. 
 
    She obliged. 
 
    He shuffled along behind her, his step a rasping sound against the sand. The man walked with one leg trailing behind the other, almost dragging it along. It pulled against the loose sand, making the grating noise. He noticed her watching him and growled deep in his throat. She turned away hastily. 
 
    She stopped in the middle of the room but heard the man shuffle along behind and pass around her. Heat radiated from the open forge where coals glowed a deep, dark red around a layer of white. 
 
    Tieran had come to get her after Makin Qays had left. Khari had wanted him to bring her to see a man named Beryl. Despite herself, Lhaurel found herself liking the jovial Tieran more and more as they’d walked through the warren before he had deposited her here. 
 
    The man limped into her periphery, headed toward one of the various bins secreted beneath the long tables nestled against the wall. His limp gave him a decidedly hunched look, and Lhaurel almost took a small step back. “Why am I here?” she asked. 
 
    Beryl didn’t respond. Instead, he righted and tossed something from inside the bin at her. A practice sword—straight blade, almost no guard. She caught it deftly as it twirled toward her. Lhaurel looked up at him quizzically, only to find him swinging a sword of his own down toward her head in a powerful overhead chop. She brought her blade up in a mad scramble to block. Wood cracked against wood. Pain shot up her arms from the force of the blow. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    His answer came in a sudden flurry of blows. His eyes were hard, focused, as he spun his practice sword in a dizzying pattern of blows. The wooden sword seemed almost alive in his hands, spinning in and hitting her once, twice, three times in rapid succession before she could get her feet under her and slip into a middle guard position. With each blow that connected, her arms ached. The strength in his arms was incredible! She marveled that someone so crippled could move with such grace. 
 
    Suddenly, his onslaught slowed. He broke into a more measured, steady rhythm, spinning the sword in a sequence of moves that she recognized. She had memorized all the practice sequences that the Sidena warriors trained with and so slipped into the form designed to counter the smith’s movements. Still, she was wary. Why was he attacking her? 
 
    The man shifted into a second sequence, and she responded in kind, slipping into its counter sequence and matching him blow for blow. The blood pounded in her ears, pushing adrenaline throughout her body, and her muscles loosened with the warmth of motion. The blacksmith was good, incredibly so, yet she almost smiled as she slipped into the forms. He shifted to a third sequence, and again she responded with the appropriate counter. 
 
    Their speed picked up, practice swords coming together with more force behind each blow. Lhaurel had never drilled so long before. Her muscles ached, her arm felt leaden with fatigue. But she felt a thrill of happiness running through her. 
 
    With a muffled grunt, the blacksmith executed a sudden twist on his blade, and Lhaurel’s practice sword was ripped from her weakened grip and dropped to the sand. 
 
    Sweat dripped down Lhaurel’s face. She breathed heavily, almost panting. The blacksmith didn’t even look winded. 
 
    “What . . .” she gasped. “What was the point of coming at me like that?” 
 
    “Would you have fought an old cripple if he’d just asked you?” 
 
    She pondered the question for only a few moments before answering, “No.” 
 
    “First thing you need to learn is to never trust what you see,” the smith said, bending down with a groan and picking up Lhaurel’s discarded sword. “Trust is more precious than water. You can’t trust anyone, not even your own eyes. Trust only your weapons.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, unable to articulate her words as she gulped down air. 
 
    “Do you know why you’re here?” he asked. He shuffled over to one of the bins and dropped the wooden practice swords inside. 
 
    “Kaiden brought me.” 
 
    “No, girl, I’m not talking about here with the Roterralar. I’m asking if you know why you’re here with me right now?” 
 
    She shook her head. Hadn’t she just asked him why she was here? 
 
    “Khari wants me to make you a sword,” he said, voice becoming quiet and raspy again. “The fool woman thinks you’ve got enough promise to be one of the warriors. Well, maybe she’s right. Rare to find a woman fresh from the clans that knows the basic forms. Knows them badly, but knows them.” 
 
    “Badly?” 
 
    He ignored her. “Do you know what it takes to make a sword? Heat and pounding. Blood, sweat, and tears. Metal has to be thrown into the fire until it gets so hot that it can’t bear another moment in the coals. And then it gets beaten down. Shaped. Harder metals take more beating and more heat. They get abused more, but they make by far the finer blades. And the proper fuel creates the proper heat. Everything has a cost, has a price to be paid. That is the second thing you should remember.” He peered at her, eyes sharp and penetrating. 
 
    Lhaurel stared back at him blankly. He’s insane. 
 
    The man rolled his eyes and shuffled around the furnace to the small opening that led deeper into the chamber. He muttered something under his breath, running one hand through his tufty, grey hair. His bad leg, the left one, dragged along in the sand, leaving a furrow in the ground. 
 
    “You coming, girl?” he asked. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment but then ran after him. 
 
    The heat intensified the closer that she got to the furnace, rising almost to an unbearable level when she tried to hurry through the narrow opening between it and a row of counters upon which various tools or unfinished works of metal or leather lay. She was already covered in sweat, but it poured anew from the intense heat. Lhaurel cursed softly as she hurried past the forge and into the room behind it. 
 
    Despite the heat blazing against her back, the contents of the space halted her in her tracks in stunned amazement. Long spears by the hundreds leaned against the sandstone walls. Racks upon racks of swords were neatly arranged in long rows, the weapons glistening and polished as if new. Dozens of bins rested against one of the walls, but even with the bins and racks the room was arranged so that the center was completely bare of furnishing, leaving a large swath of clean, reddish sand. The back wall was also bare, devoid of any weaponry or ornamentation of any kind. 
 
    Lhaurel chewed on her bottom lip. It was incongruous to have one wall completely clear when every other available space was covered. Her eyes studied the reddish sandstone surface, trying to identify anything out of the ordinary. There, along the seam where the walls met each other and along the ceiling. There was a faint line that shone red like the eyelids did when gazing at the sun with closed eyes. A quick scan revealed cleverly hidden stone hinges along the left side. The whole wall was a door, one that opened out into the sands beyond. 
 
    The smith waited for her near one of the racks, his expression one of knowing humor. He leaned against his right side, easing the pressure on his bad leg, though it had not hampered him in the slightest when they had sparred. Lhaurel still felt a little winded from the encounter. It was either that or the sight of the weaponry making her hyperventilate. 
 
    She wanted to laugh. What the Sidena warriors would have given to be in this place now. The Warlord would be stunned. Taren—well, Taren would have taken everything he could get. Maybe to kill off another one of his wives. She smirked. Neither of them was here now. She was. She took a moment to bask in the irony and triumph of it. 
 
    She turned to the smith, her voice holding a touch of wonder. “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “They call me Beryl,” he said with a little mock bow. “And you are Lhaurel.” His tone warped the humor into sarcasm. “Now, do you want to come over here and pick a sword or do you want me to simply pick one for you?” 
 
    Lhaurel started, absently brushing wet hair back over her ears. “Didn’t you just say that Khari wanted you to make me one?” 
 
    Beryl shook his head and snorted, throwing up his hands. “All you new recruits are the same,” he said. “You think that making a sword is a simple matter, something that only takes a few hours. Well, you’re wrong. I just told you all about it. It is an art, a craft that must be studied and practiced again and again until it becomes a part of you. The work becomes an outward expression of someone’s heart and soul. That doesn’t happen overnight. That doesn’t happen in a fortnight. So again, do you want to come over here and pick a sword, or should I?” 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated, unsure of how to respond after his long-winded tirade. He hadn’t answered the question that she’d asked. Or rather, Lhaurel was sure that he thought that he had, but not in a way that made any sense to her. 
 
    Beryl grimaced and threw his hands up in the air with a muttered, “Fine, then. I’ll do it.” He continued to mutter under his breath as he limped down the rows of sword racks. 
 
    Lhaurel chewed on her bottom lip and cocked her head to the side. She wasn’t sure what she’d done to indicate that she didn’t want to choose her own sword. She had merely been trying to figure out the man’s answer. 
 
    “Here you are, then.” 
 
    The blacksmith’s voice right beside her ear sounded like the blast of a hunting horn. A hand flew to her chest as she turned, her heartbeat racing. Beryl held out a sheathed sword, hilt facing her. She reached out a hand that was shaking—either from the adrenaline that still raced through her blood or anticipation—wrapped it around the hilt, and pulled the sword free. 
 
    Straight and only sharp along one edge, the blade shone with a luster that defied the dull grey metal from which it was made. It came to a wicked point, and the hilt was wrapped in a thin wire to aid the grip. The cross guard was a single round piece of metal, unadorned and simple. It was beautiful. 
 
    “Take it and get out of here,” Beryl said, proffering the sheath and a belt that had been worked in silver to appear like a shufari. 
 
    Lhaurel took the belt, trying hard to focus on the questions that she knew she should be asking. “Why are you giving this to me? I’m new here, and you can’t trust me. I might as soon kill you as anything else.” 
 
    Beryl gaped at her, the first real look of genuine emotion that Lhaurel had seen on his face. “Haven’t you been paying attention? I’m making you a sword. Takes a long time, making a sword. Use this one until then. What did you think you were going to do when chosen to come here? Eat fruit and sip wine all day? And you’re nowhere near good enough for anyone here to worry about.” 
 
    “How in the seven hells am I supposed to know?” 
 
    “Not my problem,” Beryl said, making a dismissive gesture with his hands. “Now take the sword and get out. I’m sure someone will find you and know what to do with you. Well, maybe not.” He paused, his brow furrowing above his bushy eyebrows. “They’ve cracked your shell, girl, but you’re not broken just yet, are you?” 
 
    “Broken?” 
 
    Beryl straightened suddenly, seeming to tower over her even though he was far shorter than she. He made dismissive gesture with one hand. “Leave me in peace.” 
 
    Lhaurel opened her mouth to ask another question, but Beryl’s expression tightened and he raised a massive hand, index finger extended to point toward the exit. 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    Lhaurel left, but when she reached the door she came face to face with Kaiden. 
 
    “Could you move out of my way?” she said. 
 
    “Not even a ‘please’? I brought you here to become part of something greater, to be part of the protectors and not the protected. Here you can hold a sword in your hands and not be worried about being killed. Here you can learn to fight and kill genesauri. Here you can learn what equality means and the true price of freedom.” 
 
    “Could you get out of my way, please?” Lhaurel said with a thin smile. 
 
    Kaiden snorted loudly and folded his arms. “You’re as stubborn as an old goat, aren’t you?” 
 
    Lhaurel opened her mouth to respond, her back stiff and her face twisted with anger and guilt, but a long brazen sound rolled through the passageway and echoed off the walls. Kaiden cursed and grabbed her by her barely healed left wrist, his grip strong enough to bring a squawk of protest to her lips. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded, trying to pull free, though the sword in her hand got in the way. 
 
    Kaiden spun toward her, jaw forming a hard line and brow furrowing in concentration. There was such intensity in the gaze it made Lhaurel pause. 
 
    “There’s a sandstorm coming, you idiot,” he said. “We’ve got to find cover. Come on.” His words slurred together in his rush. “Sands blow through these passages with enough force to rip the hide from your bones.” 
 
    A few quick steps took him farther down the passage, where he stopped and turned back, dancing on the balls of his feet. His eyes flashed with irritation, but he simply gestured for her to follow. 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated, though the mention of a sandstorm sent ripples of fear down the base of her neck. Someone appeared at the end of the hall, belabored breathing seeming to echo in the narrow confines. It was Tieran. 
 
    “Lhaurel. Kaiden,” he gasped. “Get out of the halls. Get somewhere with a door.” 
 
    The intensity cut through Lhaurel’s distrust. The panic in his voice was real. 
 
    She dashed toward Kaiden as Tieran continued down the intersecting hall. The sword Beryl had given her weighed heavily in her left hand. When Kaiden reached out and grasped her by the wrist, Lhaurel didn’t fight the grip, though her skin crawled at the feel of his rough hands. Images of leather, blood, and a flashing knife darted across her memory. Dread spread through her. Her vision swam and Kaiden swore, giving her arm an unusually hard tug that sent her stumbling. 
 
    Anger welled up within her. Before she realized what she was doing, she lashed out with the sheathed sword, catching Kaiden in the gut. He doubled over, clutching at his stomach, but Lhaurel followed up with a swift kick to the side of his legs, bringing him to the ground. Leaping to her feet, Lhaurel half drew her sword before she came to her senses in a wash of cold realization. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I—I didn’t mean to. I—” 
 
    Kaiden waived her to silence. His eyes burned with a mixture of anger and pain. A dark stain spread across the lower half of his robes. Lhaurel couldn’t tell if it was water or urine, but she wasn’t about to ask. 
 
    The wind picked up, screeching down the passage like the sound of a sailfin pack. Lhaurel’s robes fluttered in the wind, dancing up around her knees and revealing an indecent amount of leg. The smell of dust hung heavy in the air, filling her nose. 
 
    Kaiden cursed and struggled to his feet, the anger fading into a wary expression. He gestured for Lhaurel to follow him again, though it was a perfunctory motion, no heart in it. She followed him, not meeting his eye. 
 
    Kaiden threw open a nearby door and stepped inside. Lhaurel entered after him, and Kaiden shut the door. 
 
    Not even a single crack of sunlight drifted down through the sandstone. Torchlight cast a strange orange and grey pallor over the barrels and sacks that lined the walls of the small room. Kaiden grunted as he pushed around her, their shoulders bumping with no small amount of force, and sat down on some of the sacks. A pair of rashelta scurried out from under the sacks and disappeared into the shadows, light glinting off the small spines that stuck up from their shells. 
 
    “What was that for?” Lhaurel said, rounding on him. 
 
    Kaiden dug around in the pocket of his robes and fished out a soggy piece of leather. It took Lhaurel a moment to recognize it as a small waterskin, one side split along the seam. 
 
    “That’s two of these you’ve ruined now.” He tossed the soggy leather at her. 
 
    “I’ve ruined?” 
 
    “Yes, you,” he said, a biting edge creeping into his voice. “You’re a wetta. Khari asked me to break you. I guess I succeeded. Fat lot of good that did me.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked. “I’m a what?” 
 
    Kaiden threw up his hands in exasperation, the flickering torchlight seeming to outline him in a thin reddish aura. Or at least Lhaurel thought it was exasperation. When she took a moment to comprehend what she was seeing, she realized Kaiden had tossed several small squares of metal into the air. She waited for them to fall to the ground, but they hung suspended in the air a few inches above Kaiden’s head. 
 
    A wash of emotions crossed over Lhaurel’s face. Fear, confusion, incredulity—all giving way to stunned disbelief as Kaiden flicked a finger and the metal squares threw themselves through the air with a whistle, piercing the shell of a scrabbling rashelta that had just wandered back into the torchlight. The shell gave way with a sickening crunch. The metal weaponry burst through the rashelta’s belly and clinked against the rocks. Purple blood dripped into the sand. 
 
    Lhaurel backed slowly toward the door, her eyes wide. 
 
    Kaiden turned to her with a grin. 
 
    Her back hit wood. Her left hand scrabbled at the door’s latch. 
 
    “You’re a mystic,” Kaiden said, his tone quiet yet fervent. “A magic user. One of three kinds. I am a magnetelorium. You are a wetta.” 
 
    The stories were true. The tales tired mothers told their wayward children at night to keep them in bed, stories about the magic of the Roterralar and how they could kill you without ever raising a hand. They were all true. She’d never been one to believe the stories, especially not as she’d gotten older, but she had proof before her now. She’d thought Tieran had been joking when he’d called Khari a mystic but— 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    Her hands twisted on the latch behind her back, but it wouldn’t budge. She could hear the wind whistling behind her, could feel the sand beat against the outside of the frame. She knew the dangers of being exposed to such a blast. She’d seen flesh torn off a man caught outside the safety of the warren. Right now, though, looking at the twitching rashelta, she almost wished for the sands. 
 
    Blood dripped onto the ground. 
 
    Kaiden blinked and seemed to notice her fear for the first time. He sighed and rolled his eyes but got to his feet, holding his hands wide. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s start this over again. You can draw your sword if you wish, whatever will make you feel better.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt a small flush of embarrassment. She’d dropped her sword as soon as the metal squares had shot across the room. It lay discarded at her feet. She picked it up hastily and drew it, metal gleaming in the torchlight. 
 
    “What did you just do, demon?” she asked, her voice harsh. 
 
    “Why is it always demons? The next time I visit the clans I’m going to have a word with all those mothers about the stories they tell their children. I’m tired of being called a demon by those I try to protect.” 
 
    “What did you just do?” she repeated, bringing the point of her sword up to hover an inch from his face. 
 
    Kaiden focused on the blade. His expression was hard, tempered with the barest trace of contempt. “Metal. I manipulated the forces that pull metals together or push them apart. Anything made of metal I can control. For example—” He shifted and the sword wrenched from her fingers of its own volition, twisting in the air to turn back around and point toward her. It hovered in the air an inch from her left eye. “Useful, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Lhaurel unclenched her fists with an effort. Who was he? Just when she’d started to understand one thing, something new had completely upended her world. “You are a wetta.” The sword dropped into the sand, point first. “Which means that you don’t manipulate metal. You manipulate water. You can find it, sense it. In the same way, you can sense and detect other mystics. Both useful in the desert climate.” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” The denial came readily, the words leaping from her lips almost before conscious thought formed them. 
 
    “Pretending you can’t feel the sandstorm’s effects on your skin doesn’t mean it’s not raging just behind the door,” Kaiden said, the lines on his face sharpening. “I tell you that you are a wetta. Whether or not you accept that is irrelevant. It doesn’t change the truth. We’ve watched you for years. The mystics who’ve come through your warren have been there to keep an eye on you. Since one of our wetta sensed you, we’ve just been waiting for the right moment to bring you into the fold. Tradition dictates it be close to your seventeenth year for women, though it can be earlier if something triggers a breaking before then.” 
 
    The sword flipped up out of the ground and spun around so that the hilt was facing her at around arm height. The metal squares flickered in the torchlight, dripping purple flecks of blood as they returned to Kaiden’s hands. He wiped them on the sides of his pants and deposited them in a pocket. He did it so casually. As if something so wondrously terrifying were commonplace and mundane. The sword bobbed in the air, gently prodding her arm. Lhaurel did her best to ignore it. 
 
    Fear tugged at her, giving her clarity of thought. She remembered Kaiden throwing her the sword when the sailfins had attacked the Sidena. He’d set her up—she was sure of it—set her up to be genesauri bait and, ultimately, bring her here. 
 
    Her hands reached behind her and struggled with the latch. It rattled loudly, and Kaiden arched an eyebrow at her, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t think she could even if she’d wanted to. Shrieks of anger assaulted the door behind her—the anger of wind denied passage at the end of a long journey. 
 
    “You’re still in denial, aren’t you?” Kaiden sighed and grabbed a fistful of his hair in frustration, “Lhaurel, we want you to join us. In fact, you’ve already sworn fealty to the Roterralar, so it’s just a matter of acting the part.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t want to anymore?” 
 
    The lock clicked in the door behind her, the latch suddenly lifting in her hands. 
 
    “Then leave.” His voice was cold, his eyes ice. 
 
    Would he really just let her leave? Lhaurel snatched her sword out of the air, opened the door, and hurled herself into the maelstrom. 
 
    Sand assailed her, cut into her skin, tore at her flesh. The force of it blinded her, filled her mouth, and left her struggling to breathe. She stumbled onward blindly, one arm extended in front of her and the other futilely covering her mouth and nose. She stumbled into a wall, cutting open her hand. Sand filled the cut in moments, stopping the blood flow. With a muffled scream, she fell to her knees, which tore her robes and opened new wounds. Her mind screamed with the pain. 
 
    What was this place? Who were these people? All the rumors were true—demons taking human form. Mystics. Magic users. And she had let them use her. 
 
    She got to her feet unsteadily, fought the force of the wind threatening to push her over. She felt the skin peeling off her flesh, felt the sand tear it from her like thousands of hungry teeth. But she took one dogged step forward after another. She had to get away. Away from all of this. Away from the pain and the confusion and the blood. All the blood. What did Kaiden want with her? 
 
    She took another step forward. Another patch of skin joined the debris in the air. 
 
    How dare he accuse her of being one of them! She was no demon. 
 
    She stumbled. 
 
    Maybe he was right. 
 
    The thought came small and dark, entering her mind like a thief in the night, leaving the footprints of a king. She coughed up sand, though more filled her mouth and nose than left. Why was she here? Why had the genesauri attacked early? Somehow the two questions merged in her overtaxed mind. 
 
    She took another step forward and tripped against a promontory of rock. She hit the ground hard, sucking in more dust and sand. This time she didn’t get up. 
 
    What did it matter? She was dead now. Her life with the Sidena had been nothing short of the first of the levels of hell. This had to be the second. Death would be a pleasant relief to the pain. A freedom from thought, confusion, and . . . and . . . where was her sword? 
 
    It was gone. Oddly, she felt a twinge of sorrow at that. It had been a nice sword. 
 
    Sand choked her, cut off her air. She struggled to rise but didn’t have the strength. She was dying, slowly suffocating with a mouth and nose stopped up with sand. The thought didn’t seem to sadden her. Though her eyes were closed, her vision lightened, and she caught a glimpse of a far-off meadow, the grasses green and verdant, calm and tranquil, like the Oasis would be about then. She smiled. 
 
    A face appeared in the light, resolving into a complete form, one whose arms were outstretched, holding up a large metal plate like a shield. 
 
    Kaiden? 
 
    She slipped into unconsciousness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blackness. Blackness and the faint sound of raspy breathing. 
 
    Consciousness was an elusive tendril of thought that refused to coalesce. Somewhere in the darkness, Lhaurel came aware of herself. The line between tangible and intangible was fuzzy. Thought, feeling, and emotion become one. A feeling of safety and peace washed over her. She seemed complete—whole. 
 
    She was dead. 
 
    The thought should have bothered her, but it didn’t. 
 
    “Lhaurel.” 
 
    The voice came from a great distance. It was muffled and weak, as if it passed through the thick morning mists that sometimes assailed the Oasis. 
 
    “Lhaurel.” 
 
    It came again, more insistent, forceful. 
 
    She opened her eyes. 
 
    Tieran looked down on her, face twisted in concern. Behind him, Khari peered over his shoulder. 
 
    Lhaurel blinked. What was she doing here? 
 
    Reality reasserted itself and her pains washed over her. She gasped, both from the pain and the sudden loss of perspective. The peace remained, though. The feeling of belonging, of being complete. Her mind felt fuzzy, as if it had not yet followed the rest of her consciousness back. 
 
    “Where am I?” she wheezed. 
 
    Tieran placed a waterskin to her lips. She gulped down water gratefully, feeling the brackish liquid clear the sand from her throat and ease into her stomach with welcome relief. A strange, tingling warmth ran across her stomach. Khari answered. 
 
    “You’re in the healing chambers, deep within the warren.” 
 
    A deep rushing noise reached her ears as if they had suddenly decided to start. It was a glorious sound, the gurgling, splashing sound of running water. It was the white foam of surf churned up by battling waves. The deep, blue-green tang of the sea and the sky. It was a transcendent symphony of hope, peace, and roiling emotion. Sea? 
 
    “Where’s the water coming from?” she asked, though she could somehow sense its location. Tieran and Khari gave each other a significant look, and Khari almost smiled. 
 
    Then Lhaurel realized what she was doing. She had turned away from them when she had heard the noise. Neither of them was in her field of vision. How had she known that they’d looked at each other? How had she sensed it? 
 
    Dread washed over her like an icy wash of reality. What had Kaiden done to her? At the same moment, deep within her, something cried out in triumph at finally being set free. 
 
    “In the corner, there,” Khari said. “It’s a freshwater spring that feeds a lake deep beneath us. It’s so far down we just use this spring for water.” 
 
    Yes, Lhaurel thought. There is a lake down there. I can sense it. It’s enormous. Almost as big as the warren itself. She cut off that line of thought. She didn’t want to know how she knew that. And yet, at the same time, she hungered for the knowledge. 
 
    “What am I?” she whispered, closing her eyes. 
 
    “Tieran,” Khari said softly. “Leave us, please.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt the man rise and walk to the door. She could sense him walking, almost feel his long stride, the crunch of the sand beneath his boots. She sensed the cold metal in his hands as he turned the knob, the shift of his weight as the door swung inward. He left, but long after the door had closed Lhaurel still followed him in her mind, though the sense of him faded the further away he walked. 
 
    The bed shifted as Khari sat, pushing Lhaurel’s bent legs aside to make room. 
 
    “Well, you can stop feeling sorry for yourself, girl. The man is gone and it’s just me and you now.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t even open her eyes. She kept her face turned away, ignoring the other woman’s presence. The bed shifted again, and Khari arose with a deep, exasperated sigh. The next thing Lhaurel knew, the bed was tilting, and she spilled onto the sandy floor in a tangled mess of bedding and limbs. Lhaurel struggled against the blankets that entangled her, but, before she could free herself, Khari shoved her over, knocking her back to the ground. 
 
    “What in the seven hells are you doing?” Lhaurel demanded, her voice muffled by the bedding. She was tired of being pushed, dragged, and thrown around. 
 
    “If you’re going to act like a child, then I will treat you like one.” 
 
    Khari shoved her again and she toppled into the sand, rolling closer to the gurgling spring. 
 
    “You spent the last fortnight after answers, and now, when you get them, you act as if the world is falling apart around you. You’re told you have a chance to be part of something greater than yourself. To finally find that family, that inclusion you’ve been hungering for since birth. And you throw a tantrum like a spoiled child.” 
 
    Lhaurel managed to free a hand and pulled a blanket off her head. “Some family,” she said. “You locked me in a room with a demon, for sand’s sake.” 
 
    Khari laughed aloud, a single great guffaw of laughter that held more derision than humor. “A demon? Kaiden? Not likely. He’s a mystic, and so are you. That’s why we took such great pains to recruit you. The mystics are what keep the clans alive. Especially us wetta.” 
 
    “I am not one of you.” 
 
    “Oh, but you are,” Khari continued over Lhaurel’s protests. “And you secretly have always known that you were different. That you were better than those around you. You’ve never fit in, never followed the rules that others gave you. It is the nature of a wetta. Like the sea, you cannot be unwillingly tamed. You are one of us, and you have the chance now to fight for that which you crave. Freedom isn’t given; it is conquered. You have to fight for it, for yourself and others. You have the chance to give life to the clans and protect them from the genesauri.” 
 
    Lhaurel ran her fingers through her hair, listening to the intensity of Khari’s words. 
 
    “Show them you understand that honor is more than just protecting and nurturing those that you agree with; it is also protecting and nurturing those with whom you disagree. That is what we’re giving you the chance to become—a bastion of honor in a world where there is none. Let’s face it. You’re a woman. You have breasts and bear children. In the eyes of the Sidena, that is the only thing that you will ever be good for. Here we will teach you to fight, teach you to use the powers within you. You will be as equal as any man. You will never get that chance among the clans.” 
 
    Lhaurel pulled the last of the bedding free and got to her feet, wary and ignoring the pain as her skin stretched and the raw flesh screamed in protest. The pain was much less than she had expected, but it was a passing thought, a diversion to her present situation. The discarded bedding made a jumbled pile on the overturned bed frame, behind which Khari stood. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t know what to think. Her emotions were a chaotic mixture of anger, skepticism and, buried deep beneath layers of scars and distrust, a small flickering flame of hope. She wanted to believe. She really truly wanted to think that she could become what Khari was saying. But past experiences weighed heavily in the back of her mind. 
 
    And the magic . . . 
 
    What was this power? What would it do to her? The image of the dead rashelta dripping purple blood onto the sand flitted through her mind’s eye. Would she become the ruthless killer that she had seen in Kaiden during that moment? 
 
    It seemed that some of the rumors were true, or at least partially true. Could the others have some basis in fact as well? 
 
    Purple blood dripped onto the sand. 
 
    Another image crept into her mind, an image that she remembered only hazily, as if through a filmy mist. A man, standing above her and holding up a thin sheet of metal against the storm. A man protecting her. Kaiden. He could have left her. He hadn’t needed to come out and save her. And yet he had. At least she thought he had. Why? 
 
    “Is Kaiden alright?” As soon as the words escaped her, she bit her bottom lip. She hadn’t meant to ask that. 
 
    Khari raised an eyebrow at the question, perhaps curious at the line of reasoning that had brought Lhaurel to ask it. 
 
    “He is well. He and several others are out gathering information.” Khari looked at her, eyes narrowed, appraising her. 
 
    Lhaurel realized for the first time how extremely pretty the woman was. Green eyes, short brown hair that hung just to her shoulders, and a slender build that belied her powerful frame. The grey that flecked her temples and the base of her hairline only added a grace and maturity to her beauty. She radiated strength and power more forcefully than Taren or Jenthro ever had. 
 
    In that moment Lhaurel realized she’d made her decision. The realization both thrilled and frightened her. Questions still hung unanswered in her mind, questions that demanded answers. She wasn’t sure that she wanted them, though. She wanted what Khari had. Though she could barely admit it, even to herself, she longed for the promise of acceptance and freedom that Khari had dangled before her. And she was willing to walk this path to get it. She stood up straighter, the line of her jaw firmed. She looked up at Khari, who smiled at her. 
 
    “Welcome to the Roterralar.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: Clarity 
 
    “I have failed them. As they always thought I would. Our experiments have proven fruitless. There is some element missing—some means of combining the forces at work here that refuses to coalesce.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Makin Qays tapped on his chin as he listened to the report. A good leader finds solutions. When presented with a conflict, the good leader resolves it. When presented with a dark, difficult situation, a good leader makes it light by breaking it down into smaller parts and delegating each task. But what was a good leader to do when presented with a situation he didn’t even understand? 
 
    “The genesauri appear to be moving northeast, toward the Oasis.” Kaiden reclined in a chair at the other end of the table, his flight harness still attached over his dusty robes and his face stained reddish brown. He held a cup of wine in one hand, swishing it about absently. 
 
    Makin Qays sat opposite him, trying hard not to let his emotion show on his face. A half dozen other cast leaders sat around the table, murmuring amongst themselves and occasionally glancing at either him or Kaiden. A low buzz of conversation hung heavy in the air, and the smell of dust and drink intermingled left Makin Qays slightly nauseated. 
 
    “Go over it again, Kaiden,” Makin Qays said, leaning forward and cupping his chin with one hand. “From the beginning.” 
 
    Kaiden stared down at his glass for a long moment, silent. Makin Qays cleared his throat and Kaiden glanced up, meeting the Warlord’s gaze. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Again, from the beginning.” 
 
    “Right. Well, the cast and I went north, following the line west to where we’d last sighted the Heltorin and Londik. Their tracks met up a few leagues south of the Oasis and then simply disappeared. We found nothing. We spent the night there, and then in the morning we flew north, following the signs of a large sailfin pack. It had been following a westerly course but then suddenly broke northward, straight for the Oasis. We split up then, half cast going east and half cast going north in large sweeping patterns. Every track we found traced back northward, almost as if something was forcing them to change direction. Over twenty sailfin packs are headed straight for the Oasis.” 
 
    Twenty packs. Makin Qays wondered at the sheer number of the creatures. Even a small pack of sailfins generally numbered well into the threescore or fourscore range. Twenty packs were well over a thousand sailfins. Even with all forty aevian warriors they currently maintained, the Roterralar would never be able to stand against that many. 
 
    But why were the sailfins headed toward the Oasis? The massive stone wall had repelled dozens of previous packs over the decades. It had something to do with the magnetic rocks suspended in the sandstone, according to the mystics. Single packs happened across the area, but it was still an impenetrable defense as far as the clans were concerned. Thankfully the rains had stopped early this year and allowed the clans to take refuge in the Oasis despite the early Migration. 
 
    Not all of the clans, Makin Qays corrected in his head. Two were still missing. 
 
    They’re dead. Makin Qays pushed the thought away, though it echoed on in the shadows. They’re all dead. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what caused them to change course?” Rhellion asked. 
 
    Next to him, Kaiden shook his head. “No. We didn’t see anything out there.” 
 
    “Could someone be behind it?” Rhellion pressed, turning to Sarial. “A mystic gone rogue?” 
 
    The question sparked whispers throughout the room. 
 
    Sarial, however, snorted. “No one is that powerful. None of us can affect a single living genesauri, let alone twenty packs.” 
 
    Makin Qays glanced down at the table. There was a mystic who might be powerful enough, but he never left the warren. And Makin Qays trusted him. 
 
    “How long?” one of the cast leaders asked. 
 
    Kaiden shrugged halfheartedly and leaned back further in his chair. “A fortnight, maybe a day or two longer,” he said. “They’re moving at a steady pace. Took us three whole days to catch sightings of them all.” 
 
    “Numbers?” 
 
    “Well over a thousand strong, but we didn’t get accurate counts. We had to avoid being spotted.” 
 
    A note of emotion crept into Kaiden’s voice at this, a hint of resentment and frustration. Makin Qays let it pass. He wasn’t about to start the same old argument again, not when he needed to think with a clear head. 
 
    “Thank you, Kaiden,” he said with a curt nod. “That is all we need for now. Senior warriors please stay. Everyone else is dismissed to their duties.” 
 
    Several of the warriors, including Kaiden, stood up and shuffled out of the room. There was a measured reluctance to Kaiden’s retreat, as if he longed to stay and participate in the council. Or perhaps it was simply the wine. The glass still in his hand had been filled more than once while going over the initial report. 
 
    Makin Qays met his gaze. For a moment, a transient flash of either anger or pain flickered in Kaiden’s eyes. Then it was gone. He nodded slightly and exited the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Almost as soon as it closed, however, it opened again to admit Khari. She moved with the lithe grace of a warrior and the air of one used to being in command. Before she had taken over care of the eyrie as the Matron, she had been one of the best warriors they had. Now she cared for the aevians and assisted new warriors in learning to ride the magnificent creatures. She was equally skilled in both these endeavors. Which was one reason that Makin Qays had grown to love her. 
 
    He turned away from the door and looked back at the assembled warriors. They were all cast leaders, except Sarial, and all but her and Tieran had enough years beneath their belts that wrinkles stretched across their faces. His senior council. 
 
    His eyes strayed to their exposed forearms, each one covered in tattoos. Kaiden wasn’t the only one experiencing difficulty severing ties. More than one of his senior warriors had tattoos that favored one color over the others. 
 
    He sighed. Divided loyalties were something he fought every day. He made a mental note to ask around about where loyalties lay. And he’d need to check in on the mystics. Maybe he’d get Khari to help him with that since she was one herself. He didn’t need any more headaches. 
 
    A cleared throat brought his attention back to the matters at hand. He placed his hands flat on the table and gazed around the room once again, this time with purpose. Sarial sat at the far end of the table, a few chairs away from her twin, Tieran. Odd how they never sat together. Two of his other senior warriors, Gheinghal and Rhellion, sat opposite Khari. Tornan, a quiet cast leader with a sharp mind, filled the last chair. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “What are we to do?” 
 
    “The clans will need to be warned,” Gheinghal said. 
 
    “And we’ll need to start harrying those sailfin packs,” Tieran added, almost before Gheinghal finished his sentence. “Send out more patrols, full casts if needs be. Maybe we can cut down a couple of the packs or scare off some of the others.” 
 
    Rhellion snorted. “Scare off a sailfin pack? You’d just as soon make the sun stop its journey across the sky.” 
 
    “And what would you do, Rhellion? Let the packs hit the Oasis full force?” 
 
    “The wall has managed to repel the genesauri up until now. What makes this any different?” 
 
    Tieran ran a hand through his hair and grasped onto the long locks at the nape of his neck. “And what if this time they don’t hold? What then?” 
 
    Rhellion gave him a look that quite plainly said that such would never happen. 
 
    Tieran opened his mouth to reply, his face reddening, but Sarial spoke before he managed to form words. 
 
    “Some action is required,” she said, looking to both of them in turn. “There is no harm in sending out additional patrols to harry the packs headed toward the Oasis. And we have contacts among the clans. We can send messages to them or else send a mystic to push them in the right direction.” 
 
    Rhellion scowled, and Sarial gave him a flat look. 
 
    “Just in case the wall doesn’t repel them this time. That many packs may draw out the marsaisi early this Migration for all we know. We have no idea how the walls or stoneways would stand up to one of those.” 
 
    Rhellion shrugged grudgingly and sat back in his chair. Tieran grinned impudently at him, which only deepened the scowl on the other man’s face. Khari looked around the room at all of them, frowning. Tornan glanced at her and then simply shrugged. 
 
    “So, we’re all in agreement that Sarial’s plan holds the most merit?” Makin Qays said, breaking the silence. He had already decided along a similar path, but he had long ago learned that allowing his leaders to arrive at the conclusion for themselves proved the most successful. The nature of the Roterralar made them all too independent, too stubborn to be led in a certain direction. They had to be prodded. It had taken long years of painful experiences for Makin Qays to finally learn that lesson. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Makin Qays said. “We’ll put it before the Gathering tonight. Until then, Gheinghal and Sarial, ready your casts for an additional patrol along the northern stoneways above the Oasis. You’ll leave in the morning if the vote from the Gathering supports it.” 
 
    They all nodded again except for Rhellion, who merely grunted. 
 
    Makin Qays closed his eyes and made a dismissive gesture, indicating that the meeting was over. Everyone arose and left without a word. 
 
    He would have to meet with them all individually later and discuss what was going on. They seemed to be more prone to talking one on one. Something was driving the genesauri toward the Oasis. Something had awoken them early. But what? 
 
    Khari’s voice came from right beside him. “Well, at least some good news can be found today. Lhaurel broke. Well, broke the rest of the way, that is. I guess Beryl and Kaiden were right about her.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked into his wife’s face. She wasn’t smiling, but her eyes were bright. 
 
    “You’ve something to say,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t hear the full report, but I got a partial summary on my way here. What I heard scares me. Something is driving the genesauri. Something is pushing them toward the Oasis. We need to figure out what’s driving this. Find the reason.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Kaiden,” Makin Qays said with a sigh. “There’s always a reason, isn’t there? Rhellion seems to think it could be a rogue mystic.” He gave her a significant look. 
 
    “Beryl is the only one powerful enough to do something that large. It’s not him, but that doesn’t mean Rhellion couldn’t be right. One of the Rahuli could have broken during the initial Migration, someone young, powerful, and mad.” 
 
    “It’s possible. We’ll need to do something, though. What would you have us do?” 
 
    “Sarial’s plan has merit. Let’s do what she suggested. Kill as many of them as we can and gather what information we can.” 
 
    “We can’t kill them all.” 
 
    “I’m not saying we should spend our time hunting down all genesauri,” Khari said, an edge creeping into her voice. “I’m not talking about exterminating them, though they would surely deserve it. We don’t have the warriors to do that. I’m talking about sending patrols to follow the tracks back to where the packs originated. I’m talking about taking time to understand the whole picture. Strategy before tactics. Movement before battle.” She recited the old admonition in a weary tone, as if the oft-repeated words had grown worn and tired. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Makin Qays said, rubbing at his temples. “But for now we need to focus on the threat we know about. A fortnight is not a lot of time to stop twenty packs. I’m not as sure as Rhellion that the wall will hold them all at bay. Things are changing. We can’t rely on any of our past experiences to hold true anymore. I’ll take a cast out myself in the morning. I need to see this for myself.” 
 
    Khari sighed and tossed her head, hair bouncing on her shoulders. “Well, at least we can agree on that.” She smiled at him, and Makin Qays smiled back. 
 
    “I’ve decided to teach Lhaurel the sword,” Khari said, turning to go. “It shouldn’t interfere with my other duties.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Flames crackled and groaned, screaming as they ate the wood they were caressing. Even up on the second tier in the greatroom, the heat was enough to make sweat bead on Lhaurel’s forehead. She sat with her feet hanging over the lip of stone to watch the people gathering below. 
 
    She was still sore, and even the smallest movement hurt, but most of the redness was gone from her skin, and the larger abrasions had completely healed over. 
 
    In the middle of the storm, it had felt like she was being torn to pieces, every last bit of skin torn from her body to leave only muscle and bone exposed to the elements. Yet her skin was whole and almost perfectly smooth. It didn’t make sense. Magic. 
 
    The entire Roterralar clan was present, down to the last child and wee babe. She smiled as she looked down at one defiant infant suckling at its mother’s breast. Every now and then, the mother winced as the hungry babe bit into flesh. 
 
    Lhaurel missed seeing children. It made her heart glad to see so many of them running around or huddled with their families. But it was a gladness tempered by regret and a mild dusting of sorrow. There were so few of them. She had expected the Roterralar to have more people with how large their warren was. Altogether, including the children, Lhaurel only counted around a hundred people. Why were there so few of them? 
 
    Makin Qay’s voice silenced the quiet hum that hung over the assembled throng. “My people. We bring dark tidings today. The Heltorin and Londik clans no longer exist.” 
 
    Lhaurel brought a hand to her mouth. She winced in sudden pain and realized she’d bitten her lip so hard it bled. Her eyes fell upon Kaiden as she cursed. He was silent as well, head down and staring at his arms. In her mind, purple blood dripped into the sand. 
 
    “We all know that something woke them early this Migration. But now something else has happened. Something has turned the sailfin packs toward the Oasis.” 
 
    “What is doing this?” someone from the crowd shouted. 
 
    “The wall will stop them!” 
 
    “Yes, the wall. They can’t get past the wall.” 
 
    Makin Qays held up his hands for silence. The shouts slowly died down, but the whispers remained. Husbands spoke to wives and clutched the hands of their children. Smaller children who didn’t understand what was going on yawned and stretched out in the sand or else made faces at their elders. And the mothers hushed them all, turning their attentions back to the Warlord. 
 
    “Earlier today I met with the council, and we decided on a course of action. We cannot be sure the Oasis walls will hold off the genesauri this time. Things are changing, and we don’t know why. We can’t trust past experience to hold true. We don’t know what’s causing all this, but we intend to find out.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” The voice was Kaiden’s this time. Lhaurel felt a flush of irritation, even though she had the same question. 
 
    “We will send out half casts to harry the sailfin packs and try to track them back to their origin. Maybe we can find out what started all this and put a stop to it. Then we can simply ride out the rest of the Migration in relative peace. I will lead the first patrol. Gheinghal and Sarial will lead another group out as well. Those in favor?” 
 
    Most of the people raised their hands. 
 
    Lhaurel was stunned. The Warlord was letting the clan decide? She raised her hand as well, gritting her teeth against the pain of her bleeding lip. 
 
    “So be it, then. The casts will leave in the morning.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel awoke adrift in a sea of blackness, awash with images that flickered and then faded, leaving her both relieved and saddened. Then she blinked, and the blackness faded. She became aware of the spring gurgling in one far corner of the room, felt it bubbling up from the depths below. Sensations of movement and people passed through her, as elusive as smoke. 
 
    Khari sat at the edge of her bed, a short, curved sword belted at her waist. Lhaurel sensed nothing from her. Nothing at all. 
 
    “Get up,” the woman said, hand on her sword. “Grab your sword and come with me.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked and chewed on her bottom lip, hesitating. She’d gone to bed late after the Gathering, mind awash with questions and sensations brought about by strange powers and thoughts. 
 
    Khari arched an eyebrow. “Don’t make me repeat myself, girl,” she said. 
 
    So it’s back to being mean again, is it? 
 
    Lhaurel finally shrugged and got to her feet, fishing around by the side of her bed until she located her sword. She was too tired to find the belt Beryl had given her, so she simply held it close to the hilt, wooden scabbard slick in her palms. 
 
    Khari didn’t wait for her to change or even tie her hair back. Still holding her sword, Lhaurel hurried to follow as the woman left the room with a purposeful stride, leading her upward. The angle of the stone wasn’t so steep that she would have noticed normally. In fact, thinking back, she’d had absolutely no sense of direction when walking through the caverns within the Roterralar Warren. Back in the Sidena, only long years of constant traipsing through the endless red sandstone passages had given her any sense of north, south, east, or west. Now she somehow knew that there were dozens of side passages and smaller rooms that branched off the main tunnel they were in, some with people or livestock in them and others without. Last night she’d been too confused with it all to put a name to the sensations, but this morning it was all much clearer. Sharper. 
 
    She shuddered and tried to shut it out. She failed. 
 
    Lhaurel hurried to keep up with Khari’s fast pace. The woman didn’t pause at any of the side passages but strode forward with dogged determination in each step, as if she regretted every one of them. 
 
    Several people worked in the passages they traversed, both men and women, some of whom she recognized from last night’s Gathering. Drifts and piles of sand clung to the sandstone walls and clogged the walkways. It was a silent testament to the sandstorm that had passed. A memory of pain and fear. The image of a man crept into her mind. A man holding up a shield against the wind. A man protecting her. Overlaid with that image came one of a man calmly killing a rashelta. A man who had left her to die. She chewed on her bottom lip and pushed the thoughts away. 
 
    At some point, Lhaurel realized they were headed toward the greatroom. That was where she had first seen Khari in the dueling ring. There were people in the greatroom up ahead, five of them. Lhaurel sensed two working on the ground level and three others in various rooms on the other tiers. Lhaurel shook her head, trying to ignore it, but she couldn’t and ran headlong into a wall. 
 
    “If you can’t even watch where you’re going,” Khari said without turning, “why am I wasting my time teaching you how to use a sword? You’ll probably end up cutting off your own leg.” 
 
    Lhaurel pushed herself off the wall with the hand that held her sword, the other nursing her bruised and damaged face. Blood dripped from a few small scrapes. The pain and embarrassment forced its way out of her mouth in the form of a barbed comment. 
 
    “You know, this bullying-the-new-girl routine is starting to get old. If you try smiling a little more it may work better for you.” 
 
    Khari only chuckled. 
 
    In the greatroom, Lhaurel was unsurprised to see the same two women spinning yarn at a wheel along one side of the room. The fire ring had been removed and new sand tossed down where it had been stained black by the flames. 
 
    Khari walked to the far end of the room and drew her sword, turning and waiting for Lhaurel to catch up. A large circle had been drawn in the sand, within which rested two smaller concentric circles. Lhaurel approached, unsure whether she was supposed to draw her sword as well. As she got closer, she realized that the circles were actually made of stone, carved into the ground and then filled in with sand. She stopped at the edge of the larger circle. 
 
    Khari gestured for Lhaurel to remain where she was and then shirked her outer robes, which left her only in tight leggings and a thin vest. Lhaurel would have found it scandalous if she hadn’t worn similar garb while practicing her sword work. 
 
    Khari dropped into a middle guard, muscles snapping into position with incredible speed and precision. She moved from the middle guard to a hanging guard while stepping backward. Almost immediately, she pivoted and spun back to the middle guard followed by a horizontal guard with such fluidity that it seemed but one long motion. She flowed through the forms, her feet tracing the circles of stone. At times she faced Lhaurel. Other times she faced away from her, sword flashing in dizzying arcs and spinning patterns that left blurs of silver-grey hanging in the air. 
 
    Lhaurel watched in awe as Khari moved through all of the basic forms and then transitioned into forms that Lhaurel had never seen before. The sword moved like a living thing, an extension of Khari’s will rather than an inanimate weapon. It spun up over her head and then down at a stunning angle to flip into a reverse grip and complicated pattern of footwork that Lhaurel wasn’t able to follow. It was more than sword work. It was artistry. 
 
    Suddenly it was done. Khari lowered her sword and turned to face Lhaurel, face glistening with sweat. Lhaurel felt a pang of loss as the moment, the majesty, faded. 
 
    “If you wish to enter this circle,” Khari said, her voice barely above a whisper, “you must leave behind who you once were. That part of your life is over. If you enter this circle, you will be forevermore a Roterralar and no more of the seven clans. You must be committed, heart and soul, to a cause. Strategy before tactics. Movement before battle. Purpose.” 
 
    Caught up in the moment, Lhaurel eagerly stepped into the circle. 
 
    An hour later Lhaurel had not once removed her sword from its sheath. It lay in the sand outside the outer circle. Lhaurel stood just inside the outer stone ring, feet spread to shoulder width and knees slightly bent. Khari stood just behind her, correcting her form with a few slaps of a thin rod. 
 
    “Knees bent,” Khari snapped. “Bent, I said. Your balance is off—I could knock you over with one hand.” 
 
    To demonstrate, she did so. Lhaurel got to her feet again, blowing hair out of her face and brushing it back behind her ears. The scarlet locks dripped with sweat. She reset her stance and bent her knees as instructed. 
 
    Khari nodded appreciatively. “Good, now it’s just doing that a few hundred more times before you have it ingrained into your muscle memory.” 
 
    Lhaurel bit back a groan. Her legs ached, she smelled horrible, and the lesson had not gone anything like she had expected. After seeing Khari’s stunning display, Lhaurel had expected to launch into forms, but the woman had instead set her back to basics. Stance and feet placement. Movement before battle, she said. 
 
    Lhaurel sighed. 
 
    “Oh, stop whining,” Khari said with a sniff. “You’ll live.” 
 
    Lhaurel stifled another groan but couldn’t resist rolling her eyes at Khari’s back. The short woman was surly and blunt but effective. There was an economy and litheness to both her movements and her words that spoke of a sophistication hidden beneath the gruff exterior, something Lhaurel had noticed the first day she’d seen the woman, back when Kaiden had first delivered her here. Beauty hidden beneath layers of dirt and grime. 
 
    One of the women who had been spinning yarn brought Khari a waterskin. Lhaurel felt the water sloshing around inside the skin, felt each wavelike motion. She also sensed the woman walking away to rejoin her companion at the spinning wheel, even though she had turned so that her back was toward them. She shuddered. 
 
    Instinctively she turned to accept the skin from Khari. She sensed the water, not the woman, which Lhaurel found odd even though she couldn’t explain why. The water was warm and brackish, tasting of leather and sweat, but it passed through her system like a small fire, spreading warmth throughout her limbs. Aching muscles eased and tension faded. 
 
    “Well, off with you then,” Khari said, taking the skin from her and stoppering it without looking. “To the eyrie with you.” 
 
    “The eyrie?” 
 
    A booted foot shot out and kicked her lightly on the rump, propelling Lhaurel forward. She squawked indignantly, but Khari’s gruff voice drowned off her protests. 
 
    “What did I tell you about repeating myself? Off with you!” 
 
    Lhaurel would have argued, but it was pointless with Khari. Instead, Lhaurel picked up her sword and adjusted her clothes before breaking into a slow jog. The drink of water had given her a burst of restless energy that surged within her, granting her speed and strength. Though she had never traversed the paths to the eyrie from here, she could sense where the eyrie was located, could feel the aevians’ presence within it, and somehow knew the way to get there. The pathways were clear, already devoid of sand. 
 
    She passed a few people in the halls, people garbed in the typical robes of the desert peoples, some with swords and some without. She couldn’t remember seeing any of them before, but they didn’t even pause to give her a second glance, not even the men. Some of the people wearing swords, some of the warriors, were women. More evidence that things well may be as different here as Khari, Makin Qays, and Kaiden claimed. 
 
    She couldn’t decide if everything was what it seemed to be. There was too much fear for faith. She didn’t even know if Kaiden was there to protect her or try to kill her. And behind all that was the threat of the genesauri. Something had caused them to change after centuries of constancy. No one knew what it meant. 
 
    The eyrie arose in front of her, majestic and vast. The aevians flew around the room, filling it with a cacophony of chirps, caws, flapping wings, and the sound of talons scraping against rock. A few women worked over sailfin carcasses near the door, carving up the meat for the aevians to eat. Several smaller aevians hopped in the sand near the pile of cut steaks, hungrily eying the bloody meat. One of the bolder ones darted forward, skittering on the sand. He seized one of the steaks in his pointed beak and leapt into the air, his wings throwing up dust as he flapped to a nearby ledge and began tearing bloody chunks free with a sickening, wet ripping noise. The others, emboldened by his actions, leapt forward and stole their own pieces. 
 
    The women kept on working. 
 
    “Lhaurel!” a well-known voice called. Tieran strode toward her, aevians scattering as his long strides ate away at the distance between them. 
 
    Lhaurel smiled and brushed a loose lock of auburn hair back behind her ears. 
 
    “Well, apparently you survived Khari,” he said with a wide smile. “That takes a strange combination of stubbornness and a resistance to surly facial expression, but once you get used to that, she’s alright. My wife likes her, so that’s a point in her favor.” He winked at her. 
 
    “Wife?” she said. “You’re married?” 
 
    Tieran grinned and spread his hands wide. “What can I say? Love does strange things to people sometimes. Besides, I’m an outrageous scoundrel and notorious flirt. It helps to have a wife who is so supremely confident in herself that she doesn’t wonder after a husband’s failed attempts at humor. And every now and then it helps me remember my place when she sticks a sword in my face. So it works out on all counts.” Tieran chuckled, a deep throaty sound, and gestured for her to follow him toward the opposite side of the eyrie. 
 
    She did, shaking her head and chuckling at the man behind his back. It was one of the first times that she had been able to laugh in a long, long time, and it was a welcome relief to the suspicions and frustrations that had become so commonplace. There was so little left in her life to be happy about. Tieran, somehow, still managed to find that glimmer of joy in almost all situations. 
 
    They reached the far wall where the storage bins were kept, and Tieran immediately pulled out a jumbled mess of leather and metal. He tossed the tangled mess to Lhaurel, whose confusion melted away when she recognized it as a harness. Her pulse quickened. 
 
    “Is this what I think it’s for?” She asked, untangling leads so she could slip the contraption over her shoulder. She dropped her sword to the sand. 
 
    In response, Tieran grinned and then pursed his lips to produce a single, sharp whistle that rose in pitch. A piercing screech rent the air and a shadow passed in front of the sky. Lhaurel turned, sensing the aevian’s dive. She knew who it would be even before the massive bird opened his wings and pulled out of his spectacular dive. She’d spent too much time with him to not recognize the presence of the fledgling. He landed on the edge of the cliff with surprising grace. 
 
    Steely talons dug into the sand. Light gleamed off coal black eyes. He clicked his hooked beak at Lhaurel expectantly, turning his body as if to allow her to inspect him. It had only been a few days, but even that short time had changed him. The few remnants of white, downy feathers had vanished. The black bands of adulthood worked up his legs and the underside of his wings, ending partway up his chest. A harness was fastened under each wing, across his chest, and extending around the legs. 
 
    “Hello, Fahkiri,” she said softly. The name sprang from her lips unbidden, but it felt right. 
 
    He chirped, a quiet sound that was both intimate and personal. As if he were saying her name in return. 
 
    He lowered his head so they were almost eye to eye, a short distance, but enough to show he was deferring to her. Lhaurel reached out a trembling hand and stroked the warm feathers on the side of his jaw. 
 
    “Welcome to the Roterralar.”


 
   
  
 

 Part 3: Awakened


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Voices in the Dark 
 
    “The hope of our people rests in my hands—hands trained by the masters of the Orinai. Hands that could just as easily crush their hope as save it.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Marvi swallowed the mouthful of salted fish, savoring the strength of the flavor. She took another bite. The fish had been part of some negotiations Taren had played a part in with the Aeril clan. They were a strange lot, living in mobile tents in the northeast part of the Oasis, where a salty sea cut through the edges of the Forbiddence. The trade she’d worked out with the Frierd was working out well also, despite Jenthro’s meddling. Taren had stepped in to assist with that as well. 
 
    Marvi took another bite of the fish, washing it down with a sip of wine. All in all, she was quite pleased with herself. Everything was going well, despite living in the dank, dark wetness of the Oasis. Everything, including Jenthro’s death. 
 
    “This tastes like dirt,” Jenthro shouted from the other side of the tent. He took his platter of fish and threw it across the room. “Give me lamb any day over this Oasis filth.” 
 
    He had to stop then as a fit of coughing overcame him. 
 
    Marvi almost smiled. Almost. The cough was the only symptom of the poison she had procured. Thankfully coughs were something easily attributed to living in the Oasis. The wetness of it all was an easy and believable scapegoat. 
 
    “I’ll have someone slaughter one for you,” Marvi said. “We only have a few lambs left, but I’m sure we have one or two we can spare for you.” She smiled at him pertly and turned back to her fish. 
 
    “Damn you, woman. I don’t have time for your games today. The Warlords want to call another meeting about borders again. The Frierd are stealing every bit of space from us, and you sit there letting them, prattling on about the use of a well and goats.” 
 
    “The clans do seem a bit restless this year, don’t they?” 
 
    Jenthro raised an eyebrow. “Restless? They’re at each other’s throats.” Another fit of coughs. “We’ve only been here a fortnight, and I’m already not sure how we’re going to survive each other.” 
 
    “The blood oaths will hold,” Marvi said. 
 
    The fish really was amazing. Maybe she should negotiate for more. 
 
    Jenthro snorted. “The blood oaths are about as useful as the ones you swore to me on bonding day. They’re both only as strong as the people who gave them.” 
 
    Marvi pursed her lips and nodded. It was an astute observation for him. She studied him for a moment as he picked at the rug that covered the cursed grass blanketing the ground. 
 
    “What about the rumors?” she asked before turning back to her fish. It was almost gone, so she took small bites, barely enough to get the full flavor out of it. 
 
    “You mean the ones about the voices in the walls?” The scorn was evident by his tone. “Don’t tell me you’ve started believing those, too? They’re just tales told by the weak minded to try and increase the tension between the clans.” He trailed off as if thoughtful, scratching at a spot on the back of his arm. “It’s almost as if—as if someone were trying to get us all to violate the oaths. As if someone were trying to get us to fight one another here in the Oasis.” 
 
    Marvi didn’t look up, but she felt her pulse quicken slightly. 
 
    “Agh, I’ll find my own lamb. Woman, you give me a headache sometimes.” With that, Jenthro got to his feet, coughing only slightly, and pushed open the tent door, stepping into the bright sunlight. 
 
    Marvi put down her fish and rubbed a hand across her forehead, feeling suddenly chilled. There was something strange going on, but it had to be more obvious than she’d assumed if Jenthro was starting to see it, too. From the sound of things, the other Warlords were starting to question things as well. She’d have to reach out to her informants, spread some false rumors, and get the clans more interested in one another than they were in anything else. 
 
    A noise came from behind her. Marvi turned her head, pulling a small, poisoned dagger from a hidden sheath in her sleeve. It was only Taren. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” she said, stowing the dagger back in its sheath. “Would you care for some fish?” 
 
    Taren scowled. “That idiot was right about that, at least. The stuff is terrible.” 
 
    Marvi shrugged, got to her feet, and served herself another helping from the larger platter off to one side. “It really is excellent fish. Are you sure you won’t have some?” 
 
    Taren gave her a flat look. 
 
    “I just thought I’d ask.” She took a seat on the ground across from Taren. “So what did you think about what he said? I assume you heard all of it?” 
 
    Taren nodded, unknowingly picking at the exact same spot on the rug that Jenthro had. “Tensions are high here, he’s right about that though I’m surprised he noticed. That one would miss a sandtiger eating his own feet.” 
 
    Marvi smiled. The description was harsh, but accurate. 
 
    “His cough is getting worse,” Taren continued. “We should increase the amount you’re giving him.” 
 
    Marvi took another bite of fish, chewing slowly. This one wasn’t as good as the first one. There wasn’t as much seasoning. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Marvi set aside her platter. “Maybe we shouldn’t kill him just yet.” 
 
    Taren’s face immediately hardened, and he clenched one hand into a fist. The scars on his arms whitened with the pressure of his muscles against taut skin. 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “With everything going on, it may not be the right time,” she said. “If we kill him now, with tension between the clans so high, the clans may blame one another for the supposed assassination, even if we make it look like a simple sickness.” 
 
    “And if they do?” 
 
    Marvi blinked. Of course he knew what they’d do. Why was he asking? 
 
    “They’ll fall upon one another like sandtigers among sheep. The blood oaths would be broken. More death and destruction.” 
 
    “It’s a perfect opportunity,” Taren said. “We can blame it on one of the other clans even. There aren’t many of them left, actually. If we do this right, we could even end up the most powerful clan in the Sharani Desert instead of one of the weakest.” 
 
    Marvi sniffed and raised an eyebrow. Was he really suggesting they go through with it? Taren got to his feet, stepping toward her. 
 
    “Think on it. If we do this right, we can rule the Rahuli people altogether. You and me.” He looked down at her, his expression cool and appraising. Inviting. Marvi’s pulse quickened. 
 
    “You’re behind all this, aren’t you?” she asked, staring back at him with a question in her gaze. “This tension, the rumors.” 
 
    Taren raised an eyebrow and gave half a grin. “If only I was that capable. No, I’m not behind it, but I do plan on exploiting it now that it’s here. Jenthro dies. Now’s our chance.” 
 
    Marvi looked into Taren’s eyes, seeing the passion and intensity there. He was right. It was time to get rid of her husband. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saralhn strode along the well-worn path, marveling at how fragile the grasses of the Oasis were. After only a fortnight, the Sidena had walked this same route to the market enough times that the soft, springy plant had died away, leaving behind a swath of brown dirt. Several other women walked with her, bantering back and forth as they walked. They carried baskets and smaller goods for trade. 
 
    Saralhn carried her own basket under one arm. She hoped it would be big enough. She’d had to start over after leaving the pack behind. Enril had beaten her badly for that. She still walked with a slight limp. But she’d deserved it. Carrying the pack had been her responsibility, after all. It’d been destroyed when Lhaurel— 
 
    No, don’t think about that. She shook her head in an attempt to banish away the memories. 
 
    “Alright there, Saralhn?” Jerria asked. 
 
    Saralhn gave the older woman a wan smile. “I’m fine. It’s just all this water in the air. It fogs my mind sometimes.” 
 
    Jerria nodded knowingly and pursed her lips. Around her, the other Sidena women made various signs of agreement. 
 
    “Ah, the Oasis is full of wonders, true, but sometimes I wish we could avoid this cursed place,” Jerria said with a sniff. “It’s just so . . .” 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    “Yeah, strange. All this green, and the water flowing everywhere. Give me good red sand and a warren over this any time,” another of the women agreed. 
 
    Saralhn let the women talk, falling into step. She wasn’t sure what she thought about the oddities in the Oasis, but she wasn’t sure she’d take the sand and rock any more than the grass and water. Neither one was really better than the other. They both simply existed. Both had a purpose and use where they were, or nature would have long since destroyed them. 
 
    Something in the conversation pulled her from her thoughts. “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    Maryn stopped talking mid-sentence, giving her a stern frown. 
 
    “My pardon,” Saralhn said. “I didn’t mean to forget my manners. What were you saying just now, mistress? My thoughts wandered off.” 
 
    Maryn’s frown deepened and she pointedly dropped a hand to a hip, drawing Saralhn’s eye to the purple shufari about her waist. Saralhn still had a few more fortnights to go before she would even get to wear the brown. 
 
    Saralhn bit the inside of her cheek. 
 
    “Leave the child be, Maryn,” Jerria, who also wore a purple shufari, said. “She was just saying her husband heard the voices last night while on patrol.” 
 
    “The voices?” 
 
    “Yes, girl, the voices,” Maryn interrupted, still frowning at her. “My husband, Cobb, was on patrol duty last night. He was passing near the walls of the Oasis, near our border with the Frierd.” Her frown grew into a scowl. 
 
    Some of the other women muttered under their breath. Something to do with water thieves. 
 
    “He heard the voices. Like whispers of dead men coming from the walls.” 
 
    Jerria clasped a fist over her heart, a sign of warding protection against evil. “By the seven hells.” 
 
    “It’s the Frierd,” Maryn said. “My Cobb says so, too. He thinks they’re after more than just our water. It’s a trick.” 
 
    “Do you really think so, Maryn?” Jerria asked, looking anxious. “What if the voices really are the spirits of the dead, come to haunt us? The genesauri coming early this Migration, the death, old allies renewing strengths. What if this is a sign of the end?” 
 
    Maryn frowned at the woman, her brows coming together over her eyes. 
 
    “Shame on you for saying such things. Of course it’s the Frierd. They’ve always hated us. This is retribution for our raid three moons ago. They’re trying to scare us, but it won’t work. We’re Sidena, not Londik cowards.” 
 
    “And if it is the Frierd?” It really wasn’t Saralhn’s place to get involved in a conversation between the two women, but she asked anyway. 
 
    Maryn glanced at her and then gave Jerria a pointed look. Jerria looked away, as if embarrassed. 
 
    “If it is the Frierd,” Maryn said in a firm, confident voice, one bolstered by the look of absolute resolve on her face, “then they’ll understand the true strength of the Sidena. And live to regret it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Oasis sat in a strange circle of grey and red stone, interspersed with pockets of a dull grey metal. The cliffs rose hundreds of feet into the air, reaching upward toward the sky and protecting the clans from the genesauri. They were a rough, craggy mass of stone and rock and metal with only two points of ingress, both of which were too narrow for even the smallest sailfin to pass through. Towering monoliths, they’d stood against sailfin and marsaisi for hundreds of years. His grandmother told him once that there’d been a time when the sailfin packs had come. Hundreds of them surged against the walls, but they were repelled. 
 
    She’d also told him the stories about the score of outcast brethren and sisters who had died trying to scale them. Gavin had lived through one of them. He hadn’t understood what had driven his parents to try and do the impossible when he was a child. He didn’t fully understand it now, though part of him still blamed the goading, taunting insults the Sidena warriors had lobbed at them. That wasn’t entirely true, though. His father had talked about making the climb for years beforehand, talked of living up to the legacy of their ancestors. For Gavin’s parents, the story of Eldriean wasn’t just a story. It was a lesson handed down to them by their parents. It was fact, something they could hold on to as a chance at redemption from their lives as outcasts. He hadn’t understood that then. 
 
    He climbed now, knowing he would likely meet the same fate as them. The walls had easy handholds for the first few spans, but they came farther and farther apart the higher he climbed. It was an impossible task, set to attain an imaginary goal. Yet Gavin climbed anyway. 
 
    His parents had died attempting this very task, something they had sworn him to do when he was just an infant, as his grandmother had sworn Gavin’s father to do in his infancy. It was impossible, but he was going to do it anyway. He climbed for honor. He climbed to uphold an oath. And he climbed because there was nothing else for him to do. With his grandmother gone, the other outcasts had no more hope left. He’d seen it in their faces in the days that followed her death, while he’d visited each family in turn. 
 
    He reached up and seized a crag of sharp rock with a hand that was already slick with blood and weak from pain. Stiff fingers wrapped around the stone. It cut into flesh as he put his weight on it and pulled himself up another span, shifting his foothold to another crag. He paused and glanced down, taking a moment to rest as best he could while clinging to a cliff over a hundred spans above the ground. The tops of the trees looked like small tufts of grass from that height. He could no longer make out the details of the small cave where he had left his grandmother’s body, sealing the mouth of the cave with rocks and mud. But he knew where it was. Neither time nor distance would dull that memory, or the poignancy of her final words. 
 
    Remember what it is that you have sworn to do. 
 
    He gritted his teeth as a gust of wind tugged at him, pulling at his clothes and tossing his damp, sweaty hair into his eyes. He would do what he had sworn to do though he did not understand half the things his grandmother had told him. Legends, stories, hints of rumors and myth, she had recited them to him each night on the sands as if they were accounts of actual people. As if they were true. Stories of ancient heroes, kings and rulers, Warlords, and a history that was stunningly disparate from the reality around them. Tales of greenery. Legends of trees that grew with things called leaves instead of fronds. Myths of places without sand, where water fell from the sky year-round. And cities. He hadn’t ever figured out what they were supposed to be. They sounded like massive warrens filled with thousands of people, but that wasn’t something he could really imagine. He doubted there were more than a few thousand people in all the clans together. 
 
    But somewhere in the stories and myths, she had instilled in him an understanding and a duty. She’d claimed they were descendants of the mighty Eldriean himself, the right of kingship their legacy. On the few times he had spoken to anyone else about the stories, they had claimed that both his grandmother and the stories were insane. But insane or not, he believed them. 
 
    He blinked, coming to that realization for the first time. He believed them. 
 
    His grandmother had raised him, given him everything he had. One look into her eyes as she spoke of the trees or the strange passings of weather and clouds in ancient times, and he knew that she wholeheartedly believed in what she taught him. And he had come to believe in it as well. To believe in the legends of a proud and noble people cast down from their lofty origins. A people that could be whole again, if guided by the right man. He’d never believed that man could be him. He didn’t want it to be him. But his grandmother did. Her dying request was sacred, and he would see it through. 
 
    The wind died down, and Gavin resumed his climb. He ignored the pain, discarded the emotions that swelled within him at the memories of sleepless nights beneath the stars as a child, his terrors only calmed in his grandmother’s arms and by the sound of her voice. He climbed to fulfill a promise. He climbed to escape the pain. He climbed because his grandmother pushed him onward, her encouraging words with him even after death. 
 
    Her legends spoke of a king that would unite the clans and drive out the genesauri, returning the desert to the land of lush greenery that it had once been. It was not a prophecy. She had been vehemently adamant about that. There was no such thing as fate or destiny. There were simply things proven and things disproved. Her legends spoke of a king who could unite the clans. She said that king could be him. He climbed to prove it true. 
 
    He reached out for another handhold, but it was just out of reach. Gavin adjusted his feet and tried again, stretching to his utmost to get his fingers around the lip of the tiny outcrop. His fingertips scrabbled at the rock. 
 
    Gavin’s left foot slipped. 
 
    He swore as his right foot was pulled from its spot by the weight of his falling left foot. Rock cut into his left hand as his entire body weight fell onto it. Blood seeped out of his fingers and slickened the rock. He growled, scrabbling for purchase with his feet. 
 
    His fingers started to slip, the skin peeling back against the rock. Gavin screamed, summoning every ounce of his strength and will. His left foot found a hold, his right following a moment after. The relief on his left hand almost overcame the pain. Almost. 
 
    He clung to the wall, weight balanced on his feet to relieve his aching hand. He stayed there for several long moments, his breath coming in long, ragged gasps. Pain numbed his mind, dulling his thoughts. It was impossible. Gavin knew he was never going to make it to the top. 
 
    He kept climbing anyway.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Flight 
 
    “I wish that my old mentor was here to help with this cause, but alas, he is gone from this world. I shall see him no more. The importance of my task weighs heavily on my shoulders. Should I fail, we shall join him, too.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Tieran reached up and checked the leads that connected Lhaurel’s harness to the one girded about Fahkiri. Two thin leads hooked into the harness in front of her, and a long one extended from behind her. Lhaurel felt ridiculous, but Tieran assured her that she would need all three straps to stay seated on the aevian’s back as he flew. 
 
    “Now, when you get more accustomed to the way he moves and his flight patterns,” he said, giving the last lead a sharp tug to make sure that it was secure, “then you can remove most of the leads and leave just the one main safety tether in the back. For now, you need to get used to how he moves beneath you.” 
 
    The man grinned and stepped back, giving her a wink as if letting her in on a joke. 
 
    Lhaurel smiled back awkwardly, not understanding, which only made Tieran laugh harder. Lhaurel shrugged and shifted her seat on Fahkiri’s back. 
 
    A wide strip of leather served as a sort of saddle that stretched down the length of his broad back and protected his feathers from her movements on his back. A single handhold had been attached to the saddle where the aevian’s head met its back. Lhaurel felt tall and a little unsettled, though a thrill ran through her as the aevian stepped up to the edge of the cliff face. She glanced down the thousand-foot drop, her vision swimming. She looked up again, twisting around as Tieran approached. 
 
    “Try and be careful,” he said. “This is your first flight together as a warrior pair. You need to get used to each other. Let him fly; don’t try to direct him. Let him take you where he will. When you’re ready to come back, whistle sharply three times, and he’ll return to the eyrie.” 
 
    “Wait,” Lhaurel said, eyes wide with sudden panic. “You’re not coming with me?” 
 
    Tieran smiled, a twinkle in his eyes that was more impish mischief than jocularity. He stepped back and whistled once. 
 
    Lhaurel screamed as Fahkiri spread his wings in one massive burst of powerful muscles and launched himself over the edge, carrying Lhaurel with him. Fahkiri folded his sickle-shaped wings inward toward his back, becoming almost a perfect wedge the shape of a spearhead. 
 
    Wind rushed through her hair, sending it fanning out behind her like a flame. The ground approached at an astonishing rate, the sheer force of the wind stinging her eyes and making them water. Her pulse raced, and she screamed in fear or exultation or some combination of the two. They were going to crash into the ground. They were going to die. Gravity pushed her forward, and she felt the pressure increase on the straps of her harness as the safety lead in back held her in place. Her hands shot forward and wrapped around the pommel, holding it in a white-knuckled grip that threatened to crack bone. Her brain protested against the onslaught of pure terror and the absolute joy that battled for supremacy. 
 
    She sensed the motion before it happened. One moment they were plummeting toward certain death on the rocks and sand below, and then, suddenly, Fahkiri spread his wings with a violent, gut-wrenching shriek, only amplified by the sudden slowing and change of direction. He launched back upward into the sky with powerful wing strokes, climbing at great speed. 
 
    Lhaurel let out her breath in one explosive burst. Until that moment, she hadn’t even realized that she’d been holding it. 
 
    They winged higher, turning in a long curving pattern that brought them around so that they were suddenly facing the massive expanse of cliffs that made up the Roterralar Warren. The plateau stretched high into the sky, higher than Lhaurel remembered, and continued onward to either side for thousands of spans. She wondered at that despite the thrill of emotions that was coursing through her. She’d only sensed a small portion of the warren, and it was nowhere near as large as the plateau itself. Why waste such a large space? 
 
    Fahkiri continued to turn, each beat of his wings taking them higher, though the pace had slowed. 
 
    She studied that plateau, noticing the cavernous opening to the eyrie as they turned and almost waved to Tieran, who still stood at the mouth. Something stopped her. He looked so small, so far away. They were easily a hundred spans above him now and at least twice that away. He probably couldn’t even see her. This was her time, hers and Fahkiri’s. Besides, her hands were still fastened so tightly around the pommel that she doubted that she could unclench them without serious effort. 
 
    They climbed higher. 
 
    A handful of other aevians screeched in greeting as they flew past, a pair of smaller aevians and a few of their larger counterparts stretching their wings. Fahkiri whistled back, though it sounded almost dismissive, as if they were intruding upon his domain. 
 
    As they turned, Lhaurel looked out over the dunes and sand to the east. The dunes rolled outward like massive waves, though there were patches of oddly shaped dunes that disrupted the symmetry and pattern. No, Lhaurel corrected. Not disrupted, changed. The more she looked at it, the more she realized that even the apparent irregularities were part of the desert’s strange beauty. Without them, the uniformity of it would have been bland and the majesty lost. 
 
    Lhaurel laughed in delight and leaned forward. 
 
    Fahkiri responded. He folded his wings and turned his beak toward the ground. 
 
    Lhaurel’s screams were cut off as they suddenly plunged for the ground. They were thousands of spans above the plateau by then, but the aevian’s body was perfectly shaped for such steep, sudden dives. They sped up. The wind dug into her eyes and tore at her hair, clothing, and skin. It forced the air out of her lungs, slammed her eyelids shut. Her mind was numb with sudden terror. Something warm trickled up her leg. She felt like she was falling off the back of him as they continued to fall faster and faster. She sensed the ground approaching at stunning, impossible speeds, felt the ground rise up to meet in its warm enveloping embrace. 
 
    Cutting through her terror, though, was the movement, the sudden turning, twisting, gut-wrenching motion as Fahkiri spun around and opened his wings. Air screamed through his feathers, and Lhaurel, unprepared, was slammed forward. Her head slammed into the pommel with bone-breaking force. Her nose shattered on impact, and she struck with enough energy that, for a moment, she blacked out. Only the tethers attached to the saddle and her harness kept her on Fahkiri’s back. 
 
    Her vision swam as she slowly came back into consciousness. A ringing sound pounded in her ears and she was awash in sensations of simultaneous pain and numbness. Something salty dripped into her mouth and there was a spreading warmth along her legs. She coughed weakly and sprayed scarlet fluid over Fahkiri’s back. Blood? 
 
    Hands gripped her shoulders. A blade flashed and she was being pulled free from the saddle. She blinked. Had they made it back to the eyrie? She didn’t remember landing. 
 
    Someone said something, but it was garbled and muffled by the ringing in her ears. 
 
    Blinking rapidly, she fought the fog and stinging numbness that threatened to overcome her. Blood trickled down her face and into her mouth. Swallowing only brought the rusty taste of blood down the back of her throat. She was vaguely aware of Fahkiri screeching in agitation near her, feathers bristling outward at his neck and along his chest, but she couldn’t seem to focus on anything else. The rest of the aevian himself was blurry mass of grey and black, outlined by an aura of painful brightness. She shut her eyes against the pain. 
 
    Someone touched her face. 
 
    It was as if someone had poured boiling water over her. Skin rippled and bubbled like the surface of a stew pot simmering on the fire. Lhaurel’s breath caught in her lungs. Her blood seemed to froth and roil within her veins. Her eyes snapped open. 
 
    Khari stared down at her, eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 
    The pain vanished. Her vision focused. She swallowed and there was no taste of blood. She reached up a hesitant hand and touched her face. She felt only smooth skin and an unbroken, fully whole nose. 
 
    Fahkiri chirped his special chirp, obviously excited to see her moving and whole. Someone, probably Tieran, had removed Lhaurel’s harness, but there was blood on her robes. 
 
    “You might want to practice the landing a little more,” Tieran said. There was a grin on his face, but it seemed strained. 
 
    Khari rose, pushing herself up with her hands on her knees. She seemed tired, much more so than after her stunning display with the sword earlier. 
 
    “What did you do?” Lhaurel asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    Khari blinked rapidly a few times as she turned to regard her. 
 
    “One of the abilities of a wetta is healing, of others and oneself. Haven’t you wondered how you survived before Kaiden found you?” she said, blinking. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to rise and managed to pull herself into a sitting position. 
 
    Khari shifted slightly, moving as if she were going to sit down, and then suddenly collapsed. 
 
    Tieran was at her side in a moment. “She’s out cold.” 
 
    “Is she going to be alright?” 
 
    Tieran carried the matron of the Roterralar into one of the adjoining rooms. He placed her on the bed carefully, though he didn’t appear to be overly concerned. 
 
    Lhaurel stood at the doorway to the small room, gnawing on her bottom lip. She had followed them after assuring herself that Fahkiri was safe. She didn’t understand what had happened, but somehow Khari had healed her, and the act had left the woman close to death. Somehow she could sense the woman now when she hadn’t been able to before. Lhaurel could feel a faint pulsing from the woman, as if her heart beat weakly. Khari’s weakened state was her fault. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Tieran said, one hand on Khari’s shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” Lhaurel felt sick. How had she ever distrusted the matron? This woman had just put herself at risk to heal her. Bile rose in Lhaurel’s throat. 
 
    “All she needs now is a little rest and some water.” 
 
    “I’ll fetch her some,” Lhaurel said immediately, not pausing for a response. 
 
    She turned and hurried back into the eyrie. She broke into a jog that sent aevians in all directions. Fahkiri screeched in indignation as she passed him by without pausing. The women cutting up sailfin carcasses looked up when Lhaurel approached them and skidded to a halt. The loose sand got kicked up over them and their meat. 
 
    “What in the seven hells?” a woman shouted, but Lhaurel ignored her. 
 
    A waterskin lay on the ground between the women, set aside for later use in washing or drinking. Lhaurel snatched it up without asking for permission and then dashed back across the eyrie floor. Shouts of anger and protest followed her. The aevians were smart enough to get out of her way ahead of time, even Fahkiri. 
 
    “Here,” Lhaurel said breathlessly, bursting into the small room with sudden fervor and handing the skin to Tieran. 
 
    He took it, though the corner of his mouth twitched slightly. “Thank you.” He stifled a cough with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Is it enough?” she asked, shifting her weight from one foot to the other and then back again. “I can go get more.” 
 
    Tieran unstopped the skin and held the tip to Khari’s lips. A small trickle of water escaped the nozzle and dripped down her lips and the side of her cheek. Her lips parted in response to the cool liquid, and Tieran poured a little into her mouth. Khari’s chest rose and fell, and she took in a deep breath. Her eyes flickered open. 
 
    “This is more than enough,” Tieran said with a smile. 
 
    Khari sat up and reached for the waterskin, gulping it down gratefully. 
 
    Lhaurel felt lightheaded with relief. She felt Khari’s strength returning, swelling within the woman with each gulp of water. Slowly, Lhaurel sank to her knees in the sand. Khari noticed her. 
 
    “Where’s your sword?” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked and suddenly started laughing, a deep, powerful, heartfelt laugh that worked its way up from the pit of her stomach. After the emotional highs and lows, Khari’s question seemed so ludicrous. 
 
    Khari arched an eyebrow at her while she stoppered the waterskin and passed it back to Tieran, who was also grinning like a fool. 
 
    “Explain yourselves,” Khari demanded. 
 
    Tieran spread his hands in an expression of innocence, though his grin belied the gesture. The grin turned into a great, booming bark of laughter. 
 
    Lhaurel looked at him for a moment, and then comprehension dawned. “I, um—” She looked at Tieran and couldn’t suppress a laugh. “Well, I thought something was wrong and Tieran—” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t even have to finish. Khari groaned and shot the man an exasperated look as he chuckled. Lhaurel’s laughter died away when Khari turned back to face her, Tieran’s words and Khari’s expression cutting through the ethereal humor. 
 
    “Thank you for your concern, Lhaurel,” Khari said with a tight smile, “but I was never in any danger. I was already in the eyrie when Tieran whistled and called your aevian back. He has some unfortunate timing sometimes, and I witnessed your little accident. Healing leaves me weakened for a time, but it passes quickly enough, especially if I am given a drink of water. We can heal ourselves that way, too, through consumption of the water, which fuels our power. Forgive Tieran his jokes.” 
 
    Lhaurel sniffed, unsure of how to respond. Tieran had let her panic, let her think something was deathly wrong with the matron of the Roterralar. She must have seemed the fool. Instead of feeling angry, she simply shook her head and smiled. She was too tired to be angry, and it was just like Tieran to pull something like this. 
 
    “I had it coming, I think. He did tell me you’d be fine. That’s what I get for not trusting him in the first place.” 
 
    Tieran grinned impudently and winked at her. 
 
    She smiled back. There was something endearing about the man. He treated her the same way he treated everyone else: like an equal. 
 
    Khari looked from her to him and back again and then let out a small sigh. “Leave us, Tieran.” 
 
    He gave her a quizzical look. 
 
    “Please,” she added. 
 
    He shrugged and got to his feet, leaving the waterskin lying on the sand next to where he had been sitting. He smiled to Lhaurel, gave Khari an exaggerated wink, and then left, closing the door behind him. The room was cast into semidarkness, the only light the orange glow of torchlight sprinkled with a wan light filtering down through the craggy sandstone. 
 
    Lhaurel shifted in the sand and toyed with a stray lock of her hair that had fallen into her eyes. 
 
    Khari regarded her coolly, the same stolid appraisal she had given Lhaurel earlier when she had invited her to enter the training circle. Lhaurel’s skin crawled, and she shivered under the scrutiny. 
 
    “I know what you’re feeling right now, Lhaurel,” Khari said softly. “Fear, anger, confusion, pain. So many things are happening all at once. Your whole understanding of life has been upended. You’re at the bottom of a lightning sand pit and there is no up. You’ve heard about the Roterralar vagabonds your whole life. Heard about the evil magic they do. Heard how they sacrifice small children. And yet here you are, experiencing the wonder of flight and a place where women are afforded a station equal to men, contrasted with the stunning supposed cruelty of keeping you locked up and imprisoned in the darkness of servitude. You catch glimpses of the light only to be shoved further into the confusing black. 
 
    “I’ve been there. I joined the Roterralar when I was close to your age, and the matron at the time broke me just as I was forced to break you. Well, as Kaiden and I were forced to break you. The nature of our abilities requires a shattering of barriers that would otherwise block their use. I—” The woman hesitated, the first time Lhaurel had ever seen her do so. She sensed a loosening of barriers that let Lhaurel catch a glimpse of the woman behind the matron. “I’m sorry for the way you were treated, Lhaurel. For the way I treated you. It was necessary. Please don’t hold it against Kaiden. He was only acting under my direction. I noticed how he seemed to get under your skin the first time you used your powers.” 
 
    Lhaurel pursed her lips but didn’t disagree. 
 
    “I will train you in the ways of the wetta and with the sword if you want to learn. You have but to ask, and I will respond to any question that it is in my power to answer.” 
 
    Lhaurel sniffed and released a breath that she had not realized she had been holding in. It escaped her in a sigh that blew dust through the air. She brushed a lock of hair back into place as she contemplated what to say. She had gotten so used to simply being told what to do that she found it hard to find one single question to ask. Dozens flitted through her mind, but she finally settled one. 
 
    “So, what do I have to do to get out of this place?” 
 
    Of all the questions that she could have asked, Khari’s reaction told her that it was the one that had been the least expected. The woman recovered quickly, though. 
 
    “At this point, if you leave, you’re dead.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you know too much about us now. We function because we are not known outside these walls. No one who leaves knowing what you do could be allowed to live.” Khari’s tone was slow, guarded. 
 
    “What is so bad about the clans knowing about all this?” Lhaurel asked, gesturing vaguely around the room to encompass the entire warren. “Why is the only thing I’ve ever heard rumor and stories about Roterralar? You don’t even wear red robes here.” 
 
    Khari’s eyes narrowed, and she sat up straighter, knuckling her back. “Have you ever seen a parent raise a child and do absolutely everything for them? Protect them from every little danger so that they never learn how to do anything for themselves?” 
 
    Lhaurel grimaced, recalling a few such children among the Sidena. A young man from one of the families she had spent time with as a child had had a completely overprotective mother. She even went so far as to lay out his clothes for him and help him lace his boots. There had been a time when his mother had not been around to lace up his boots for him. He had turned to Lhaurel, who had been salting some dried meat for the morning meal, and demanded that she do it for him. She’d been astounded to realize that, at fifteen years old, he still did not know how to lace up his own boots. 
 
    She’d refused. The beating that came later was one of the worst she had ever received. 
 
    “The clans are very much like children, Lhaurel,” Khari said, scratching the back of her head. “And the genesauri are the dangers that they must learn to face. We protect them as best we can, but if they knew that we were out there, fighting the genesauri, riding the backs of the aevians with the mystics’ magic alive within us, they’d expect us to save them every time. They would never learn how to function on their own. And, more importantly, they would destroy us even as we protected them.” 
 
    Lhaurel paused a moment to consider what Khari was saying. It seemed so cruel, so heartless. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘it would destroy us?’” 
 
    “How many Roterralar have you seen within the warren?” 
 
    “Less than a score.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve seen about a fifth of the entire population,” Khari said. “And only two score of them are warriors. Even fewer are mystics. We don’t have enough people to defend everyone everywhere. If we revealed ourselves to the clans, all of them would demand that we protect them from every genesauri attack. There aren’t enough of us to be effective in any more than two groups. But what if three clans were attacked at once? What if there were four attacked at once? We’d be forced to try and protect them all, and we’d be too few in number to do any good. We would fall faster than we could help anyone out. We would be dead before the Migration ended.” 
 
    “Which is why you recruited me and made me figure things out on my own,” Lhaurel reasoned. “Because I was already dead and because you needed more people.” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “It seems to me that you could do both. You could reveal yourselves to the clans, and then all of you could fight the genesauri together. There are more than enough aevians, and all the clans together could make a strong front.” 
 
    Khari smiled and gave a soft laugh. “You’ve hit on one of the major debates among us. What is the test of honor, to uphold the flame or snuff it out? Do we remain hidden and fight the battles that we can with the resources that we have? A delaying action at best? Or do we reveal ourselves and rally the clans into one people to stand against the genesauri and, eventually, wipe them off the face of this land?” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded her agreement, shifting into a kneeling position. “Yes, why don’t you simply do that?” 
 
    “The clans are not so easily mixed,” Khari said with a tired shrug. “Even among us. If you watch, you’ll see that those of us from rival clans originally have a hard time not following the same prejudices, even though we’ve all renounced our ties to the old clans and sworn our lives to the Roterralar. A change of name does not really change what many feel is in our blood.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s shoulders slumped, and she looked down at her hands, one thumb idly tracing out a thin scar on the back of her other hand. “And if you revealed yourselves and the clans were still divided, suddenly all you’d have would be a bunch of children trying to use the adult’s tools.” 
 
    Khari nodded. “An astute observation. And then there is a question of the magic.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked up. 
 
    “I believe that it is time we confronted that particular subject.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Choices 
 
    “The joy of success and conquest makes the quill in my fingertips shake and tremble. The child, Briane, held the key. That beautiful, wonderful, blessed child. Her ideas. Her efforts. Her heart. They made this possible. The cause was worthy of our sacrifice.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Gavin continued to climb even though the pain in his arms was beyond the point of continued bearing. His hands were cut and bloodied, though still useable. His booted feet were still somewhat protected, but the goat hide leather was split in a dozen places and coming apart at the seams. His shirt had been torn into strips to cover his hands when he’d found a small ledge to rest on partway up the cliff. 
 
    And still he climbed upward. Hunger gnawed at his stomach and exhaustion clouded his mind, but in the midst of the fog, a voice recounted ancient words, words that he had come to believe somewhere between the ground and where now climbed on the wall. His grandmother’s words. 
 
    It was the final words of a long tale, his grandmother’s favorite. It detailed the might and power of the greatest Warlord in legend and history. The one who had defeated the enemy. Questions had assailed him for many years after this story. Gavin remembered one night, camping out on the sands during the Dormancy, the light of the fire casting odd shadow against the dunes, asking his grandmother what had gone wrong. If Eldriean had defeated the enemy, then why were the genesauri still there? Had they come back? She’d smiled at him, a warm, special smile that so infrequently brightened her wrinkled face, and said, “Enemies come in all shapes and sizes, Gavin. Some from without and some from within. We must confront them both.” Though he hadn’t understood, he still remembered her words. 
 
    Enemies from without and from within. Had Eldriean had more enemies than just the genesauri? Had someone betrayed him? What answers lay atop the cliffs? These questions drove him, guided him onward as his grandmother’s voice swelled once more within his mind. Someone had to find out the truth. Someone had to complete what had been started so long ago. The clans had to be united and the genesauri driven from the sands. 
 
    The sun set and rose again before Gavin made it to the top of the cliffs. Rest had come in the form of a small crevice discovered just as the sun had set. A pair of rashelta had been hiding there. Their shells had proven to be poor pillows. They had scuttled away when he’d forced himself into the space, finally relieving his aching muscles and broken skin. 
 
    He ate some food he’d carried with him. His body was too tired to eat much of it, but sleep had not come easily. Nightmares haunted him. 
 
    In the morning, he drank some brackish, dirty water he found pooling in the crevice and forced down the last of his food. He wished he’d brought more. As long as he was wishing, he might as well have wished for wings. But he resumed his climb anyway. 
 
    When his arm finally crested the top of the cliff and the ground felt flat beneath his broken, bloody skin, he was so wearied and tired that he didn’t even realize it until he’d pulled half of his body up over the edge. He gasped his relief, his breath ragged and weak, and pulled himself all the way over the edge, scraping his chest without registering the pain. He lay there for what seemed like an eternity, staring into the sky and letting the sun bake the blood onto his skin. At some point, he slipped into blackness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Wait!” Lhaurel said, leaning back. “What about the genesauri? Do we know why they’re awake early this year? What are we doing to stop them?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Lhaurel bit her lip, realizing that she had included herself as a member of the Roterralar. Well, she was now. At least, she thought she was. 
 
    “Yes, we.” 
 
    Khari smiled. “We are conducting raids, killing those we can. We have patrols out trying to figure out the change in pattern and direction. We have not been idle.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “What do we know?” Lhaurel’s voice had a bite of impatience to it. 
 
    Khari raised an eyebrow at the tone but replied anyway. “What we know is that we don’t know much. Now we must move on to your wetta training.” 
 
    Lhaurel ground her teeth in frustration. It was obvious that Khari knew more than she was saying. So much for truly being a part of the Roterralar. What were the clans doing in the Oasis? Had the last two clans made it there safely? Makin Qays had said that they had been lost. Where were they? She opened her mouth, but Khari held up a hand. 
 
    “Enough, Lhaurel,” she said. “Don’t press me more right now. I know I told you that I would speak freely, but on this one area I am forbidden. Let us proceed with your lesson. Don’t make me repeat myself again.” The stern edge crept back into her voice, hardening along with her features. 
 
    Lhaurel huffed, but swallowed the question she had been about to ask. She wasn’t giving up, but Khari’s expression made it clear that she would get no further satisfaction if she pursued that line of questions. Lhaurel would simply have to figure out some other way of getting the information she needed. 
 
    “You are a wetta,” Khari began. She slipped to the ground and knelt in the sand in front of Lhaurel. All signs of her previous weakness had vanished completely. “The clans say that we mystics consort with demons and have magical powers that can change the world around us. Well, it is true. At least in so much as having gifts that can manipulate the world around us. Our demons are no more or less real than those of any others within the seven clans, though no less powerful or personal as the denizens of the seven hells. Those who can use these gifts are called mystics.” 
 
    “Wetta.” Lhaurel rolled the foreign word over on her tongue. The power didn’t seem as frightening now. 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me. A wetta is a specific type of mystic. Your gifts lie in the understanding and manipulation of water. Though the other two types of mystic have gifts that are more situated for military prowess, ours is by far the most important. For without water in the desert there can be no life.” 
 
    Lhaurel silently agreed. 
 
    “Though they do not know it,” Khari continued, “they could not survive without our wettas. It was wettas that found the warrens and their hidden springs and wells. Wettas that found this place, with its rich underground reservoir. And it was wettas that discovered the ocean on the other side of the sands far to the north of here.” 
 
    Khari suddenly paused as if she had said too much. It was that, more than anything, which made Lhaurel suddenly realize what had been said. 
 
    “Wait,” Lhaurel said. “The Sidena only moved to their new warren two years ago when their last spring dried up. Are you saying that—” 
 
    Khari cut her off. “Forget that I said that. We must focus on the lesson.” 
 
    “But . . .” 
 
    “No,” Khari said. “Suffice it to say that the wetta are more important than what the other mystics sometimes make us out to be. That’s probably why there are so few of us. Regardless, you are a wetta. You’ve already shown your power twice before that we know about, both involving a broken waterskin and a rather annoying magnetelorium.” 
 
    Lhaurel scowled, and Khari, upon noticing the expression, smiled. 
 
    “Yes, Kaiden can have that effect on people.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded grudgingly and tossed her head, her red locks cascading around her face. 
 
    “That’s what we call a ‘breaking.’ When someone born with the ability to use the mystics’ powers gets so mad or scared or elated that the barriers which hold the magic back are broken, those powers burst free in random, wild ways. In your case, the magic seized upon the closest water source, which was inside Kaiden’s waterskin.” 
 
    Lhaurel remembered the feeling of dread and nausea too well to refute what Khari was saying. She hadn’t believed it when Kaiden had confronted her during the sandstorm, had refused to acknowledge the evidence that was, even at that moment, coursing through her veins. But she couldn’t deny it any longer. She could feel the powers within her, just as she could feel the water reservoir deep beneath her and the presence of Khari and the other four score people that wandered through the massive labyrinthine warren. 
 
    “Our first lesson will be similar to our lesson with the sword. Practicing the basics. And the most basic place to begin with these gifts is becoming familiar enough with them to access them without having to be in an extreme emotional state.” 
 
    Lhaurel sighed. She wasn’t sure that she was going to enjoy having Khari as her trainer for both the sword and this. 
 
    Khari crossed her legs beneath her and then arranged her arms so that her forearms rested across her knees. She formed circles with her thumbs and forefingers and let her hands touch over her crossed feet. She nodded for Lhaurel to do the same. 
 
    Lhaurel shifted, copying the position. 
 
    “Close your eyes. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. In and out. In and out. Good. Now, picture in your mind a puddle of water. Its surface is calm. Unbroken. Perfect. A drop of water falls onto the surface. It merges with the water, forming ripples. Travel with the ripples. Find the moment that they fade into the water’s surface once more. That is the place where the power dwells.” 
 
    Lhaurel gasped from the sudden shock as dread spread through her, clutched at her heart, and froze in her veins. No, not dread. She recognized it now. It was a cool, icy power that coursed through her blood, that pumped through her being with every beat of her frantic heart. She felt it there, burning, hungry, eager to explode from her in one enormous burst of fantastic might. And at the same time, she felt a calm hinting of endless patience and a careful storage of strength. 
 
    She opened her eyes. 
 
    The power vanished. 
 
    Khari stared at her with an expression of bewilderment on her face. “Well, that was . . . interesting,” Khari said. She held a broken waterskin in her hand, the very waterskin that Lhaurel had taken from the worker women earlier. 
 
    Lhaurel breathed out, feeling suddenly drained. “How so?” 
 
    Khari held up the broken skin. “I was expecting something else. Most wetta, on their first true sojourn into their powers, pull the water from a skin and dissipate it to mist or else simply hold it in the air. When you reached out to the water, it simply exploded outward, as if it could no longer remain where it was.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning there’s no control,” Khari said bluntly. “There’s only an ability to touch the water, but not to hold onto it.” 
 
    Lhaurel sniffed again and pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. She felt suddenly cold. 
 
    “Don’t despair,” Khari said, surprisingly tender. “You’re new. Control comes to everyone with time.” 
 
    Khari got to her feet and then helped Lhaurel up. 
 
    She felt weaker than she had expected, as if she had just done an exorbitant amount of work rather than explode a waterskin. And her powers seemed to have been dulled. Her sense of the warren was diminished, much less expansive than it had been before. She could only sense herself and Khari, whose presence had grown steadily stronger throughout the ordeal. Lhaurel could sense nothing within the eyrie. She found this discrepancy troubling. 
 
    A hesitant knock sounded at the door. Khari opened it, casting sunlight into the room. 
 
    Tieran stood highlighted in the doorway. He peered inside the room with a grin plastered on his face. “Lessons a little frustrating?” He winked at Lhaurel as if to say that Khari often got mad. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, Tieran?” Khari asked. Her flat tone made his smile falter slightly, but he hitched it back up in an instant. 
 
    “Well, a moment ago all the water gourds shook so bad that we feared they would topple over. The aevians all flitted about as if they thought another sandstorm was coming. Kaiden and some of the others wanted to storm in here and find out what happened, but I just laughed and told them that you’d probably gotten mad at your ward. That was you just now, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Khari’s expression was all the answer he needed. 
 
    She turned to Lhaurel with a troubled expression on her face. “We really must focus on teaching you control. You will need to meditate each night. I will show you what to do.” 
 
    Tieran interrupted her then. “That will need to wait. The reason that Kaiden and the others were in the eyrie just now is that they were looking for you and me. They have called a meeting of the senior warriors, and since Sarial is off on a patrol, Kaiden is to fill in for her. Makin Qays thought you’d want to be there, too.” 
 
    “And we’re already late,” a cool voice said, bringing a sudden chill to the back of Lhaurel’s neck. “We should be going.” 
 
    Kaiden stepped up behind Tieran, looming over the shorter man. He wore a black leather vest and loose leggings. His eyes darted to the broken waterskin in Khari’s hand and then to Lhaurel. He grinned at her, though the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, at least it’s not my waterskin this time,” he said. “Come along now, Khari, Tieran.” Lhaurel wasn’t invited. “We don’t want to be late to this meeting. I think we’ve gotten word from contacts in the Oasis. There’s news to report.” He was taunting her. 
 
    “And what exactly should I be doing while you’re all off chatting about the clans in the Oasis?” Lhaurel asked, trying to keep the biting edge out of her voice. 
 
    Kaiden shrugged. “You could go have words with your aevian. He seemed somewhat agitated when I walked over this way, and there was blood on his saddle. Yours?” 
 
    Lhaurel ignored the quip. 
 
    “Stay here in the eyrie,” Khari said, shooting a glare at Kaiden. “Unsaddle Fahkiri and clean up your saddle. Then practice your stance until I come back.” 
 
    Lhaurel rolled her eyes at the trio’s retreating backs as they left. Kaiden glanced over his shoulder at her once and winked. She longed to chuck a rock at the back of his head. The man irritated her to the very core. And, at the same time, she felt guilty for being irritated. 
 
    She bit her lip and sighed. There was so much new information to process. Just when she got comfortable with one thing, something else was added. And what had Tieran meant about all the water gourds shaking? She was sure that she had been the cause—Khari had made that plain—but how had she done it? It had all happened too fast. And that meeting—what was it about? Who were these contacts in the Oasis? She longed to be able to hear what was going on. There were far too many secrets among the Roterralar. 
 
    She shook her head and walked into the eyrie, shooing the stubborn birds out of the way. Though even the smallest of their number was larger than she, the aevians parted before her. She paused for a moment at the water gourds, studying them for a moment before taking a swig of the cool, refreshing liquid. Nothing seemed any different about them than before. As she walked, she felt her powers returning to her as larger portions of the warren returned to her awareness. She could sense the aevians around her, sense the people moving around in the warren. The worker women that had been cutting steaks earlier had left, leaving her alone in the eyrie. She sensed Fahkiri to the northwest and turned in that direction. 
 
    She had only taken a single step when she suddenly froze mid-stride. She’d sensed Fahkiri? She’d never been able to tell one person’s presence from another’s before. But she was sure that it was Fahkiri that she felt. Her pace sped up. Yes, there he was, sharpening his beak on a rock, saddle stained along the pommel with her blood. She could pick out individuals. 
 
    Fahkiri noticed her and paused in the act of dipping his head back toward the rock. He straightened and eyed her beadily, clacking his beak and ruffling his feathers. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Fahkiri?” She stepped toward him. 
 
    He clacked his beak and shuffled around so that his back was toward her. 
 
    She sighed and moved up to pull the saddle off his back. He stayed still long enough for her undo the two buckles that held the entire contraption on his back, but as soon as it came free, he scuttled away and launched himself into the air. 
 
    “What did I do?” she shouted after him. 
 
    The sound of someone clearing a throat made her turn. She had been focused on Fahkiri and hadn’t noticed a young woman approach. Now, Lhaurel felt her presence as well as saw her. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Lhaurel asked, somewhat peevishly. She was annoyed with Kaiden and Fahkiri and more than a little confused by her unreliable skill with magic. The young woman, unfortunately, got the brunt of her frustrations. 
 
    The girl smiled at her, though it was a brief grin that only danced at the edges of her lips before fading. “He’s just upset because you ignored him earlier when you stole my waterskin.” She nodded in the direction Fahkiri had gone. 
 
    “I—well, um—Khari needed the—I can’t return it. It sorts of exploded.” Lhaurel began. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not upset,” the girl said with another quick grin. “It was an old waterskin anyway. I was just explaining. I know a good deal about the aevians. Sometimes people find my knowledge useful.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you around before.” 
 
    “Well, while you were in here the Matron kept all the riders busy with other things. Let me tell you, probably one of the worst days of my life. Slaving away atop the plateau for Kaiden and Skree-lar, ugh. That was unpleasant.” 
 
    “What?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “Kaiden,” the girl explained, rolling her eyes and lowering her voice conspiratorially. “He refuses to sleep in the greatroom with the rest of us. He sleeps atop the plateau. Something about how we could house the entire population of the clans within our warren but are simply choosing not to. He doesn’t think we should be separated so much from them. So he chooses to sleep up top. He’s gained quite a following. They have their own little camp up there and everything.” 
 
    “So he’s grumpy with everyone, then,” Lhaurel said with a smile. “Not just me.” 
 
    “Not everyone, but almost everyone. He’s nice to Sarial, but he probably has to be. She leads the mystics as a whole.” The girl’s grin matched Lhaurel’s and then fell slightly. “Kaiden does have more cause to be irritable than some, I guess.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked at her questioningly. The girl glanced around and then answered. 
 
    “Before he was a Roterralar, Kaiden was part of the Londik. Everyone thinks his clan is dead. Not all the Roterralar truly give up their old lives. I mean, some of us still have family among the clans. Or had, I should say.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t know what to say. Maybe there was more to the man. Maybe there was more to the Roterralar than what she’d thought. They remained aloof from the clans, hidden from sight and knowledge, while they still had family, friends, and connections among them. Lhaurel hadn’t had that connection with her own clan. Well, maybe with Saralhn, but that was gone now. They must truly believe what they practiced to leave so many behind. 
 
    Lhaurel let the silence stretch almost to the point of being awkward before changing the subject. 
 
    “I always wondered why I never saw Skree-lar in the eyrie. But you were saying about Fahkiri?” 
 
    The girl smiled. “Like I said, your aevian is upset because you ignored him earlier. Just like any male, bring him some food, and he’ll forgive you. I’d cut you up a nice sailfin steak, but they already picked clean the carcasses we have on hand. There’s not another raid scheduled until tomorrow, so you’ll just have to wait until then.” 
 
    Lhaurel smiled at the girl’s rambling, lilting tone. “I’ll have to try that,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    The girl smiled and gave Lhaurel a small bow, turning to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Lhaurel said. “The meeting that everyone was going to. Where is it being held?” 
 
    “Up in the council room, but it is only for the senior warriors.” She noticed Lhaurel’s confused look and added, “Those who have been around long enough to become cast leaders.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lhaurel said vaguely. 
 
    The girl left. 
 
    Lhaurel waited a moment and then followed her. Dealing with Fahkiri’s hurt feelings would have to wait until tomorrow anyway. She wanted to find out what was going on, and if past experience was any indication, they weren’t about to simply tell her. She’d have to find the information for herself, which meant eavesdropping on the meeting. She couldn’t tell when she’d decided to try and sneak in—probably when Kaiden had taunted her—but her mind was set.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: Division 
 
    “The news of this success will rekindle their hope. There is still much work to be done. Much work indeed. Size augmentation is the primary concern. Then multiplication. 
 
    “The work would move faster if Briane were here. She vanished on the eve of our great success and has not yet returned.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    “Someone should go and warn them.” 
 
    Rhellion banged a fist down on the table, the sound reverberating in the small room. “Enough, Kaiden. You are here to fill in for Sarial, not rehash old decisions already made well before you were born.” 
 
    Kaiden sat as far forward on his chair as he could without falling off. “Some of us are not so coldhearted as you,” Kaiden said softly. “Some of us think that the old ways are not what you older gentlemen believe. The stories and legends speak of a time when all the desert people were one, not divided as we are now. On the eve of this crisis, it may warrant another discussion.” He finished his words with a pointed look at Makin Qays, though the Warlord returned his look with impassivity. 
 
    “This is hardly a crisis,” Rhellion retorted, picking up his glass of wine and sipping it carefully. 
 
    Makin Qays sniffed at the indulgence but didn’t say anything. It was little wonder that the younger warriors, like Kaiden, were fond of the drink when their elders acted in much the same manner. 
 
    “The wall around the Oasis will hold the genesauri back, as it always has,” Makin Qays said. “The marsaisi are much too large to fit through the narrow openings, and the sailfins are repelled by the strange magnetism the walls put off. You should know that better than most, magnetelorium.” 
 
    Kaiden grimaced and opened his mouth to reply, but Khari placed a hand on his arm and he swallowed what he was going to say. He pushed back in his seat and slumped down, lowering his head and crossing his arms beneath his chest. 
 
    “What we need now is to gather more information,” Khari said. “Strategy before tactics. The patrols are not back yet, and this news doesn’t change anything. It only lets us know that the clans are at each other’s throats. This isn’t the first time. What we need is more information.” 
 
    Kaiden shifted slightly in his chair, but said nothing. 
 
    “Agreed,” Makin Qays said. “We will need to wait for the patrols to return before we can decide on any further action. If there are no further questions, I think this meeting is over.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel darted around the corner just as the council room door creaked open. It had been surprisingly easy to sneak up to the council room. In fact, there hadn’t been any need to do any sneaking at all. There hadn’t even been any guards. These people were much more trusting than they should have been. 
 
    She dashed down the first side passage that broke off from the main hall she followed. Waiting there in shadow, she reached out to feel the presences of the senior warriors leaving the room. It was so easy now. She did it almost without thought. 
 
    They were all there, the senior warriors, moving down the larger passage back toward the long, wide passageway that Lhaurel had begun to start thinking of as the main artery through the Roterralar Warren. 
 
    Someone grabbed her arm, strong fingers wrapping around her wrist and squeezing in tight. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist.” Kaiden yanked on her arm and spun her around to face him, half drawing her sword. 
 
    “Let go of me!” Lhaurel demanded. 
 
    He released her with a smug expression, a look that appeared at home on his normally plain features. No . . . looking into his eyes at the moment, she decided that his features were far from plain. They certainly had nothing supremely distinctive about them, but it was more the expressions that so often frequented them that made the man forgettable. He was too unyielding, too stolid. But when he let true emotion show, like the smugness he now wore, then his features came alive. His face took on a depth that was memorable, if not truly handsome. And the memory of his standing over her with a shield during the sandstorm. That had been a moment of beauty. 
 
    “You set me up,” Lhaurel said, massaging her wrist. 
 
    Kaiden shrugged. “Not all of us go as complacently as the Roterralar might think sometimes. I remember the fire in you when you were chained there on the rocks and left to die. I had to hold the chains down so you wouldn’t break out of them on your own.” He grinned. 
 
    Lhaurel grinned back. “You put me there.” 
 
    “No, you put yourself there,” he corrected. “I simply hastened your inevitable end and then saved you from it.” 
 
    “You make it sound so noble. From where I was sitting, it was rather churlish.” 
 
    Kaiden shrugged again. 
 
    The nonchalance left Lhaurel feeling suddenly irritated again. “Well, since you knew I’d be listening, why didn’t you stop me? Why did you confront me alone instead of in front of everyone?” 
 
    And why didn’t I sense you coming? She was loath to ask the question out loud. She wasn’t about to let Kaiden know her inability to sense his approach irritated her if she didn’t have to. He didn’t need to know anything else he could use against her. 
 
    “Maybe I wanted you to hear.” 
 
    “If you did, you would tell me what news you received, since I missed that first part.” 
 
    Kaiden spread his hands wide and smiled. It really was a pretty smile when it was genuine. 
 
    “But of course. It seems that your husband has aspirations of power.” 
 
    “He is not my husband.” 
 
    “True, I believe your supposed death absolved you of that rather burdensome arrangement. Your Sidena Warlord has taken ill, and it’s pretty clear who is behind it. Taren and the Warlord’s wife are currently planning his demise so Taren can take over.” 
 
    Lhaurel was silent for a moment. That Marvi would conspire against her own husband came as no surprise. Anyone who had ever lived among the Sidena and had more than half their wits knew that Warlord Jenthro had little in the way of leadership skills. The clan only survived by Marvi’s efforts. The woman was devious and manipulative, which was the only reason that she had survived so long. Any other woman would have been stoned to death or strung up on the rocks for such impertinence. And most likely at Marvi’s order. She was the harshest enforcer of the gender roles, though she violated them daily. 
 
    “What about the water oaths?” Lhaurel asked. “They forbid the normal succession duels. How are they going to pull it off?” 
 
    “So you’re not surprised?” 
 
    “Marvi plotting against her own husband? Taren wanting to be in charge? Are you surprised when the sun comes up in the morning? That’s just the way they are. You didn’t answer about the water oaths.” 
 
    “That’s right. I didn’t. Probably because the information didn’t say.” 
 
    Lhaurel grimaced, but set that aside for the moment. “So, what else was there? Why were you saying that someone needs to warn them? Warn them about what? What did you mean about the legends and stories talking about when we were all one people?” 
 
    “Do you ever stop asking questions?” 
 
    Lhaurel frowned. “Do you ever not answer a question with another question?” 
 
    “Well, the genesauri seem to all be headed directly toward the Oasis. None of those old fools thinks the clans should be worried. Nothing I say can get any of them to see the danger. I have to figure out how to get them to take this threat seriously.” He spoke with iron resolve. 
 
    Lhaurel’s half-formed response died before reaching her lips. She sensed someone approach. Someone familiar. She focused, trying to distinguish whom it was. Recognition hit her the moment before Khari rounded the corner. The short woman regarded them both with an expression that was either knowing or angry. Or both. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” Khari said, ignoring Kaiden completely. “I have need of you tonight. Come with me, please. We have little time to ready ourselves.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked from Kaiden to Khari and then back again, chewing her bottom lip. Kaiden rolled his eyes and walked away without a single word of parting, undermining any hesitancy Lhaurel had been feeling. 
 
    “What do you need?” Lhaurel asked, distracted. 
 
    Khari began talking, but Lhaurel only half listened. Her mind was elsewhere, following Kaiden’s retreat even without being able to feel his presence. 
 
    Khari led Lhaurel back to her room to grab a red robe for each of them. Lhaurel felt odd wearing them, though they fit surprising well. Then Khari handed her a leatherwork belt inlaid with steel rings to replace the more ornate one Beryl had given her, and Lhaurel gladly belted her sword onto it. 
 
    “So, what exactly do you need me to do?” Lhaurel asked for perhaps the dozenth time as she and Khari walked down the passageway toward the eyrie, red robes encircling them. 
 
    Khari groaned and rounded on her. “As I said before, I need to gather some information tonight. My informants don’t know enough about us to even realize what questions to ask. I need someone who is familiar with the Sidena’s current politics to help me find out where to prod and who to approach.” 
 
    “But won’t they recognize me?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “They think you’re dead. They won’t be looking for your face beneath a Roterralar hood. We survive through mystery and intrigue. The more mysterious you seem, the more likely it is that they will pay more attention to you. And the closer attention they pay to you as a Roterralar, the less likely they are to actually see you.” 
 
    “Alright.” That didn’t make sense at all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin blinked and sucked in a long, ragged breath. Time returned with the sound of his beating heart. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    He tried to sit up, but his muscles refused to respond. He groaned, a weak, wet sound. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    He lay there for what seemed like an eternity, though by the count of his heartbeats it was far less than that. The sun beat down, warming the rocks upon which he lay and burning his exposed, bloody flesh. He had no idea how long he’d lain there, but it was long enough that a few carrion eaters, including a few rashelta, poked around near him without the slightest hesitancy. 
 
    He strained and struggled to rise, finally succeeding in rolling onto his stomach and then back onto his knees so that he could slip into a sitting position. His vision swam and a shock ran down his arm. The carrion-eaters scattered. 
 
    Slowly, his vision came into focus, coalescing on the red-grey rocks that formed the cliffs that encircled the Oasis. Heat radiated upward from the cliffs, giving the whole area a look of a mirage. The rock extended in a massive circle around the entire perimeter, stretching for miles along the circumference of the almost perfect circle. Though mostly flat, there were sections that had become broken and jagged where pieces of the cliff had broken. These ragged towers dotted the otherwise unbroken circle in several places, but the only true gap in the wall rested above the narrow canyon-like entrance to the Oasis, a few hundred spans to the south of Gavin. 
 
    Gavin groaned, low and pitiful, and brought his hands up to inspect the damage. They were a ragged, broken mess, some completely devoid of anything resembling flesh. He could still use them—they all bent and none of them were broken—but movement brought pain. 
 
    Why? 
 
    The question burned through the shock and the pain. What had driven him to such self-destructive actions? 
 
    Remember what it is that you have sworn to do. 
 
    It had been said that the end of the great and final battle against the enemy had been fought here, upon the cliffs. Literally on top of the plateau-like ring that protected them from the genesauri during the Migration. The stories claimed that what had happened atop the cliffs had brought them both salvation and destruction. 
 
    His grandmother had told him that his parents had died trying to discover the truth behind these stories. His father had tried to scale the cliffs more than once but had never completed the climb. The burden of discovery and proof now fell to Gavin. Somewhere atop these cliffs was the proof that he and his family had searched for generations. Somewhere there were the answers that he sought. 
 
    Muscles screamed in protest as he struggled to get to his feet. Strength failed him and he stumbled and fell. He screamed, and his screaming gave him strength. A gust of wind whipped up around him, scattering dust and driving sand into his wounds. Teeth clamped together against the searing pain, Gavin rose to his feet, defying his weakened muscles and remaining standing on sheer will alone. 
 
    His grandmother’s oaths pushed him onward . . . 
 
    . . . and something else. Something deep and primal within his very blood . . . 
 
    He took a step forward and then another, broken boots falling from his bloodied feet. He concentrated on the steps, counting each one as he walked, though never getting past two. 
 
    One, two. One, two. He walked. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, he tripped and sprawled out onto the rocks. He groaned and pushed himself to his knees, spitting out blood. He glanced back the way he had come, his path clearly marked by his jagged, bloody footsteps. His path was wayward, but he noticed, with a sudden discordant surge of pride, it retained its forward progression. 
 
    A small beetle scuttled across the rock near him. Without thinking, Gavin reached out and grabbed it between two stiff fingers. The pain was excruciating, but he didn’t let go. He popped the insect into his mouth, ignoring the scuttling, flailing legs that kicked at his tongue. Chewing was painful, but he bit down on the hard shell, feeling a satisfying crunch as the bitter juices washed over his tongue. He’d never tasted anything quite so satisfying. He tried to stand up, but strength failed him. He needed rest and time to heal. 
 
    The sun rose and fell three times before Gavin had the strength to move with the speed and alacrity he was used to. There were plenty of beetles and small crab-like creatures to sustain him, though the diet was bland. Water came in shallow pools near the Oasis side of the walls. His hands had healed, so the pain was only a dull ache. The sun rose over the Forbiddence, barely visible from his current vantage, warming the rock. 
 
    He popped a beetle into his mouth and chewed. 
 
    He swallowed and pushed himself up to his feet, stifling a groan. His grandmother’s voice drifted across his memory, recounting the stories of his youth. It gave him strength. The wind whipped at his brown hair streaked with red, tossing it around his face where it wasn’t plastered to his scalp by dried blood and dirt. The wind smelled of dust and heat and blood. 
 
    He took a step forward and then stopped. On the other side of the Oasis walls, something glinted in the early morning light. An outcropping of rock jutted out from the otherwise flat surface of the plateau. Something glinted at its apex. How had he not noticed it before? 
 
    It took him the better part of the morning to circumnavigate the top of the Oasis wall, eyes constantly straining to try and make out what was reflecting the light. When he was close enough to see what it was, the sight made him halt. A sword was thrust into the rocks, part of the blade and the hilt remaining exposed to the elements. And there was something at its base. He resumed his walk, though more quickly than he’d gone before. 
 
    The dull white thing took shape as he neared. A skeleton, ancient and broken. It lay against the red sandstone, limbs sprawled out as if it had fallen from a great height. The blade was thrust through the broken ribs exactly where the heart would have been. 
 
    Gavin studied it, fascinated. The proportions were off. The person would have stood over seven feet tall and, judging from the thickness of the bones, been a massive behemoth of a man. And the skull was odd. The head was more narrow and pinched at the front than he had expected and the teeth—they had been filed to points, like the fangs of a genesauri. 
 
    “This can’t be Eldriean,” Gavin said aloud, wonderingly. He stepped closer, his movements coming more fluidly than they had been before. He reached out and laid a bloodstained hand on the sword’s hilt. The sword toppled free with a crunch of rock. Gavin struggled to catch it before it fell, his fingers protesting the abuse. He grabbed the sword hilt as the ground beneath his feet gave way, and he fell into darkness with a terrified scream. 
 
    He hit hard. He heard something break, though he couldn’t tell if it was one of his bones or his entire body. He coughed, spitting up blood and phlegm as dust poured down around him and chunks of broken rock hit the floor. 
 
    Somehow he’d maintained his grip on the sword. It seemed lighter than he had expected. 
 
    When the dust settled and the rocks stopped falling from the crumbling mess of sandstone above, Gavin used the sword like a cane to support himself. He struggled to his feet. Nothing felt broken, but beneath the pain from the wounds he had already sustained, it was altogether possible that he had broken any number of bones and simply couldn’t feel it. Regardless, nothing was damaged enough to keep him from walking, though his movements were slower again. 
 
    “This is for you, Nana,” he said, to give himself strength. “There was something up here. You were right . . . you were right.” His voice echoed strangely in the chamber. 
 
    He looked up, noting the distance he had fallen—only a few spans. The sword must have extended down into this hollow chamber beneath the skeleton, slowly weakening it until Gavin’s light touch on the hilt caused the whole section to collapse. Thankfully, the cliff itself hadn’t fallen. 
 
    He stepped forward and something crunched under his foot. Bones, he realized, looking down. The behemoth’s bones. That was what he had heard breaking. Ancient, brittle, and bleached by ages in the sun, the bones were now little more than dust and jagged white flecks mixed in with the red and grey sandstone. 
 
    He pressed his hands against the sides of the wall, searching for purchase, but found nothing. It was too smooth, too polished. Like glass. 
 
    It was glass. It lined the inner walls in a thin sheet. It was a startling discovery, one that made him reassess the nature of this cave. This wasn’t a natural structure. It had been made by human hands. 
 
    That meant that there had to be an exit somewhere. He felt his pulse quicken. There was more here to be discovered. As he shuffled forward, coughing as dust entered his lungs, he wished that his grandmother and parents could have been here to discover this with him. They were still with him in memory, but he longed for their physical presence by his side. 
 
    Eventually, he found the expected exit, hidden in shadow at the far end of the chamber. He paused a moment to gain his strength, leaning against the greatsword, and then stepped into the darkness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Beryl closed his eyes and reached out with his senses, selecting a large block of metal and pulling it toward him. The cold, grey lump of hardened steel rose out of the bin as if in defiance of gravity’s laws, floating through the air toward where Beryl waited. His eyes remained closed. He didn’t bother stoking the flames of the forge. He really didn’t need to, though at times the physical turmoil of forge work was a boon to his troubled, crowded mind. His work lay scattered across the desert, like the grains of the sand itself, but this weapon would be different. This weapon he made because he wanted to, not because he was bidden. 
 
    This girl, this Lhaurel—she was different. Khari and Makin Qays had visited him earlier, both congratulating themselves on another successful breaking. One of the voices told him they were wrong. It was the voice of someone he had once been, someone from long ago. 
 
    “They think the girl is broken,” he whispered in response to that voice. “The sandstorm, Kaiden, the trauma, it only widened the cracks. She’s not broken yet. No, it takes a more complex breaking to open up complex magic.” 
 
    He remembered his own breaking like a distant echo. Even after all the other memories had faded, that one was as fresh and poignant as if it had occurred just yesterday. 
 
    “How long must I be the weapons maker?” he asked. 
 
    He raised his hands before him, flecks of metal in his skin reflecting the light, and gestured at the block hovering in the air before him. It shifted. The metal began to elongate and flatten, manipulated by the will of one who was as old as the metal he worked and twice as hard. 
 
    “The curse.” He spat, willing the metal to thin more. “Why must they keep fighting? Isn’t there enough death? Why must I keep giving them more weaponry? Why don’t they ask where the weapons come from—where the fuel comes for the fires?” 
 
    He knew the answers. 
 
    “They were the dregs of society to begin with. And the slaves. They are the lesser children of a greater father.” He shuddered, memories playing through his mind like flashes of lightning in a storm. 
 
    The metal he was working shimmered and warped for a moment, but a simple gesture smoothed out the transmuted edge and the work continued. 
 
    How long would his torment continue? He’d been the first thrown into this desert, this eternal hell. He was the first of the lesser lords. The first magnetelorium. Did any of these remember their ancient heritage? No. Of course they didn’t. It was lost to them, lost in memory and legend. The outcasts, those crossbreed mutants now so interbred that the original purpose of the imprisonment was lost to them, still told some of the stories. Twisted and warped versions of them, but at least that was something. But these Roterralar, those here to protect the others, they didn’t understand a hundredth part of what they thought they knew. Not even when they sat upon the very spot where it all began. Not even then. Thanks to Elyana and the genesauri. 
 
    “Oh Elyana,” he said, voice soft and eyes still closed. 
 
    The hilt formed on the sword, and the cross guard flattened and formed to separate the hilt from the blade. 
 
    “You will never know what you caused. When you created your salvation, did you understand what you were doing to this people? Did you know what effects it would have?” 
 
    Her cause had been just, and it had performed its intended purpose, though Beryl wondered if it was perhaps just a delaying of the inevitable. The enemy had been driven back, but a new one took its place. How was this any better? And when the current enemy was removed, how long before the old one returned? The Sharani were a doomed people, imprisoned in their desert without any idea of what went on beyond the Forbiddence that enclosed the sands. In truth, Beryl no longer remembered, either. Those memories were foggy things, lost to the annals of time and history. Yet he had been here before the desert, been here before the crimson scourge had made a sport of this all. 
 
    Things were changing. Beryl could feel it. It had started with the genesauri shifting their hibernation pattern. But that was only a beginning. This was only a part of a larger whole. Things had been set in motion that were simply better left undone. The world was about to change. The girl, Lhaurel, she reminded him of times past. 
 
    Beryl closed his hands, blade finished, and the weapon dropped from the air to bury itself in the sand, point first. Another blade completed. Another sword made to kill Rahuli. He was about the task appointed him, the same task for which his life had been spared. 
 
    He laughed suddenly, a strange, short bark. It was the laughter of a broken man, a man whose existence and sanity danced on the edge of a knife. The laughter of a man doomed to eternal creation and eternal damnation. He was a bringer of death, a supplier of the implements of destruction. 
 
    A quick swipe crumpled the sword into a useless lump of metal once more, flinging it back into the bin. 
 
    The laughter that followed did little to hide the wet streak of a tear slipping down his cheek. 
 
    Then the metal lump rose and began forming itself into a sword again. He’d lost track of how many times he’d fashioned this sword. Maybe a dozen or so this morning. Twice as many yesterday. 
 
    He laughed and then shrugged, pushing aside the despair and emotion welling within him. For now, he would allow himself to be simply Beryl, the smith. For now, he could forget the pain and the madness. Beryl opened his eyes and pulled on the bellows, stoking the fire. This time he would do it the mundane way. Maybe he could ignore the voices then. Maybe this time he could ignore the small part of him that was screaming.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: Shifting Sands 
 
    “My work is taking a toll on me. Sleep greets me with the echoes of children screaming. When awake, the dreams linger, the echoes giving me an anxiety that slows the progress we so desperately need. But Briane was right. The cause is worthy of the sacrifice. I must fight on.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    It had taken much more than a simple bribe to get Fahkiri to come down from his roost. By the time Lhaurel climbed up to him and not only apologized but also begged for him to come down, Khari was ready to simply leave her behind. But the aevian had eventually relented and allowed Lhaurel to saddle him and clip her own harness into place on his back. They had managed to launch from the eyrie’s cavernous opening an hour before sunset and wing their way southward. 
 
    Lhaurel loved the thrill of flight, but her racing heart was filled with a small measure of trepidation. Her harness was completely secured, but she rode more stiffly in the saddle now, clutched more tightly onto the pommel. She didn’t want to repeat the terrifying plummet that had happened earlier. 
 
    Khari’s aevian had been none other than Gwyanth, Fahkiri’s mother, though there didn’t seem to be any familiar love between the two anymore. Gwyanth was as cold and distant towards Fahkiri as her rider was to Lhaurel. 
 
    Khari pushed them hard through the blazing sun, though as high up as they were in the air, the heat was bearable, even in their long robes. 
 
    Lhaurel scanned the red sands below them. The evidence of sailfins passing was everywhere. Small piles and depressions dotted the sands, like pockmarks on an old man’s face. The wind was slowly filling them in, but even the relentless wind needed time to erase so many. Lhaurel shuddered at the memory of the Sidena Warren, destroyed by only a small sailfin pack. 
 
    She shifted her gaze as Fahkiri climbed a little higher on a gust of wind. Kaiden was right about where the monsters were headed. The pits and piles of sand pointed in the same direction they flew, straight toward the heart of the Sharani desert, the Oasis. Eventually the evidence stopped, showing where the sailfins had stopped to rest or whatever it was they did when they weren’t on the move. 
 
    Lhaurel scanned the ground, hoping to spot a fin or two poking up out of the sand or evidence of a marsaisi—she’d never seen one, only heard the tales—and almost missed the large depression in the sand. A long, wide pit cut through the dunes, stretching for over a hundred spans in width and over twice that in length. A genesauri nest? She made a mental note to ask Khari when they landed. 
 
    Before too long, the high stone walls of the Oasis appeared on the horizon, and Khari signaled that they were to land with a sharp whistled pattern that she had taught Lhaurel in the Roterralar eyrie. Lhaurel held on tightly as they descended, though she felt Fahkiri shift before he dipped into his dive and was ready for the gut-wrenching fall and sudden stop. She still rocked forward at the sudden change of direction, but not far enough to snap the safety lead or slam her face into the pommel, which was already stained with her blood. 
 
    Lhaurel unclipped the harness and dropped to the sands, her feet sinking a few inches into the loose, red-grey terrain. They were still a hundred spans away from the Oasis. She’d forgotten how much she hated walking in the loose sands of the desert. The warren floors were all coated in a thin layer of sand, true, but beneath it was solid rock. In the dune fields and outside of the stoneways, the sand had nothing beneath it except for more sand, where each step forward also included several inches of sliding backwards and down. 
 
    “What was that massive depression back there?” Lhaurel asked, checking her sword. 
 
    Khari slid down off of Gwyanth’s back with more grace than Lhaurel could have ever mustered, though the woman’s face was dark and brooding. She landed and bent at the knees to absorb the blow, her red robes billowing up around her for a moment and exposing form-fitting tan leggings beneath. Khari checked her sword and divested herself of the leather riding harness before responding. “That is trouble.” She pulled out a waterskin and took a small mouthful. “The depression is made when a karundin, the third type of genesauri, breaks the surface of the sands.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s eyes widened. “A karundin?” 
 
    Khari glanced back over the sands where they had come. She rubbed the palms of her hands against the sides of her robes, shoulders hunched. “There’s only the one. That point where the two paths crossed—we see them from time to time during Migrations. From what we can tell, the karundin eats the sailfins.” 
 
    “The whole pack?” 
 
    “In one go.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed, her mouth dry. Something that large could devour an entire clan. Something that large could destroy the Oasis on a whim. Maybe the Roterralar were right to remain hidden. 
 
    “What does it look like?” 
 
    Khari shrugged and turned back to face Lhaurel, expression more firm. “No one knows. We’ve never been able to see it, just the evidence of its passing.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed vainly again and then took out her waterskin and took a small sip. “So what now?” 
 
    “Now we head into the Oasis, where I’ll meet with my contacts. I’ll tell Makin Qays about the karundin when we return. We’ll be gone from here first thing in the morning.” Khari tossed her harness up Gwyanth’s back and attached some of the leads to keep it in place. As she did so, the sleeve of her robes pulled back, exposing the tattoos on her wrists and forearms. Lhaurel puzzled over them as she copied Khari’s actions, removing her harness and stowing it on Fahkiri’s back. Lhaurel wondered whom the woman had lost. 
 
    The short woman took a few steps back in the sand, cursing softly as she stumbled on the loose footing. Lhaurel walked up next to her and the woman let out a shrill dismissive whistle. Their two aevians launched into the air, winging their way toward the setting sun. 
 
    “I’ll call them when we’re ready to leave in the morning,” Khari said, and she turned to walk toward the Oasis. Lhaurel hurried after her, half tempted to take out her sword to use as a walking staff to aide her in climbing the slippery sides of the dunes. The thought was discarded as quickly as it entered her mind. The sword, even a loaned one, was worth far more than any discomfort she experienced walking through sand. 
 
    Khari seemed to have almost no trouble at all moving through the sands. Her steps were light and springy, barely leaving an impression on the sand. By comparison, Lhaurel moved with the grace of a sailfin. 
 
    “Why are we doing this, Khari?” Lhaurel called. 
 
    “We protect the clans as best we can. That’s our job. We assail the genesauri, protect them during the Migration, etc.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “Well, that’s only part of it. We also watch out to make sure that the clans survive themselves and the desert. There wouldn’t be much use for us if the only things we could do for the clans were during the Migration. We try and help steer them politically and, when necessary, we help them find places to live and ways to adapt to this ever-changing environment. In a way, we are their guardians and protectors.” 
 
    “Yes, as if the Roterralar are the parents of all the clans,” Lhaurel interjected. 
 
    “In some things, perhaps, but in many ways we are more like the child than the parent. The Roterralar are formed from the other seven clans. They are a part of us and we are a part of them. You, for example, were once part of the Sidena.” Khari paused for a moment and hiked up one of her sleeves. The banded tattoos stood out on her skin, though all were older, faded. “Just as many small streams joining together form a river, so too do the seven clans join together in us.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with the tattoos?” 
 
    “Even those of us who were born a Roterralar have relatives or ancestors who were once a part of the seven clans. They are our fallen family. When we swear fealty to the Roterralar, we renounce our ties to the clan that gave us birth and we cement our ties to all the clans. Each color represents a particular clan, the width of the band the number lost. When we go out to protect and defend, we remember those who we were unable to save. Each member of the party has at least one new band to add. We track back and count the number of the dead each time. None of them are forgotten if we can help it. 
 
    “Makin told me what you said to him. How you called us all cowards. Perhaps we are, but not for the reasons that you called us such. If we are cowards it is because we do not have the strength to let them survive as nature and fate see fit. Perhaps we are cowards because we seek to postpone that which is inevitable.” 
 
    Lhaurel rankled at the words, slogging through the sand to grab Khari by the shoulder and spin her around. “Nothing is inevitable if you fight it. Yes, the clans fear the genesauri Migration, and there are those who die. But our people die defending them, allowing them the freedom to live as best they can.” 
 
    Khari smiled, ignoring Lhaurel’s grip on her shoulder. “That, Lhaurel, is called duty. Often the price of freedom is someone else doing their duty. These bands,” she said, holding up her arms and shaking the sleeves down to show the tattoos, “remind us why we get up every morning to do our duty and protect this people. Even if those who find out about us think us cowards.” She softened the last remark with a wink and then firmly removed Lhaurel’s grip from her shoulder and resumed her walk. 
 
    Lhaurel stood still a moment, lost in thought, before hurrying after Khari. There was still much about the Roterralar that Lhaurel didn’t fully understand or agree with, but she was beginning to realize that much of what they did was steeped in rich traditionalism and duty. They were a people fighting to protect as best they could with the resources that they had available. She wasn’t sure if she agreed with or even understood why they kept themselves aloof from those they were protecting, but they were doing what they did for a reason. They weren’t overtly unkind; they were simply performing their duty in the best way they knew how. And that, above all else, was something that Lhaurel could understand. 
 
    The walls of the Oasis grew larger as they neared. Lhaurel had been inside the protective embrace of those enormous walls, but something was different this time. She could sense something coming from the walls. Almost a presence, like she could feel off the Roterralar except with Kaiden and Khari on occasion, but somehow different. 
 
    As they neared the cliffs, the sense intensified. There was something ominous to it, something not quite right. It made the hair along her arms stand on end and sent shivers through her bottom lip. She bit it to keep the quivering from showing. 
 
    They approached the narrow canyon that led into the hidden lushness of the Oasis. Lhaurel cringed away from the sickly sweetness that exuded from the walls. 
 
    Khari turned to her. “Pull your hood up,” she whispered. “And stay quiet. No matter what.” 
 
    When Lhaurel had done so, the matron of the Roterralar entered the narrow opening without any trace of hesitation in her step. 
 
    Lhaurel followed much more slowly. It wasn’t just the feeling of wrongness that came from off the walls. The pathway they walked was narrow, barely wide enough for them to walk through without their shoulders touching the rough sandstone. Lhaurel remembered years where some of the cattle, large, well-fed beeves that had grown fat in the relative safety of the warrens, had been unable to fit through some of the narrow passageways and had to be slaughtered and carried through in pieces. 
 
    It was a hard enough passage in full daylight, with the sudden twists and turns. It was twice as difficult a task in the semidarkness. There was something else, too, besides the cloying claustrophobia of the narrow canyon. Lhaurel, suddenly free to do many of the things she had wanted so desperately to accomplish in her youth, was walking back into the arms of her original tormentors. People who had literally sentenced her to death. 
 
    Ahead of her, Khari cursed. “Damn rashelta.” 
 
    Lhaurel paused when another voice, a deep male one, spoke up in response to the outburst. She hadn’t sensed his presence beneath the overwhelming sense of foreboding that surrounded her. 
 
    “Halt! Identify yourself!” 
 
    Flint sparked in the darkness, and a torch crackled to life. The flickering orange flame threw the speaker, an older man bearing a large spear and with a sword girded at his waist, into sudden relief. He stood directly in their path, blocking their way. He squinted at them, unable to make out much until his eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness. His furrowed brow stuck out over his eyes like fronds on a coconut tree. 
 
    “Oh, you,” he said when his eyes had adjusted fully. “What do you want? We ain’t had any wandering types here in the Oasis in seven years. What is going on now? Bringing more ill tidings, are you? Come on now, speak up.” 
 
    “We come seeking shelter. That is all,” Khari said. “We will be gone in the morning.” 
 
    “A woman?” the old man said, voice incredulous. “Well, I’ll be a sun-crazed fool. I never seen a woman Roterralar afore. Shelter, you say? Well, I reckon that won’t be too hard to find around here. So long as you don’t go stealing anything during the night.” 
 
    “You can’t let Roterralar into the Oasis.” another voice cut in from behind the old man. “We’ve bad enough luck as it is without bringing in the bad fortune they will give us.” 
 
    The first man turned, shouting back at the other guard behind him. “They’re women. What harm will it do? I’m letting them in, so get outta the way back there.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Khari said with a slight bow when the older man turned back to gesture them forward. 
 
    “Name’s Honric, and I’ll not leave a woman out for the genesauri, Roterralar or not. Just promise me that you won’t do anything—well, anything unnatural tonight. Alright?” The tone of his voice was almost pleading, something that Lhaurel had not expected to hear from any man. 
 
    It felt odd to be standing there, in Roterralar robes, being the object of suspicion and discomfort. And yet she knew now it was justified. The Roterralar were a strange people with many secrets. But not the kind these men believed. 
 
    “On our honor, Honric,” Khari said. 
 
    They followed him down the narrow passage, his torch casting odd shadows. 
 
    “You must forgive Shelton,” Honric said, his voice echoing slightly against the rocks. “He’s superstitious, and with everything going on, he’s got every right to be. We’re all a might nervous.” 
 
    “What’s happening? Besides the genesauri, of course. That was the worst of all luck this year, I’d say.” Lhaurel smiled beneath her hood, though it was wan. 
 
    “Well, I have it on good authority that there’s a new Warlord among the Sidena, see. The old one up and died all of a sudden. I never met the man, seeing as I’m Olarin myself, but I’ve got a friend of a friend who knows some of the Sidena women, see. And they told me that the old one, he wasn’t old exactly, you know, just saying that he was the old one ‘cause there’s a new one now—anyway, they told me that this old one went to bed last night and didn’t wake up again this morning. He was all stiff as a waterlogged cactus, if you’ll pardon the expression, and with lips as blue as the water from the springs here. And his wife, the Matron, she found him like that when she woke up the next morning. Wailed for hours, so I hear. How do you figure that if not for bad luck? Just up and died in his sleep. No one knows what to make of them blue lips, neither. Leastwise no one is saying anything.” 
 
    Lhaurel was taken aback at the torrent of words. The more passionate that Honric got, the faster the words came out and sort of slurred together. All that Lhaurel had understood out of it was that the old Warlord, Jenthro, was dead and a new one had taken his place. Did that mean that Taren was the new Warlord? 
 
    “That is bad luck,” Khari agreed. “And they replaced him already?” 
 
    “Aye, that they did,” Honric said with a nod. “They held a big vote, so I hear. Seeing as the water oaths forbid the shedding of blood in the Oasis, I guess a vote is as good a way as any to decide who’s going to lead a person. Some fellow called Taren is the new Warlord.” 
 
    Taren was the Warlord now. Lhaurel suppressed a small shudder. 
 
    “Will you shut up already, Honric?” Shelton’s voice echoed from ahead of them. “You don’t need to tell them all this. For the love of water, man, they’re Roterralar! They’d as soon use what you just told them against us like as not. You’re a foolish old man.” 
 
    “That I may be,” Honric shouted back, “but I can still best the likes of you and yours any day. So quit your whining and move along before I shove my spear up your skinny arse.” 
 
    Lhaurel stifled a weak laugh. 
 
    Honric turned to glance back over his shoulder at Khari, an apologetic look on his wrinkled face. “Pardon me for the language,” he said. “That fellow is a bit of a fool. I didn’t want him to sit watch with me, but, you know, orders is orders. What was I supposed to do except let him tag along?” 
 
    “You are a good and obedient soldier, Honric,” Khari said, patting the man on the shoulder. “I’m sure that fortune will place water and shade in your path throughout your life.” 
 
    “He’s just a little jumpy, see. These younger warriors don’t know how to ride out the tension. They want to react to everything. Always got an answer, they do. Take the two missing clans, for example. Me, I figure they’s just late, or else managed to hole up inside their warrens. It’s been done before, see. They’re high enough up, some of them, that they could do it. But clans are nervous. Most of these here are young. They think that the genesauri got them all, the whole clan.” Honric shrugged. “Well, maybe they did, but that doesn’t affect us here. Life goes on in the Oasis. There’s no use fretting over it if there’s nothing to be done about it.” 
 
    Two missing clans? Both Makin Qays and Tieran had mentioned that there were two clans that hadn’t yet made it to the Oasis, but she had forgotten about it. She had just assumed that they had made it eventually. It had been almost three fortnights since Kaiden had arrived in the Sidena Warren and upended the life of the clan. Surely something must be known about them. 
 
    “So you’ve not heard anything from them? Not even by pigeon?” Khari asked. Her voice seemed off-hand, only mild curiosity mingled with politeness driving her to keep the conversation going. But Lhaurel noticed the tension of her shoulders, the slight tilt of her head. The woman had expected something different, hoped for better news. 
 
    “Not a word. Leastways, nothing that anyone has told me. My clan isn’t too close with either of the two missing clans, see. Maybe some of the others would know better than me. Ah,” he said, gesturing broadly. “Here we are.” 
 
    The narrow canyon walkway ended abruptly, as narrow at the terminus as it was where it began. Some of the omnipresent oppression from the cliffs faded. It was too dark to see much outside of the small pool of light provided by Honric’s torch, but Lhaurel sensed vast amounts of water and thousands of people arrayed in camps in the space ahead of her. It smelled of life and the sharp musty smell of wetness and dirt. 
 
    “We thank you for your kindness, Honric,” Khari said, placing a hand on his arm. “We will go our way now and let you get back to your watch.” 
 
    Honric grinned. “It was nothing. Come on, you.” 
 
    Shelton stood at the edge of the torchlight, hidden in shadow. He grumbled something unintelligible but followed Honric back into the canyon. Lhaurel sensed him go and then hesitate once he was far enough into the passage to not be seen. Honric moved on, taking the torchlight with him. 
 
    “Where to, Lhaurel?” Khari asked. “We need to get to the Sidena camp.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t answer immediately. She could sense the sullen man creeping slowly closer. She bent down and felt the ground until her hand found a small rock. In one smooth motion, Lhaurel stood and hurled the rock back into the narrow canyon. She smiled when a yelp suddenly sounded from the darkness. 
 
    Khari spun toward the sound, sword half out of her sheath. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lhaurel said. “He’s leaving.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Khari asked. 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated. “I can sense him leaving.” 
 
    “You can sense him? So he’s a mystic? Odd, I don’t sense him at all.” 
 
    Lhaurel almost chuckled. “I don’t think so. Mystics feel different,” she said, realizing the difference for the first time. “Like the difference between salt and fresh water.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you can sense everyone?” Khari’s voice was incredulous. She sheathed her sword, the sound a slick hiss of metal on leather. 
 
    “Yes. You said that one of the abilities of a wetta is locating people.” 
 
    “Not people, mystics. Normal wetta can only sense mystics. They can’t sense everyone. How long have you been able to do this?” 
 
    “Since the day after the sandstorm,” she said, “but it’s not constant. Sometimes I can sense everyone and sometimes I can’t.” Lhaurel shrugged and glanced back down the canyon one last time. 
 
    Khari muttered something that Lhaurel didn’t catch but then spoke up more loudly. “So, which way to the Sidena camp?” 
 
    Lhaurel pointed to the northeast and then realized that the gesture was meaningless in the darkness, so she simply started walking in that direction. Khari followed. 
 
    Though it was dark, their eyes quickly adjusted to the little light offered by the stars and the edge of the moon that poked up over the top of the Oasis cliffs. Lhaurel led the way, careful to skirt the guards of the two clans whose territory they had to pass through in order to reach the section that was controlled by the Sidena. Though Khari didn’t say anything, Lhaurel could tell that she was troubled. The information the talkative old Honric had given them was certainly cause for concern. Taren was Warlord. Two clans were still missing. 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and refused to let herself be cowed. The ground sprang up beneath her feet. She breathed in the sweet pungencies of earth and plants. She’d always loved the Oasis, and compared to life within the Roterralar Warren, it was even more beautiful now. Lhaurel stopped next to a narrow stream that bisected a section of meadow abutting the Oasis walls. Though she couldn’t see it well, it was enough to recognize the boundary of the Sidena territory. She could make out the tiny pinpricks of light to the east that marked their camp. 
 
    “The camp is over there,” she whispered. 
 
    The area was surprisingly devoid of guards. Lhaurel couldn’t sense anyone closer than the edge of the camp in the distance. Something registered this fact as discordant in the back of her mind. 
 
    “Good. Well, then, who should I approach?” Khari asked, stretching and suppressing a stiff yawn. 
 
    Lhaurel thought a moment and then came up with the only name she could honestly recall. “You can try Ami. She had a daughter about my age who was the only one in the clan that I was somewhat close to. She’ll probably talk, given enough encouragement.” 
 
    “As good a place to start as any. You stay here—and stay out of sight. Hide if anyone comes. At the very least, don’t do anything stupid like try to run away on me. I spent long hours talking Makin into letting you come with me. Please don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    “He didn’t want me to come?” 
 
    Khari didn’t answer. Instead she turned and walked off toward the distant lights.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: Trembling 
 
    “How does an ant rise to the challenge of defending its colony from the threat of invasion? How does it defend itself from the booted heel that crushes it? 
 
    “A multiplicity of numbers. Soldiers. Unity. 
 
    “But what if the ant became suddenly a larger thing? Able to fight against the boot and win as an individual? What then? Would the colony’s ability to swarm then make it so that all booted heels would cease to crush their kin? I think so. And if we harness this strength?” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    The stars shone in the sky far above, twinkling like fires on a distant sea of black. Lhaurel lay on her back in the thick green grass, gazing up at them. There were so many of them. The Oasis afforded an unobstructed view of the sky, which allowed her to bask in the glory of the various night scenes and constellations. Her favorite, a group of three stars that some called the “witch’s shufari,” shone like a beacon in the western sky. The moon was only half formed, resting just above the rim of the wall. 
 
    Lhaurel breathed out a long sigh of contentment. After the confinement of the Roterralar Warren, the open air was a welcome relief and afforded her a sense of freedom. Freedom from the Roterralar; freedom from this new life that had been thrust upon her; freedom from strife and stress and pain. This was the sort of night she lived for. 
 
    She stifled a yawn. 
 
    Khari had been gone a long time. Lhaurel could sense her, vaguely, intermingled with a number of people within the Sidena camp. As with Fahkiri, Lhaurel found that she could pick out Khari’s presence from the others with only a little more focus. 
 
    Khari could spend all night speaking with the Sidena for all that Lhaurel cared. She tilted her head back and closed her eyes, sighing in contentment. Water dripped somewhere, lulling her toward sleep and forcing her thoughts more deeply adrift. 
 
    Someone approached where she was lying. She sensed them before she saw them. One of them was far larger than the other, and the other one was being pulled along behind them. The smaller figure stumbled and fell. The larger one bent down and made a sharp motion with one hand. Even from where Lhaurel stood, she heard the sharp crack of flesh striking flesh. Then shouts came. 
 
    “Get up, woman,” the larger one, a man, shouted. “Get on your feet before I have to drag you myself.” 
 
    Another sharp crack sounded, and the smaller figure was tossed to one side as she tried to rise. 
 
    “You’re a lazy, worthless creature,” the man shouted. “I don’t know how I ever let Taren talk me into marrying you. With as many times as I have bedded you, a decent woman would have let my seed take root and given me a son. And now I know why. Consorting with Roterralar. You’ve cursed yourself and my seed. Worthless.” 
 
    The woman crawled on all fours, head sagged toward the ground and sobbing in short, pained bursts. 
 
    “I should rid myself of you now,” the man said. He pulled his leg back to kick the woman at his feet. 
 
    In that moment, Lhaurel lived in memory. Once again she stood before the women of the Sidena, feeling their eyes upon her and demanding that they stand up for her. She looked into their phantom eyes, and this time, she didn’t see a lack of emotion. Instead she saw her own questions reflected in their eyes. Where was she when they were being abused? Where was she when they were forced into marriages that they had not wanted? She had been as silent and shaken as they. 
 
    The foot never fell. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t know how she suddenly made it to where the man was. Perhaps she had already started running while he had been busy yelling. Perhaps he took a lot longer to ready himself to kick out than a normal person did. Regardless, Lhaurel found herself in between the man and the sobbing woman. Her sword glittered in the moonlight, the tip bouncing with the slight trembling of her fingers. Her power coursed through her, summoned by her anger. It burned in her blood, clutched at her heart, and froze in her veins. The wind whipped her robes up around her, enshrouding her in a halo of red cloth. 
 
    “If you touch her,” Lhaurel said, her voice thick with anger, “I will kill you.” 
 
    The man gulped, looking down at the blade dancing just beneath his chin. Then his face hardened. “How dare you draw your sword against me,” he said in a snarl. “Do you know who I am? We’ll never let another of your kind into the Oasis.” 
 
    The earth seemed to tremble beneath her. The blood pounding in her veins turned icy. The hand holding the sword steadied. She could feel the blood swirling through her body, could feel it swirling through his body. For years she had been what this woman was now, chastened by the Warlord for acting in a way different than a proper young woman should, punished by Marvi, abused and tormented and tortured. But she was no longer powerless. Now she had the sword and the power. The blade inched closer, drawing a thin line of blood that dripped down the man’s neck like a scarlet bead of sweat. 
 
    “I think,” a voice said softly, “that you should leave, warrior.” 
 
    Khari stepped out of the shadows into a pocket of moonlight, her sword in hand. 
 
    The man grumbled something but raised his hands and took a step back. 
 
    Lhaurel reached out a quick hand and snagged a part of his shirt. He tried to pull away, but Lhaurel’s grip was strong, stronger than even she expected. She stepped up to him, pulling him down so that she could whisper in his ear. Her sword was pressed against his side. 
 
    “If you touch her again, I will know. I will find you. And I will kill you.” 
 
    She shoved him away, sending him staggering back with an expression of terror on his face. He scrambled to his feet and dashed into the night, his presence fading. 
 
    Lhaurel turned back to Khari, her blood still pounding, but Khari wasn’t where she’d been. She was on the ground, holding the woman as she sobbed. 
 
    “Stop that, Lhaurel,” Khari said. “You’re scaring her.” 
 
    “Stop what?” Lhaurel asked, stepping forward to kneel in the grass. 
 
    “Making the ground tremble. I think you scared Saralhn as much as you scared her unfortunate husband.” 
 
    Lhaurel nearly dropped her sword in shock. Her racing blood stilled and color drained from her face. Saralhn? They’d told her Saralhn was dead. Kaiden—Kaiden had broken her with that news. 
 
    It had been a trick. 
 
    Lhaurel reached out a weak hand and placed it on the trembling woman’s shoulder. “Saralhn,” she said. “It’s me, Lhaurel.” 
 
    The woman looked up. Her face glistened with tears and blood, yet her eyes reflected the moonlight. They focused on Lhaurel and, for a moment, appeared confused. Then recognition dawned and confusion returned. 
 
    “You’re dead,” Saralhn stammered. “They left you on the rocks. Khari said you were still alive, but I didn’t believe her.” Her voice was weak and she coughed wetly. 
 
    Lhaurel wrapped her arms around her and pulled her close. Saralhn shifted for a moment, as if she were about to pull away, but then she collapsed into Lhaurel’s arms. Lhaurel felt close to the woman, closer than they ever had been before. 
 
    “I lived,” Lhaurel said, stroking Saralhn’s hair. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I didn’t arrive any sooner,” Khari said. “I saw him drag you away, but I couldn’t leave then without arousing suspicion.” 
 
    Saralhn gave a barely perceptible nod. Her eyes were locked on Lhaurel’s face. 
 
    Lhaurel, for her part, registered the strange comment a moment delayed. “What was that?” 
 
    “I saw Saralhn’s husband drag her away while I was speaking with some of the other women. He’d seen me talking to her and his look was murderous. I knew she was in trouble, but I couldn’t get away.” 
 
    “Well, at least someone was here to protect her,” Lhaurel said harshly. 
 
    “He was drunk and angry.” Saralhn coughed. “His uncle had just died and the senior warriors had voted Taren in as Warlord over him. I—I was just the tool he used to let out his rage.” 
 
    “He would have killed you!” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Saralhn’s arguments sounded hollow and empty. She hung her head again and fresh tears dripped down her cheeks. 
 
    Khari gave Lhaurel a hard look and shuffled closer to the sobbing woman. “Saralhn, you must do as I have asked. You must be our eyes and ears here within the Sidena. We can’t protect you unless we know what is going on. Lhaurel scared your husband bad enough tonight that I doubt he will ever touch you again for fear of calling down the witch that makes the earth rumble and who has the strength of ten men. We will protect you.” 
 
    “How can you protect me when you’re not even here? You’re Roterralar—no one trusts Roterralar. The saying ‘as wayward as a Roterralar’ came from somewhere. Lhaurel, how could you be one of them?” 
 
    Lhaurel sniffed and tried to ignore the sting of the words, the mistrust and confusion in Saralhn’s words. Saralhn had always been far more superstitious than Lhaurel had been herself. 
 
    “It’s alright, Saralhn. They—we—are not what the stories make us out to be. We’re normal people, just like you.” 
 
    Khari reached out and wrapped a hand around Saralhn’s shoulder. The woman winced in pain, but Khari did not let go. “I have messenger birds hidden throughout the Oasis. I will tell you where they are. Send us one bird every three days. If we don’t hear from you by the third day after your last bird, we will come.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at Khari, gratitude evident in her expression, though the darkness obscured it. Saralhn coughed but was silent for a long moment, contemplating. 
 
    “Alright,” Saralhn said at last, “but not for you.” She turned to look at Lhaurel, her eyes tear-filled. “If Lhaurel agrees to come if I need help, then I will be your eyes and ears.” 
 
    Khari nodded and released her grip on the woman’s shoulder. “Thank you, Saralhn.” 
 
    Khari got to her feet and gave Lhaurel a significant look. Even in the darkness, Lhaurel could feel the seriousness of the expression. 
 
    “Can’t we take her with us?” Lhaurel asked, suddenly feeling protective and more than a little frustrated at the sudden turn of events. “Just until she’s healed?” 
 
    “No, Lhaurel.” Khari shook her head. “She can’t come with us. She needs to stay here and keep an eye on this place for us. She’ll heal with time, maybe even faster with some help.” 
 
    Lhaurel missed the significance of the remark for a moment, clouded in disbelief and anger, but then it dawned on her. Could she do it? Khari had healed her twice now. Once after shattering her nose on Fahkiri’s pommel and, she suspected, once after her terrifying encounter with the sandstorm. But she’d never shown Lhaurel how to do it. 
 
    “I—I can’t,” Lhaurel stammered, shrinking in on herself. “I—” 
 
    “It’s alright, Lhaurel,” Saralhn gave her a wan smile that twisted into a grimace as she struggled to her feet. “This isn’t the first time he’s beaten me, and it wasn’t the worst, either. I’ll be ok. I will still find water and shade before my time is through.” 
 
    Lhaurel realized that she couldn’t have healed Saralhn anyway. 
 
    The clan would be suspicious if a beaten woman came back looking like she hadn’t been touched. The realization brought her relief that soured with guilt. 
 
    Saralhn limped over to Lhaurel and put her arms around her. Lhaurel basked in the sudden warmth, the joy of friendship and acceptance. She hugged Saralhn back, clutched at her hair and breathed in the salty, tangy mix of her scent. 
 
    And then the moment was gone. Saralhn released her and turned to Khari, hand extended before her in a gesture of respect and gratitude. Despite the bruises on her face and the funny way she leaned to one side to take the weight off of her damaged ribs, the woman radiated strength like a beacon of hope. When had Saralhn suddenly gotten so strong-willed? 
 
    Khari smiled and returned the gesture. 
 
    Saralhn nodded once, smiled at Lhaurel, and then shuffled off into the darkness, limping slightly but straight-backed and proud. Noble. 
 
    “She’s got almost as much fire in her as you do,” Khari said once the woman was lost from sight. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at the other woman, following Saralhn’s retreat in her mind. “She’s not the same girl I left behind. She didn’t have that kind of strength before. The Saralhn I knew would never have agreed to go back and face that man again. She would never have had the courage.” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t know her as well as you thought. Strength like that isn’t something that just appears overnight. The seed of it is born within you. It doesn’t just come from outward defiance. Sometimes strength comes from learning when to bend and silently follow.” 
 
    “Won’t she get into trouble? Her husband’s going to know we spoke with her.” 
 
    Khari snorted and gave a short laugh. “Do you really think a Sidena warrior is going to admit he was bested by women?” 
 
    Lhaurel smiled and shook her head. No, he most certainly would not. 
 
    Lhaurel turned away, gazing back toward the Sidena camp. Perhaps she’d never given Saralhn the credit she deserved. It was something to consider. 
 
    “What did you learn?” she asked. 
 
    “Not as much as I would have hoped.” Khari’s voice was suddenly sour. “Taren should never have been made the Warlord. Jenthro’s sons are far more prominent in the clan, even if Taren has the most experience. There’s something going on there besides simply murdering the old Warlord.” 
 
    “Murder?” 
 
    “The blue lips. It’s a sign of the cawlhasi flower’s unique poison. The flower is extremely hard to find and even harder to distill down into a poison. Very few people have that sort of knowledge or the ability to get it. In fact, it only grows on the cliffs of the Frierd Warren. But come on, let’s walk as we talk. It will be dawn soon.” 
 
    Lhaurel hurried after Khari, her mind chasing down the implications of what Khari had just said. “So you’re saying that Taren is somehow involved with the Frierd?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Khari said over her shoulder, “but I don’t think so. This is something different. Power duels are constant. Warlords change often. But Taren is different. He seems too cold, too calculating. And too hungry. I don’t think that he’s going to be satisfied with where he is for very long, though I’ll be a sand-blasted fool if I can figure out what else he’s up to.” 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered as memories of Taren’s eyes on their wedding day swam through her mind. Cold, calculating, and hungry were perfect descriptions. 
 
    “Marvi is helping him,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Khari replied absently. 
 
    They approached the narrow canyon that would lead them out of the Oasis. Much of the majesty of the area had faded, pushed out of Lhaurel’s mind by the night’s events, but the oppressive wrongness of the walls returned in full force as they neared the dark opening. She sensed a deep and profound darkness radiating from the stone, as if her presence tore at the very fabric of its reality. Lhaurel shuddered. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the two Roterralar women.” The voice was cold, harsh. Lhaurel recognized it with a grimace. The presence from the walls obscured her senses, including her magic, but she did sense someone near, or maybe . . . 
 
    A torch flared up, revealing the scowling face of Shelton. This time, though, he was not alone. Two other men stood with him, large muscular men with corded muscles that bulged under their tight jerkins and faces set in what appeared to be permanent frowns, arms folded across their chests. Cudgels of a light brown wood hung at their belts and they didn’t carry a spear. Not swords, cudgels. These were not guards. 
 
    “Where’s Honric?” Khari asked. She halted at the edge of the torchlight, falling into a seemingly nonchalant stance, though Lhaurel recognized the sudden tension in her posture. 
 
    The man chuckled. “He decided to take a little nap. He’s old, you know, and I don’t think we should wake him up. Do you?” 
 
    The other two men with him sniffed as if they found their companion tedious, but they said nothing. 
 
    Khari frowned and stroked her chin. “No, we wouldn’t want to wake him.” 
 
    Lhaurel pushed out, extending her consciousness to try and find Honric. The strange sensation from the walls resisted, like a film of oil over water, but somehow she shoved through it, stumbling across Honric’s presence somewhere within the canyon. She was surprised that she could so easily pick him out, but then the surprise gave way to disgust and fear. 
 
    Honric’s presence was weak and fleeting. She could sense it struggling against something that was slowly enveloping it in blackness. The blackness seemed to draw her in, pulling her deeper and deeper. Breath came in quick gasps. The darkness closed in, strangling her. 
 
    Honric’s presence faded away. 
 
    Lhaurel coughed and dropped to her knees, sucking in air in massive gulps and clutching at her chest. It burned as if on fire, and her head felt fuzzy, almost like it had when she’d slammed into Fahkiri’s pommel. Her back arched, and she screamed, a low, desperate, pain-stricken scream. 
 
    The men stared at her as if she’d suddenly gone insane. Even Khari took a hesitant step back, face twisted in an expression of surprise. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to stand, gasping for air, and tense muscles screamed in protest and fought to bend, to tighten. Her mind worked furiously, struggling to comprehend what it had just experienced. Honric had just died. She had felt him die. She had died with him. 
 
    “You killed him,” Lhaurel said. Her voice sounded hollow, emotionless. She took a step forward. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Shelton said. 
 
    The wind kicked up dust around her and made the torchlight flicker. 
 
    Coughing raggedly, she stood upright, the memory of Saralhn’s dignified expression giving her strength. 
 
    “You killed him,” Lhaurel repeated, drawing her sword. The wind whipped her robes up around her, obscuring her vision in a haze of red. 
 
    One of the larger men ripped the cudgel free from his belt, raising it threateningly before him. His companion drew his cudgel as well and advanced. Shelton remained where he was. 
 
    Lhaurel breathed in, filling her lungs with air and reaching out with her mind. She felt the men approach. Sensed them on such an intimate level that she felt their movements before they made them. Her eyes closed. 
 
    The first man swung in hard, crossing downward toward her left shoulder a beat ahead of his companion’s blow toward her right. Reversing her grip, Lhaurel brought her sword up, slipping in and under the cudgel’s swing and digging into the flesh of the man’s armpit. The sword continued upward as Lhaurel took a quick step backward and she pivoted around to parry the other man’s blow. Wood struck metal and stuck fast. A twist of the blade tore the cudgel from the man’s grip. It went spinning into the sand, torn free from the sword blade. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t stop. She flipped the sword behind her, spinning, and thrust it with all her strength. The blade took the man on her right through the belly. He gasped as hot, red blood poured from his gut. He stumbled backward, sliding off Lhaurel’s sword. 
 
    Lhaurel’s eyes snapped open. The wind died. She felt the man’s pain. She felt his presence begin to fade, and his lifeblood poured into the sand. She felt him dying. Bile rose up in her throat and suddenly she was vomiting uncontrollably. Vomit mingled with blood in the sands. 
 
    The other man, the one she’d cut under the arm, stumbled away into the darkness, shouting incoherently. Shelton took one look at Lhaurel and the dying man and followed. 
 
    Khari hurried over to Lhaurel’s side. “What in the seven hells?” she yelled. 
 
    Lhaurel coughed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Behind Khari, the man’s presence faded and was gone. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here,” Khari said, tugging at her arm. “Help me find Honric so that we can figure out some excuse for all this.” 
 
    “Honric’s dead.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Khari demanded. 
 
    Lhaurel coughed and spat bile, staring at the sword in her hand as if she’d never seen it before. Why had she wasted so much of her life longing to possess one? It was an instrument of destruction. A tool of death. She slipped it into its sheath even though it was still covered in gore. 
 
    “I felt him die. They killed him. Beat him over the head with one of those cudgels.” She said it simply, but her voice still trembled. 
 
    “What in the seven hells are you?” Khari asked. Her hand on Lhaurel’s shoulder shook. 
 
    “Sick,” Lhaurel said. “I’m sick.” 
 
    Khari stood, composing herself and returning to her normal scowling visage. She grabbed Lhaurel’s shoulder and pulled her to her feet, giving her a shove toward the exit. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t need much more encouragement. She wanted to be far away from this place. Far from the blackness of death. But Khari’s words haunted her. What was she? 
 
    As she stumbled through the narrow canyon, the sticky wetness on her hands reminded her: she was a bringer of death. 
 
    Khari was the first to stumble across Honric’s body. She cursed as she tripped but caught herself against the wall. Small fingers of light stretched red and purple rays across the deep blackness of the sky, which made the specter of Honric’s body all the more grisly. Lhaurel took one look and heaved again, but there was nothing left to come up. Even Khari’s face paled as she bent down over the man’s stiff form. One side of his face was a broken mass of bruise and blood, caved inward beneath the force of the blow that had killed him. One of his arms was bent back over itself. 
 
    “He fought back,” Khari said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “He faced them down. How did you know, Lhaurel?” 
 
    Lhaurel heaved again, spitting bile and phlegm. Coughing, she righted herself and looked down at Honric’s still form. Part of her guilt dropped away. 
 
    “I told you,” she said. “I felt him die. I felt his pain. Why, Khari? Why would they kill him?” 
 
    Khari scowled and looked back the direction they had come. Her gaze was contorted in an expression of murderous anger, and her hands rested on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “Because they wanted us, and they knew that Honric would stand in their way.” 
 
    “What would they want with us?” 
 
    “What does any man want with a woman?” Khari nearly shouted, whirling around to stare at Lhaurel with narrowed eyes. “Rape us, kill us, take our swords. Who would miss a couple of mystic women? Who would come to defend us?” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed hard. She gazed down at Honric, wishing that she could have done something more for the man. At least she had been able to avenge him partially. Somehow, the thought didn’t comfort her. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she asked. 
 
    “We leave. Enough rumors about our meeting will be left behind that we may not be able to come back. Then again, they may be so frightened of us that we’ll never have problems like this again.” Khari glanced over her shoulder once more, as if convincing herself not to go back. 
 
    They buried Honric in a shallow grave just outside the canyon. There was no marker. The sands would have covered anything they left behind anyway. 
 
    The sun had broken over the horizon, though part of it still remained hidden behind the Oasis walls. 
 
    Lhaurel felt somehow less after he was buried. She had only known the man for a short time, but he had died defending them. He may not have known it at the time, but he had. As she mounted Fahkiri, she couldn’t help but wonder if Honric would still have been alive if she hadn’t thrown that rock.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: Quenching 
 
    “Briane still has not returned. I searched, but there was no indication of why she’d left or where she’d gone. I cannot begin to comprehend why she would have left on the eve of our great victory. The clans were delighted that we had been successful, and Briane’s disappearance was given cursory investigation. I fear something may have happened to her.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Lhaurel could feel Fahkiri shifting beneath her, preparing for his descent, and she adjusted her weight and position accordingly. His presence was weak, though, even astride him. Not weak like Honric had been, but weak because her ability to sense it had diminished. She couldn’t even feel Khari or Gwyanth from a few spans away. 
 
    Fahkiri turned into the dive, aiming toward the shadowy opening in the cliff face that led into the eyrie. Atop the plateau, Lhaurel could just make out a rough grouping of tents nestled near an outcropping of rock toward the center of the plateau. Kaiden’s area. 
 
    Fahkiri pulled out of the dive with a deafening screech. Prepared, Lhaurel shifted with the sudden change in momentum, pushed back against the incredible forces pulling her downward, and sat up straight when the aevian landed with a proud, triumphant chirp. 
 
    Gwyanth landed nearby, and a group of younger aevians skittered out of the way, squawking indignantly. 
 
    The only person in the eyrie was Kaiden. He sat to one side of the water urns, back up against the wall. He was wearing a black long-sleeved shirt and a brown vest, both trimmed with a silver metal. His leggings were also black. The one splash of color on his was a white sash, almost a shufari, that he wore at his waist. He grinned at her when he noticed that she was looking. 
 
    Lhaurel groaned quietly as she unclipped herself from Fahkiri’s back and slid to the ground, pulling off her harness almost as soon as her feet hit the sandy floor. She was in no mood to deal with the intractable man. 
 
    “I need to go speak with Makin and the others,” Khari said, tossing Lhaurel her own harness. “Go get some rest. You could use it.” 
 
    Lhaurel shrugged. 
 
    “Oh, and Lhaurel?” 
 
    Lhaurel turned. 
 
    “You may want to wash up. You’ve still got blood everywhere.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked down as Khari hurried from the room. Brownish black stains covered her hands and parts of her arms. She smelled of blood and sweat and aevian mustiness. An overwhelming desire to be clean came over her, and she hurried over to the water urns, leaving the harnesses in a pile on the ground. She poured ladles of water over her hands and scrubbed at the blood until nothing remained. But she kept washing, let the cool water drip down her arms and over her flesh, washing away the blood and the sweat and the guilt. Or at least masking it. The smell remained, though, forever burned into her nostrils. She put the dipper to her lips and swallowed, feeling vigor and strength return. 
 
    “Looks like your first return to the motherland was interesting,” Kaiden said from beside her. She hadn’t noticed him get up and walk over. 
 
    “What do you want, Kaiden?” 
 
    “A little moody today, are you? It was a simple observation.” He spoke with a hurt voice. She knew it was fake from the smile that tugged at the corner of his lips. 
 
    The smile reminded her of Honric, and her emotions flared. “Go away. Leave me in peace.” She turned to walk away. 
 
    “But I want to know what’s happening in the Oasis,” he said, holding out a hand to block her path. “And I’m sure there’s a good reason why you showed up just now covered in someone else’s blood.” 
 
    “Go ask Khari.” 
 
    “I’m asking you.” 
 
    Lhaurel blew out a long breath and ran a hand through her tangled auburn hair. “And if I tell you will you go away and leave me alone?” 
 
    Kaiden smiled. “Possibly.” 
 
    “Fine. Taren is the Warlord of the Sidena now. He poisoned the old one with something from the cawlhasi flower, Khari said, which is somehow significant.” 
 
    “Because it’s only found near the Frierd Warren,” Kaiden interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, something like that. Now shut up and let me finish. Jenthro is dead, Taren is Warlord, I scared a bunch of people, and Khari has a new contact to send her messages. End of story. Now go away.” She made a shooing gesture with her hands. 
 
    Kaiden frowned, brows furrowed, and scratched at his chin. “And where did the blood come in?” 
 
    “You know, I’m tired, and I want to get some sleep. Just go talk to Khari, ok?” She didn’t want to relive what she had done. She couldn’t see Honric’s face one more time without bursting into tears. The guilt was too strong, the wounds too fresh. 
 
    “Come with me,” Kaiden said, holding out a rough hand. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    Lhaurel groaned loudly and shook her head. “Are you not listening? Leave. Me. Alone.” 
 
    “Just come with me already,” Kaiden said. “I’ll just keep asking until you come, so you might as well give up.” 
 
    “Fine, but only to get you to shut up.” 
 
    Kaiden grinned and took her hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The forge lay dormant when Khari opened the door to the blacksmiths’ workroom and stepped inside. The room was still sweltering hot, though the coals had been banked and covered in ash and sand to keep them warm for later use. A pair of lanterns on one of the counters was the only source of light. 
 
    Early risers within the warren were just now going about their labors for the day. Beryl, though, preferred the solitude of the night. The thick stone walls and heavy wooden door prevented the sound of his work from penetrating too deeply into the passages, so his odd work schedule rarely presented difficulties to anyone else. 
 
    “How can I help the Matron today?” Beryl’s voice said from right beside her. 
 
    Khari would have jumped, but long years of training kept her still and poised. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed the smith standing there when she’d entered, but that wasn’t unusual. Beryl was so quiet and unassuming in demeanor on the outside that he was often overlooked. And that often proved to be to their great undoing. For beneath the misshapen exterior lay a mind and a passion unparalleled within any of the clans. 
 
    Khari had known the man since childhood. She had thought him old then, though he hadn’t seemed to age in the intervening decades. It was one of the benefits of being a mystic, though none of the others had ever reached quite the same age that Beryl had obtained. 
 
    “It’s about Lhaurel,” she said, turning to face him. 
 
    The short man leaned against his crippled leg, resting against the wall. He lay obscured in shadows and the long leads from the dozens of harnesses that hung from the wall and ceiling around him. 
 
    Something gleamed at his side. As he shuffled forward, the glittering object resolved into a sword, unsheathed, yet complete and polished. Metal clinked together as the harness leads struck each other as a result of Beryl’s passing. 
 
    He looked up at her with a hint of smugness. “Have you finally come to believe what I said earlier?” The rasp in his voice was even more pronounced, deep, and grating. 
 
    Khari nodded, studying the sword in his hand. Beryl’s work was normally masterful, but the sword he carried went beyond mere mastery. It was a thing of beauty designed to kill. Perfectly straight, the weapon’s single edge shone with razor sharpness and the metal whorled in layers of differing shades of gray that made it appear like a raging storm had been trapped within the metal. The brass guard was far wider than normal and was rectangular in nature except that it had been bent. Eight triangular sections had been cut out of the guard, though small and mostly ornamental in nature rather than strategically placed for ease in disarming an opponent. The handle itself was simple, long enough to be used either with one hand or with two. A brass endcap shone on the pommel. It was simple yet elegant, and the contrast made it beautiful. 
 
    “That is a masterful sword, Beryl.” 
 
    The smith grunted. “What do you want, Khari?” 
 
    “I wanted your opinion on something. Concerning Lhaurel.” 
 
    “Why now?” he asked. “You and Makin Qays were convinced that she was broken and that you knew everything you needed to know.” 
 
    “I know, but in the Oasis today she displayed powers that no other wetta has. She can do things, feel things, which defy reason and explanation. Is this some new form of magic? We know so little about it, and what little we do know, we’ve had to learn ourselves.” It wasn’t an apology, but it was the closest thing that Beryl was going to get. 
 
    “What sorts of things?” 
 
    “She can sense people: not just mystics, but all people. A man was killed by some degenerate fools for defending us, and she felt him die. And her first attempts at controlling the magic were odd. Instead of manipulating the water, she made it explode.” 
 
    Beryl’s brow furrowed, and the hand not holding the sword reached up to scratch at his chin. The forge flared, bathing the room in reddish light. Khari glanced at it. She’d though it dormant. 
 
    “And what about the other wetta skills?” he asked. “Healing, and discovering water sources?” 
 
    Khari shook her head. “I don’t know. She hasn’t been exposed to anything like that, but you should have seen her in the Oasis when she felt that man die. I swear I could see the anger radiating from her when she attacked the men responsible. I’ve never seen such stunning sword work. It was both beautiful and terrifying.” 
 
    “Not much to go on.” 
 
    Khari raised her hands and sighed. “It’s all we have.” 
 
    “Well, she has been through a lot recently. It’s like working metal. When metal is hot, it becomes malleable and can be shaped. But it is also unstable and will begin to show you its flaws. If the heat is too intense, or not strong enough, when you go to quench the piece it will show its true strength. If there are flaws, it will either become brittle or remain too soft and malleable. The perfect combination is somewhere in between. But you can never really tell which it will be until you quench the metal.” 
 
    “A lovely analogy, but what do you suggest I quench Lhaurel in?” 
 
    “I suggest you let her cool down. Keep stresses out of her life. Let her find something relaxing and peaceful. Don’t overwork her. Like the metal, both she and her magic will cool, and then you should be able to see what sort of flaws come to the surface, if any.” 
 
    Khari nodded. Beryl always had astute advice. 
 
    “Oh, and when you see her, ask her to come see me. This is hers,” he said, holding up the sword. 
 
    “I will.” She turned to leave but hesitated. 
 
    Beryl arched a bushy white eyebrow at her as she turned. 
 
    “Do think someone is controlling the genesauri?” 
 
    The forge flared again, and Beryl frowned. The light from the forge illuminated half of Beryl’s face, leaving the other half bathed in shadows. 
 
    “No one is that powerful,” he said. “Not even me.” 
 
    Khari pursed her lips into almost a frown and turned to leave, but before she got through the door Beryl spoke again. 
 
    “Oh, and Matron—she isn’t broken yet.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kaiden strode through the darkened passages with long, lithe strides, holding aloft the torch he had taken from a wall bracket. The sand lay thick in these tunnels. The cleaners either hadn’t gotten down this far after the sandstorm, or they simply didn’t clean down here. Kaiden strode purposefully onward. He obviously knew the path well and fully expected Lhaurel to follow him. Lhaurel didn’t know why, but she did. 
 
    She walked along behind him, cursing the sand, but otherwise her thoughts and mind were pleasantly blank. She followed not because she had any interest in where Kaiden was taking her, but because the walking calmed her mind and granted her a measure of peace. Intermingled with the emotions that ran high concerning Honric’s death were other, less powerful, yet equally troubling thoughts and feelings about Kaiden. 
 
    The man was somewhat of an enigma. There was something endearing about him, yes, but at times he simply seemed an arrogant little toerag bordering on cruelty. So cold at some points, and then so warm and inviting at others. The memory of the first time she had seen him, among the Sidena, made her smile through her tiredness. He’d been so cool, arrogant, and sarcastic among the Sidena. Yet he had treated her with respect even in the face of such barbarity as was going on around them. And then there was the way he had treated her during the sandstorm. Slaying the rashelta to demonstrate his powers and standing over her in the storm, facing the winds to protect her. He was a contradiction wrapped in the guise of a man. 
 
    Yet she followed him anyway. Where was the sense in that? 
 
    At the moment, she simply did not care. She just walked and allowed her mind to go blank, unable to do much more than focus on putting one foot in front of the other. Her mouth and throat were dry, but she didn’t have any water on her. And she was not about to ask Kaiden for his. Her numb sense of things left her with no way of knowing where they were within the warren. 
 
    Eventually, though, her curiosity got the better of her. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Not far.” 
 
    “That’s not a very helpful answer.” 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be. It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I told you about it, now would it? Just trust me.” 
 
    “I’d really rather not.” 
 
    Kaiden laughed. “It’s a momentary trust, fleeting at best. You can go back to not trusting me afterward.” 
 
    “How much further?” 
 
    “Not far,” he said again. If she’d had a rock somewhere, Lhaurel would have tossed it at him. 
 
    The passageway grew dank and cold as they walked farther. Moisture dripped from the walls and ran in little streams down the crevasses of reddish-grey rock. Lhaurel felt oddly comforted. When she trailed her hand through the water on the walls, she felt strength surge through her, and her senses seemed to come alive. She felt Kaiden walking a few paces in front of her, sensed his presence. She felt the water running down the walls. The massive underground water source that she had felt earlier rested just on the other side of the wall. It was so large, so incredibly vast. It swirled with currents and eddies, budded with life. The place felt right. Safe. 
 
    They rounded a corner. 
 
    “Here we are,” Kaiden said, raising the torch high. 
 
    Torchlight glittered off the surface of a vast underground lake. It stretched out several hundred spans, reflecting the light off its shimmering surface. The sound of dripping water echoed against the walls, a harmonious symphony that sang to Lhaurel’s heart. A narrow pathway of stone led through the lake toward the far wall like the stoneways through the sand toward the Oasis. 
 
    Kaiden let her soak in the grandeur of that much water all in one place for a moment and then motioned with the torch that they were going to follow the path. The flickering light cast odd shadows across the water’s surface and on the cave walls around it. 
 
    Kaiden led the way. Lhaurel followed, breathless. 
 
    As they neared the far wall, the light revealed what Kaiden had obviously brought her there to see. An enormous mural covered the face of the entire back wall. The paint or dye was faded in some places, worn with the age and covered in layers of mildew and dust, but it depicted a world and a life different from any that Lhaurel had ever known. Strange drawings of plants that looked like bushes but with only one massive brown stalk and far too much green on them. Animals that were clearly the workings of some child’s imagination. Bodies of water that were bigger than anything that would have survived long in the desert climate above. 
 
    And central to it all were depictions of a people. People who worked and farmed and hunted together, all standing or working with their eyes turned upward toward one figure wearing a thin crown and bearing a strange-looking sword. Along the edges, an odd reddish-brown cloud and streaks of white lightning were drawn in a ring, enveloping the mural as if it cut it off from everything else. There were other drawings etched into the stone that looked older still, but they were faded and worn, the message lost. 
 
    Beneath the mural, along the bottom two spans of the wall, hundreds upon hundreds of little rectangular repositories had been cut into the stone, each one lined up in dozens of rows and columns. Little symbols were carved into the stone around each opening, but Lhaurel had no understanding of their meaning. As she stepped closer, her mouth hanging partly open in awe, Lhaurel noticed that within some of the repositories there was something placed, something that shone and reflected the light. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked, reaching out a hesitant hand. 
 
    Behind her, Kaiden moved the torch so that she could see what it was she was touching. A glass tube with a metal cap. There was a rolled-up length of parchment inside, but it was too dark to make out any markings. “Depends on who you ask,” Kaiden said, stepping up beside her. “Some say this is simply a pretty picture, drawn by people who had been driven mad by the genesauri. Some say it is a remnant of a time long past that will never be again.” His voice was quiet, respectful—almost reverent. 
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
    Kaiden turned to look at her, and his gaze was serious. His brows furrowed above his eyes and then suddenly relaxed. Looking away, he gazed up at the mural on the wall. 
 
    “It’s a depiction of what used to be. And what can be again,” he said. “It doesn’t matter if it really happened or not. It’s an ideal. A unified people working together, guided by a wise and powerful leader. A time without the genesauri. It’s what freedom looks like, Lhaurel.” 
 
    Lhaurel stared at the man, stunned. Who was he to talk so longingly and majestically of freedom? In order to long for freedom, one must first have tasted the bitter gall of imprisonment. But his words rang with the beauty and power that only came through truth. 
 
    She looked up at the mural again and caught a small glimpse of what Kaiden was explaining. She chewed on her bottom lip, suddenly trying to reconcile her image of Kaiden with the surprisingly poetic soul he had just revealed. 
 
    “And what are these?” she asked, holding up the glass container. 
 
    Kaiden smiled and winked at her as if she had asked something clever. Lhaurel found herself blushing, which somehow made her angry with herself. 
 
    “Well, my guess is that they are a record of our past and how this,” he said, gesturing to the mural, “somehow became the hell we live in now.” 
 
    “Your guess?” 
 
    Kaiden shrugged. “Well, everyone knows this lake is down here, but few come down this far. It’s somewhere I go when I need to find peace. It’s too sacred, too perfect, for me to feel comfortable showing it to just anyone. Actually, anyone but you. I haven’t even shown Sarial.” 
 
    For some reason, that made Lhaurel smile. “So why did you show me?” 
 
    “Because you understand what it is like to fight for freedom. Not just freedom for yourself but freedom for those you care about. I’ve seen it in you. Once they identified you as a possible mystic a few years ago, we watched you. We saw the way you rankled under the pressures of being a woman. I personally saw your little acts of rebellion and how you tried to show the other women that they didn’t just have to capitulate. Oh, nothing too dangerous. Like teaching yourself the sword, for example. Freedom is in your blood.” 
 
    Lhaurel flushed at hearing how she had been watched for several years. The last month of constant scrutiny had been bad enough, but years? 
 
    “And, for a moment today, you looked like something had taken away that thirst for freedom. When I feel like that, I come here. It reminds me why I fight each day. Why I struggle to provide freedom to all.” 
 
    “I—” she began and then hesitated. Did she trust him? Maybe she was starting to, but it was still a small thing, a seed just barely taking root. 
 
    It only took her a few minutes to relate what had happened in the Oasis, culminating in the death of one of the brigands at her hands. 
 
    He listened, impassive, as the torch sputtered in the dank, musty air. His expression changed to one of outrage when her story reached the part about the three men. 
 
    “You were too merciful.” His harsh voice echoed in the cavernous confines. “I wouldn’t have left any of them alive.” 
 
    Lhaurel almost recoiled from the sheer force of his animosity. She had expected Kaiden to question her actions, interrogate her on how she had felt Honric die, or even lecture her on diplomacy. 
 
    “But I killed a man. He wasn’t a genesauri or a sandtiger. He was a man.” 
 
    Kaiden’s expression softened somewhat, if steel could be said to soften. “Sometimes killing is the only way to protect others. This won’t be the last time someone dies on your blade. Sometimes there is simply no other way to protect either your own or someone else’s freedom. You killed to protect. There isn’t any better reason for death than that.” 
 
    Lhaurel bit her bottom lip. “But how do I know that I really was protecting? I just got so angry that my body forced me to act. It was as if I was watching myself do it from behind a stranger’s eyes. Did they really need to die?” 
 
    Kaiden reached out his hand and gripped her shoulder. His grip was iron. “People don’t change that much, Lhaurel. If they were going to attack you because you were Roterralar women, then they had already made their choices that lead to those actions a long time ago. Once men get it in their heads that there is one way of doing things, then that’s the only way for them. There is no going back. What you did helped save future lives.” His voice was passionate, sharp, and strong. Yet there was a mixture of bitterness to it, as if the conversation had somehow opened up old wounds not yet healed. 
 
    Lhaurel sniffed, and Kaiden released her shoulder, dropping his hand to his side. 
 
    “Come on,” Kaiden said. “I’ll take you back up to the greatroom. You look like you could use some sleep.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded but then hesitantly reached out and grabbed his arm. He stopped and turned to face her. 
 
    “Thank you for this, Kaiden,” she said with a grandiose gesture that took in the entire room. One side of her mouth twitched upward in a small smile. 
 
    Kaiden winked at her and shrugged. “It was nothing.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel entered the smithy with measured hesitation. Before she and Kaiden had made it back to the greatroom, a young woman had met them with a message for Lhaurel. Beryl needed to see her. Again. Lhaurel had almost forgotten that the man had been working on her own sword and that the one at her belt was only a temporary companion. Lhaurel felt relieved that she would not have to keep the weapon that had shed another human being’s blood. 
 
    Yet her trepidation now came for another reason. After bidding goodbye to Kaiden and the young messenger, Lhaurel had checked the blade that Beryl had loaned her only to find it stuck fast with blood. Despite her best efforts, which, admittedly, were somewhat hampered by her revulsion at the sight of the reddish-brown stains, the blade was still coated with it. 
 
    The ever-present harnesses hung from the ceiling, though after her experience with the broken strap, she now understood why there were so many of them. The forge was dormant, but some heat still radiated from it, and a pair of lanterns on one of the counters provided a little illumination. Beryl was nowhere to be seen. Lhaurel peered over each of the counters and even looked into the dark shadows in the corners of the room. 
 
    She sighed. It made sense that the smith would be in the other room, the armory, but she had hoped to not have to go in there. The sheer vastness of the room left her in awe, and she was not sure how she’d feel about being surrounded by such an array of weapons. 
 
    She found the smith standing just on the other side of the forge as if he had been waiting for her. A beautiful sword rested in his grip. He offered it to her without a word. Lhaurel took it, wrapping her fingers around the slightly too-long handle, and then handed him the sword that he had loaned her. The new sword somehow felt right in her hands, much more so than the other one ever had. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, threading the weapon’s sheath onto her belt. 
 
    Beryl ignored her, instead drawing the blade she had given him and inspecting the bloodstains on it. He grunted and slammed the sword back into its sheath. 
 
    “Khari told me about what happened,” he said in his gruff voice. “Well done, young one. Those your age shouldn’t have to be put in those situations. You should be with people your own age instead of being forced into life’s hard lessons.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and half smiled. It seemed an appropriate response. 
 
    Beryl tossed the loaned sword toward a pile of weapons that lay in a corner. A cloud of reddish-grey seemed to form around Beryl as the sword continued to sail over the pile of discarded weapons and float, suspended in midair, into a bin of scrap metal. The weapon landed with a clatter and the cloud around Beryl faded. 
 
    “You’re a magnetelorium!” Lhaurel said, realizing that the misty clouds she sometimes saw around people marked when someone was using their magic. 
 
    Beryl nodded. “That I am. There are a few of us here.” 
 
    “Like Kaiden.” 
 
    “Yes, like him.” Beryl said then hesitated, his brow furrowing in an expression of concentration. “He’s about your age, isn’t he? Maybe you should spend some time with him and enjoy your youth. Leave the hard life lessons for later.” 
 
    Lhaurel smiled and turned to leave. Beryl didn’t stop her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: Eddies and Falls 
 
    “What is the nature of dreams? Are they real or purely illusory? If they are real, what is the nature of this realm of dreams? If illusory, why do they have such a powerful effect upon the dreamer? I think the enemy has somehow found Briane, and they have pried from her the nature of our plight. They have found a way into my dreams. I see blood and steam and fire. The enemy taunts me with visions of things that simply could not be . . . no, they could never be true. Images of blood and fire and pain. And a girl child screaming.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Lhaurel ducked Khari’s high vertical thrust and then rolled out of the way of her follow-through. Lhaurel’s feet shuffled backward and to the left, following her opponent’s blade and bringing her own sword up under Khari’s guard. The older woman tried to dodge but not quickly enough. The leather-clad blade smacked hard against her side, most likely leaving an angry red welt even beneath the leather and the layers of cloth. But there was no time for Lhaurel to gloat. 
 
    Khari grunted away the stinging pain and spun back in, forcing Lhaurel back into a defensive stance that backed her up to the edge of the training circle. 
 
    Around the edges of the circle, more than a dozen spectators watched the duel with more than idle attention. Several younger women, mere children in all actuality, watched in open admiration as they danced around one another. Older women and men watched with less open emotion, though it was still apparent that most of them were impressed. Tieran stood to one side, grinning foolishly as Khari scored a hit on Lhaurel’s leg. On the other side of the circle, Kaiden winced and shouted words of encouragement to Lhaurel. Hearing him, she gritted her teeth and launched back onto the offensive with renewed vigor. 
 
    In the week since she had come back from the Oasis, Lhaurel had spent almost every waking hour either training with Khari, flying with Fahkiri, or else, surprisingly, with Kaiden. The magnetelorium, despite his surliness and arrogance in many situations, was fast becoming her dearest and closest confidant. The night after he had shown her the mural and the underground lake, he had shown her the camp he’d formed atop the plateau. “Topside” he called it. She’d marveled at the stars and the sense of camaraderie and acceptance she’d felt among the people gathered there. Several of the people she had met there had come to watch her fight. She’d found her own tent and slept there that night and every night since. In all truth, she hadn’t ever spent a single night in her room within the warren itself. 
 
    Khari darted in with a spinning reverse-gripped cut. Lhaurel’s training had progressed rapidly, far more rapidly than Khari had expected, but despite that Lhaurel barely managed to get her blade up in time to deflect the blow. Their blades locked, the hilt of Khari’s sword only inches away from Lhaurel’s blade. 
 
    Lhaurel’s eyes locked onto Khari’s, and suddenly Lhaurel saw a small glimmer of triumph in them. Before she could react, Khari punched forward with her hilt and struck Lhaurel a resounding blow on the temple with the sword’s pommel. Lhaurel cried out in pain and sudden dizziness, blinking back tears and seeing stars. The flat of Khari’s blade came to rest on Lhaurel’s neck. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped, the smell of leather and sweat filling her nose and distracting her from the throbbing in her temples. “I yield. You win.” 
 
    Around them, the crowd clapped and a few even cheered. Tieran’s booming laugh carried over the din as Khari gave Lhaurel a tight-lipped smile and then removed the blade from her neck. 
 
    “Expect the unexpected, Lhaurel. Strategy before tactics. Maneuver before battle. Every action you take with the blade should either foil something your opponent is doing or else give you an advantage. The masters do both at the same time. Remember that.” 
 
    “And don’t forget when you’re beating one of the best after owning your own blade for less than a week that Khari plays dirty,” Kaiden interjected, his voice dripping with a mixture of sarcasm and mirth. 
 
    Khari shot him a withering look, but Lhaurel sent him a wan smile. Tieran laughed as most of the crowd dispersed to be about their other duties, some shouting consoling words to Lhaurel or congratulating Khari as they left. 
 
    Wincing, Lhaurel probed her temple with one finger. There would be a bruise later if there wasn’t one already. Her face on that side already felt puffy, and it hurt to blink. If she was lucky, Khari would offer to heal it later, but she doubted it. Her teacher felt that the marks were good reminders of what happened when your skill was not up to a level deemed acceptable. And Lhaurel suspected there was another reason behind it. One that dealt with her other training. 
 
    Lhaurel herself had not been able to master the healing art or do much else that Khari said was normal for a wetta. Kaiden said that it was typical for new mystics to struggle with their powers, but Lhaurel didn’t think they were talking about her particular challenges. More likely Khari was still curious about why Lhaurel could do things that other wetta couldn’t and why she was apparently incapable of doing things that were normal wetta skills. And the most frustrating part about it all was that Lhaurel herself had no answers to give. 
 
    She scowled and stalked over to where she’d stowed her things and bent to retrieve them. 
 
    Kaiden approached as she belted on her sword and settled it on her hip. “It was a good match,” he said. “Until she hit you, that is.” 
 
    Lhaurel scowled at him, but he ignored her. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ll have to catch up with you later. Sarial and the others got back while you and Khari were busy bashing metal sticks together, so I’m off to see what they found.” 
 
    All brooding vanished from her countenance in an instant. “I’ll come with you,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    Kaiden shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re not invited. They sent a runner for me earlier, but I decided to stay to watch the end of the match. Makin Qays will curse me to the seven hells for it, but I figured I’d get to see you roughed up a bit, and I couldn’t really miss that. Besides, Makin won’t start without Khari anyway.” 
 
    Lhaurel punched him on the arm as hard as she could. Considering that her arms were tired from her recent duel, it didn’t amount to much of a hit. 
 
    Kaiden winced dramatically and left with a half-hearted wave. As he passed Tieran, he tapped the man on the shoulder. Tieran nodded and followed him from the room. 
 
    Khari had already left. 
 
    Lhaurel sighed, put down her things, and picked up her sword. She might as well practice some more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel slumped into the sand sometime later, completely exhausted. A lock of her bushy auburn hair rested between her teeth, but she didn’t really notice. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced to her right. Sarial stood there over the corpse of a sailfin, which was already half butchered. One of the recent raids had brought back so many corpses that they were working on them throughout the warren. Two neatly butchered carcasses lay barren on the sand next to her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lhaurel said, realizing the meeting must be over. How long had she been sitting there practicing? 
 
    “Good, I’d hate for you to have hurt yourself somehow. You know, I used to be afraid of these things,” Sarial said, kicking one of the sailfin corpses. “Massive teeth, the keening noise they make when they travel through the air, the packs.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded. 
 
    “But then Khari had me do some butchering, and I’m not so scared of them anymore. I’m actually somewhat fascinated with them.” 
 
    “Fascinated? With these monsters?” 
 
    The older woman nodded, her expression growing grim. While Sarial was only a decade or so older than Lhaurel, her expression made her seem far older. “Well, yes. Haven’t you ever wondered how they can fly? Or why their flight is so jumpy and sporadic? I mean, creatures like these simply shouldn’t exist.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lhaurel asked. She had wondered about those things. Everyone had. 
 
    Sarial grinned and pushed her hair back out of her eyes. "Look here.” She pointed at the milky white sinew and metal-encrusted bone on the half-butchered corpse. “See these sinews? They hold a power that shocks, like lightning, but on a much smaller scale. When wrapped around metal, this power gives the metal a magnetic charge.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s face must have betrayed her confusion. 
 
    “Like what Kaiden can do. It makes it so that the metal can push off against other metals. So when the sailfin, or any of the genesauri, for that matter, starts crackling along those black spots, that means the shock is charging the metal. Kaiden says there’s a whole plateau of metal beneath the sands against which the genesauri push their bodies, making them fly, but only for as long as the charge holds.” 
 
    “That’s—that’s interesting,” Lhaurel said. She hadn’t meant it to sound so doubting, but Sarial immediately stiffened. 
 
    “I can prove it.” 
 
    Lhaurel backed up as Sarial stretched out one hand and wrapped it around one of the metal encrusted bones. A nimbus of white and red seemed to glow around the woman, and suddenly her hand crackled with brilliant white energy. 
 
    The corpse lifted off the ground. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped, raising a hand to her lips. The nimbus around Sarial faded, and the corpse crashed back to the sand. The woman sighed and sank to her knees, breathing deeply. 
 
    “You’re a—” Lhaurel asked, searching for the right term. 
 
    “A relampago, yes.” The tone of the woman’s voice made it clear that Lhaurel should have known this. 
 
    “So you . . .” 
 
    “I can create the same energy the genesauri can.” Sarial’s tone was blunt. “What do you and Kaiden talk about when you’re together? Or is talking not something you two do?” 
 
    Lhaurel blushed but felt her temper flare at the same time. Sarial couldn’t be jealous, could she? 
 
    She held up a hand before Lhaurel could respond. “I shouldn’t have gotten upset like that,” Sarial said softly. “I did a little too much charging that corpse. It takes a surprising amount of energy to get one of those to lift up.” 
 
    Lhaurel frowned and waited for more of an explanation. 
 
    “I am Sarial. I lead the mystics. Tieran is my brother.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded but didn’t ease her frown. She knew who the woman was, even though they’d never been introduced. Did this woman really think she had a chance with Kaiden? 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.” 
 
    “I’m used to not being believed. People tend to find my ideas a little strange.” 
 
    “Well, I believe you now. They really are a—um—fascinating.” Lhaurel grimaced as she said it. 
 
    “It’s hard to admit, isn’t it? But that’s not even the most fascinating part. Since Kaiden and Khari have neglected their duties with you, I’ll have to teach you some of this myself.” 
 
    “What is the most fascinating part?” 
 
    Some of Sarial’s fatigue seemed to have vanished. She smoothed some of the sand near her and began to draw, speaking as her finger traced out a design. 
 
    “The Roterralar—well, really the Rahuli—have three distinct abilities. The wetta.” She drew a teardrop shape. “The relampago.” She drew two jagged lines that crossed behind the teardrop. “And the magnetelorium.” She drew three parallel lines behind the teardrop as well, centered on the fat part of the drawing. “Three elements working together for the good of the people. All three of these elements—metal, water, and energy—are present in the genesauri, too. There’s a symmetry to it.” 
 
    Lhaurel studied the drawing. It seemed oddly familiar, though she couldn’t place where she’d seen it before. 
 
    “What does it mean?” she asked. 
 
    Sarial shrugged. “I really don’t know. I just know there’s a connection.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them for a long moment. Lhaurel picked up a waterskin and played with the stopper. It sloshed around inside the leather. She could feel it churning, pulsing. Mirroring her thoughts. 
 
    “So you’re a wetta, then?” Sarial asked, though it was obvious she already knew. 
 
    Lhaurel nodded. 
 
    “Good, we can always use another healer.” 
 
    “You’re a—relampago, was it?” 
 
    “Yup. I can manipulate energy to an extent. Outside of battle it’s not much use to anyone. I mean, we can make glass, but outside of pretty ornaments, what good is glass?” 
 
    “How does energy make glass?” 
 
    Sarial laughed, though it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “Glass is just heated sand. When you run energy through sand it heats up and melts into glass. The genesauri, do it too. Genesauri nests aren’t really nests at all. When they crackle with energy, it melts the sand and forms a thin glass tube. Then sand gets blown into it but stays loose instead of getting all packed together.” She got to her feet, legs a little wobbly. “Well, I need to get back to my work.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, getting to her feet as well. “Thanks, Sarial.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For reminding me to never be afraid of what others think of you.” She smiled wryly. 
 
    Sarial gave her an odd smile, obviously not sure how to respond, and then left. 
 
    Inside herself, Lhaurel laughed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The tent flap rustled as Taren stepped inside, his cold eyes taking in the small dark room and alighting on Marvi’s still form along one side of the room. She watched as his silhouette drew near and reached out a hand to wake her. 
 
    “I am awake, Taren,” she said. 
 
    He grunted, unsurprised at having found her awake. 
 
    She half sat up, curiosity overcoming her tiredness. Since becoming Warlord, Taren had not spent much time within the camp. As was customary, he’d spent a large amount of his time with the other Warlords, boasting of past conquests and forming new alliances or renewing old rivalries. In Marvi’s opinion, it was inevitable that men would take any excuse they could find to swill down some wine and brag about highly embellished deeds of yesteryear. But she had expected other things from Taren. Especially after all she had done to aide him in his quest. She had, after all, killed her husband for the man. And helped him bypass her own sons for leadership of the clan. 
 
    “Get up, woman. The clans are all gathering at the well.” His voice was gruff, and Marvi detected more than a trace of irritation. Or arrogance. It was hard for her to tell with Taren sometimes. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked as she rose and pulled on clothes that lay near the bed. 
 
    Taren ignored her and pushed out the door into the night outside. 
 
    She had heard movement outside her tent earlier but had simply written it off as one of the patrols sweeping through camp a bit too vigilantly for their own good. She had meant to have words with Taren about that later but never got the opportunity. Now, as she pulled the tent flap door out of the way and stepped out into the cool night air, she realized that the sound had been the noise of the camp emptying. She joined the throng of people hurrying from their tents, all headed in the same direction. Warriors were scattered amongst the throng, carrying swords or spears, but they were sparse. More common were women wearing the yellow shufari or mothers with children clutching sleepily at their mother’s skirts. She nearly knocked Saralhn over as she hurried to catch up to Taren. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Marvi asked, grabbing Taren on the shoulder. 
 
    He spun around and backhanded her across the face, knocking her to the ground. 
 
    She fell hard, clutching at her bruised face, eyes wide with shock more than fear or pain. No one even stopped to see if she was alright or to help her to her feet. 
 
    Taren stood over her, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword and the other pointing down at her. “Never touch me again, woman,” he said, voice soft. “You are no longer the Warlord’s wife. You do not wear the blue.” 
 
    Cold anger flashed through her, but she quelled the bitter retort on her lips. 
 
    She no longer wore the blue shufari, it was true. Instead she now wore the white of a widow, the same as so many others. But Jenthro had not defined her before. Authority was earned. She had put Taren in the position he was in now. She could just as easily take it back away from him or allow it to be taken from him. Her expression hardened, and in her mind, she began planning her first moves. 
 
    “As you wish, Warlord,” she said, her eyes hard as ice. Whatever passion she had felt before was gone. 
 
    Taren grinned wickedly and turned back around, disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    Marvi made to get to her feet and felt a pair of hands grab her right arm from behind to help hoist her up. Marvi looked over her shoulder. Saralhn stood there, supporting her weight. In the light of a passing torch, Marvi could make out a large purple bruise on the young woman’s cheek. 
 
    She pulled her arm free and dusted off her clothes. “Go,” Marvi said curtly. 
 
    Saralhn nodded, melding with the passing throng. 
 
    Taren stood atop the speaking stone at the exact center of the Oasis. He looked out at the assembled masses that were huddled together in familial and clan groups. Marvi noted that the Frierd were short on numbers, but the Sidena were fewer still. The journey to the Oasis had cost them dearly. 
 
    What was Taren doing leading the meeting? 
 
    He reared himself up and began to speak. “Brethren.” His voice boomed out through the darkness. “I have called this gathering to share with you glad tidings before fell news. There is hope once more for our people.” 
 
    Somewhere in the crowd, someone yawned loudly, and another voice called out, “If it’s not about special fruit that can make you fly, it’s not good enough to get us out of bed.” 
 
    Taren’s face remained outwardly calm, but Marvi, who was studying him closely, saw the tightening of his jaw, the set of his shoulder. 
 
    He grinned through tight lips and continued onward. “This is the defining moment of our civilization.” 
 
    His soft voice quieted the crowd as easily as if it had been a thunderclap. 
 
    “And with as much magic in it as your special fruit.” Taren drew a small knife and began to idly trim his nails while he talked, not looking down at his hands while he worked. “I ask you, brethren, how is it that we take down a sailfin? How do we defend ourselves against genesauri when we are not walking the stoneways or here within the Oasis? I answer for you. We band together. Two or three warriors pool their talents and skill to fell the foul beasts, each one defending and protecting the other. The strong survive and the weak are left to die.” 
 
    There was a murmuring note of agreement from the crowd. Many of the warriors were nodding. The women mostly had their heads down, tending to tired children, though even those that had no children seemed intent on the intricacies of the sand at their feet. 
 
    Marvi, for her part, pressed careful attention to every word. What was Taren about? He was getting powerful if no one had stopped him yet. Too powerful, maybe, for her to take down. 
 
    “Unity,” Taren continued. “It is a lifeline against futility and loneliness. It is a flame of hope against the darkest night. I will never be able to describe the joy of being faced by death and having one of your brethren spit in the devil’s eye and bring you back to life again. We are brothers-in-arms against danger. Protectors of each other.” 
 
    The yawner from earlier repeated his prior show of boredom. It was a large man with a thick black beard and long hair tied back behind his ears. He was muscular and tall, if a little on the uglier side. The moonlight highlighted the silver scars that scoured a line down the middle of his nose, giving him an ethereal cast. 
 
    Taren pointed at him with the dagger he’d been using to trim his nails. The people around the man shied away as Taren spoke. 
 
    “You there, warrior, speak your mind.” 
 
    The man grunted and shrugged, shifting his weight from one foot to another. It was obvious that he didn’t like the attention he was getting, nor did he want to speak, but pride forced him to respond. 
 
    “What do you want, man?” he asked, his voice a deep rich drawl. “I know yeh don’t want nothing to do with unity. Yer just making a show of all this since yer a new Warlord. Cut out the crap and get to the point.” 
 
    Marvi let out a small silent whistle of grudging admiration and incredulity. The man had no small amount of courage. Maybe he wasn’t half bad to look at. The scars gave him character. 
 
    Some of the women who had had their heads down glanced up for a moment, looking to see who had spoken. 
 
    Atop the speaking stone, Taren regarded the man coolly and then turned slowly where he stood, raising his hands high, one hand still clutching his dagger. “What do we do when there is a sandtiger amongst the flocks?” He fell silent, waiting for the crowd to respond. 
 
    “Chase it away,” several voices shouted. 
 
    Taren smiled and shook his head with a small chuckle. “A temporary solution at best. What do you do?” 
 
    “Move the sheep away,” one of the women called. 
 
    Again Taren shook his head and smiled. The hand holding the dagger flourished slightly so that the weapon flipped over and left him holding the blade by the point. 
 
    “Worse answer yet. You band together, and you eliminate the threat. If you do not, the sandtiger gets it in its head that this is an easy source of food. 
 
    “This is a simple way to survive. You subjugate yourself to it since it will keep coming back until the problem is gone. Not only that, you track it back to its nest and eliminate its mate, its cubs, all of them. You wipe out the threat once and for all.” 
 
    He was facing away from the man who had spoken, but Marvi saw Taren’s body tense a moment before he spun at the torso and his arm pumped, letting the dagger fly. It was a masterful throw, one only a handful of warriors within the Oasis could make, but the dagger spun through the air end over end, glittering in the torch gleam and moonlight, before finding its mark in the man’s eye. 
 
    He slumped to the ground with a silent, futile groan. 
 
    The assembled clans immediately cried out in anger, shock, and surprise. Marvi tensed and clutched at her throat. What had Taren just done? The water oaths that governed the actions of all the clans within the Oasis forbade the shedding of another’s blood. They protected the clans from each other and from themselves. For three months each year, there was peace within the Oasis. Not in living memory had that been violated. It was one of the things that actually kept the clans together. Violations of the water oaths were punished by the clans as a whole, not by any one Warlord, but by all of them together. She expected one of the other Warlords to shout out in protest, but none of them spoke up. In fact, she didn’t see any of the other Warlords in the crowd. Other voices cried out in the din, asking the same questions. 
 
    “The water oaths!” 
 
    “Murderer!” 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    Saralhn pushed through the crowd, going to the man’s side and rolling him over. She checked his pulse as shouts assailed Taren. After a moment, she moved her hand away from his throat, dripping with blood, and shook her head. 
 
    Taren raised his hands for silence, and the shouting slowly died away. He radiated a sense of confidence that Marvi found disconcerting. He didn’t seem even remotely concerned that he had violated every oath that the desert people held sacred. In fact, he seemed coldly delighted. 
 
    Marvi felt a strange itch creep down her arms, and she hugged them to her chest. 
 
    “The genesauri are coming,” he said. “All of them. They are coming here. If we do not stand united, we will be destroyed. We will be their easy source of food. Just like the sandtigers, we have to hunt them down and destroy them.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Someone shouted, bravely voicing what everyone else was thinking.[image: ] 
 
    Taren arched an eyebrow, his wrinkled face growing even more wrinkled at the gesture. 
 
    “This man was an enemy of the unity. I am upholding the water oaths. I am preventing the shedding of innocent blood. Those who do not stand with me only further their own destruction. The genesauri are coming, and we will destroy them. And I will lead you in that great battle.” 
 
    Silence reigned. But it was more than simple silence. Among the women, the silence was the silence of despair and resignation. The silence that fills a room after the death of a loved one. The loss of hope and peace in the face of devastating truth. Among many of the warriors and men that made up the lesser half of the group, the silence was of disbelief and anger, the silence of a man who simply did not know what to say or how to say it. Yet among the children the loudest silence lived. Among them was the silence of fear. Fear because they simply did not understand but felt the emotions radiate from their parents and those around them.[image: ] 
 
    Marvi looked out into this silence and found herself a participant in all three. 
 
    After a long moment, someone finally spoke. “The Warlords will not agree to this.” 
 
    Taren smiled and then whistled shrilly. Marvi felt a twinge in her left knee as horror welled up within her and clawed its way toward her mouth. At the edges of the crowd, shapes began to take form. Shapes of men with weapons drawn, glinting in the torchlight. The approaching men formed a ring around the crowd, weapons pointed inward. Marvi recognized the middle warrior as Alarian, Warlord of the Frierd. Three of the men stepped forward in front of the others and raised round objects into the sky. Each man held the head of one of the other Warlords. 
 
    Taren smiled and looked down at the man who had spoken. “I really don’t think they’ll object.” 
 
    Marvi raised a hand to her mouth, horrified. How had she let this man take charge of her clan? Looking back, she could clearly see how he’d manipulated her, pulling on her strings like some outcast puppet. He’d planned this from the beginning, hoping to take over not just the Sidena but all the clans. He’d eliminated all the competition. 
 
    She stopped as realization hit her. She looked up at him. His gaze fell on her, and he smiled. She realized, as pain blossomed in her back and a dagger worked its way toward her heart from behind, that she’d supported the wrong man. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel paused halfway through the form she had been practicing, one foot raised about a foot above the ground. She held her balance perfectly, unconsciously, as she recognized Kaiden’s approach. 
 
    He was out in the hall still, but she had mastered isolating her ability down to a certain area or even to a particular person. Khari had helped her discover how to do it even though she didn’t fully understand how Lhaurel could feel everyone’s presence. 
 
    Shifting out of her stance, Lhaurel lowered her sword to her waist and sheathed it before Kaiden burst into the room, sending an aevian that was preening near the door skittering away with a screech of indignation. 
 
    His face was a storm of emotion. Lhaurel noted with concern that anger and frustration were the foremost, though it was intermingled with a smattering of resignation and, oddly, eagerness. He noticed her, and his expression slipped smoothly into one of surprise. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Lhaurel? Weren’t you in the greatroom?” 
 
    “I needed some fresher air.” She smiled and then noticed on the edges of her senses that others were approaching the eyrie, too. Tieran and his twin were among them. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Sarial thinks she found what’s driving the genesauri,” he said carefully. “Makin Qays has ordered two whole flights to investigate and destroy the place if possible. That should stop them from being driven toward the Oasis.” 
 
    There was uncertainty in his voice, an edge of indecision. 
 
    “What is it?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “Sarial wasn’t very specific. But something big.” 
 
    Lhaurel rolled her eyes but let his sarcasm pass. He seemed distracted. 
 
    “Well, be safe. And watch out for Sarial.” She knew that if she were allowed to tag along, he would have mentioned it already. Yet a part of her wanted to go with him. She was only half surprised to realize that only part of it was curiosity about what was driving the genesauri. The larger part was a desire to be with Kaiden. 
 
    “Why? Because she thinks you’re stealing me away from her?” He smiled and winked at her. 
 
    Lhaurel felt warmth spread across her chest and color bloomed on her cheeks. So he knew Sarial had feelings for him, too. It had taken Sarial’s little show earlier for Lhaurel to realize her own feelings for Kaiden were growing into something beyond friendship. She found that odd, considering how much she’d distrusted him. A small part of her still did, but the seed was slowly starting to grow. 
 
    He stepped forward suddenly and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “Stay safe,” he said. Then he was off, hurrying to call Skree-lar as the other members of the flights entered the eyrie. 
 
    Lhaurel watched him go, one hand on her cheek where the feeling of his lips still burned.
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    Chapter 17: A Lake of Tears 
 
    “Briane. Dear, sweet Briane. I know the voice of the girl child screaming. What have they done to you? I cannot believe these dreams. They are illusions brought about by the enemy. I cannot believe them. I simply cannot. 
 
    “I know the voice the of the girl child screaming. Am I the cause of those screams?” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Pain is the thief’s mask in the dead of night. It creeps up in the quiet moments when there is nothing else around and steals away hope and love and pride. It is the silent messenger that comes to announce that the best efforts are futile. But it is also a lie. 
 
    Gavin trudged doggedly through the long, dark passages. The greatsword was still a cane in his hands, an extra limb to grant his aching body support. The pain in his chest had turned to a fiery inferno long since. He had thought before that maybe some of his ribs were broken. Now he was sure that at least two of them were. If he only had some numbweed or nettleberry sap to chew to dull the pain. But as long as he was wishing for what he didn’t have, he could use a torch, some water, and something to eat, preferably a juicy haunch of lamb. His mouth watered at the thought, and his stomach grumbled in protest. 
 
    Rest stops came every time he passed through ragged patches of light that streamed down through jagged openings in the ceiling. As he rested, he studied the breaks and the rubble strewn beneath them. Invariably, the edges of the breaks were worn smooth with age, pounded by the wind and sand until they had been rounded down. None of them were fresh and none of them were in a position where they offered him any chance of escape. 
 
    After an indeterminate time, his arms became leaden and his legs too weary to move, yet he forced himself to simply put one foot in front of the other. Left and then right. Left and then right. He repeated the words in his mind, using them like a beacon to guide him forward. It was a testament to his pure and all-consuming exhaustion that he walked right by a lit torch crackling in a sconce set into the wall without even noticing it. He kept on walking, putting one foot in front of the other and almost dragging the greatsword along behind him. The hilt was locked in his swollen grip, as if the weapon had somehow become a part of him. 
 
    A cool breeze caressed his cheek, touching him with the strength of a falling feather and then passing on again. He blinked and stumbled in his step. The breeze came again. It washed over him with the strength of a sandstorm wave, though it was over and done within the space between two breaths. It was as if someone had infused new energy within him. His eyelids fluttered and his gaze snapped back into focus. Pain faded to the background. In a sudden burst of understanding, Gavin realized he was standing in a lit hallway. 
 
    Torches meant people. The wooden brands had very short lives and burned up their fuel relatively quickly. They would only last for a few hours at the most. That meant that very recently, someone had been through this very passage to light the two torches. 
 
    He straightened and adjusted his grip on the greatsword. What were people doing inside the walls of the Oasis? 
 
    Aches and pains set aside for the moment, Gavin crept forward, gaze intent for signs of movement within the tunnels. The breeze picked up again, cool and refreshing on his bruised and sweaty face. Vestiges of exhaustion still clung on stubbornly, so it took him a moment to realize that the breeze, along with being cool, carried moisture with it. Water. His stride lengthened, and he moved with a more confident step. Need made him bold, as it does to all men. Even the lowliest churl, addicted to the euphoric effects of the nettleberry pods, became bold when need drove him to obtain more of his addictive substance. Or so Gavin’s grandmother had said. 
 
    The passageway curved to the right and sloped downward, leading down into the wall. Gavin followed it and passed several other torches set into the wall. The walls here showed the signs of recent and frequent use, blackened walls behind and above the torches where soot had not yet been scrubbed away. A clear path in the sand and dust on the passageway floor where feet had trodden recently. From the breadth, depth, and number of tracks, Gavin guessed that anywhere from six to eight men had passed through there as recently as an hour ago. His grip on the greatsword’s hilt tightened. 
 
    What was going on? Maybe he’d hit his head harder than he thought, or else he was so badly wounded that he was beginning to hallucinate, like a man driven to heat exhaustion by prolonged exposure to the sun. 
 
    Several side passages branched off from the main artery, but Gavin ignored them and continued to follow the main passageway downward and to the right. His aches were beginning to return with a vengeance, and he hadn’t run across anyone else in the passage despite the signs of their passing. He had to stay vigilant. He had a strange feeling that whatever was going on here wasn’t natural. There was a sense of the ethereal to it. 
 
    The passage ended in a cavern large enough to hold all the clans together and have room to spare, a room whose entirety was completely covered in water except for a narrow strip of grey-brown stone down the center that lead toward the opposite wall. Torchlight glittered off the surface of the vast lake. It stretched out several hundred spans, reflecting the light off its shimmering surface. A symphony of dripping water echoed off the walls. 
 
    Without conscious thought on his part, Gavin stumbled forward, lost in the alien beauty of such vast amounts of water collected in one place. A cool mist dusted his face as he walked, his step suddenly surer at the touch. He neared the far wall and realized his own insignificance in the face of such grandeur. 
 
    Light cast odd shadows against the base of the wall. The narrow walkway widened, creating a narrow patio along the wall. Hundreds of small cubbyholes were carved into the rock. Most of them had strange glass bottles in them that shone dully in the torchlight. The dust hung thick upon them, a grey-brown patina of age dusted with neglect. Switching the greatsword to his left hand, Gavin reached out to pull one of the glass cylinders free. 
 
    Before his fingers closed over the bottle, a murmur of echoing voices reached his ears. His heart raced. Years of his grandmother’s constant nagging asserted themselves within his mind. Those who remain calm while others are in panic are those who can create change. They are those who can rule. 
 
    Clutching the bottle and the greatsword to him, Gavin hurried into the shadows where two walls met, resting at the edge of the stone in a crouch. The shadows played along the wall and atop the water’s surface around him. That, coupled with the dust and grime that still covered him from his earlier fall, served as a ready shield against prying eyes. 
 
    Presently, a handful of figures came into view from the mouth of the cavern, voices raised in heated debate. The voices echoed over one another, distorting the words and dulling them as if they had been shouted during the middle of a sandstorm. But as the figures drew closer, the meaningless words resolved into a fierce argument between two men. 
 
    “Yes, they had to die.” The speaker’s voice was light. “When one of the goats in the herd becomes diseased, a wise shepherd kills it before it can infect the others. Only an ignorant man would let the sickness spread. Yes, the remaining goats will now look at their master in fear, but perhaps that is for the best. Fear is a great motivator of obedience.” 
 
    “But we’re not talking about sick goats.” The other man’s voice was hard and cold. Angry. 
 
    “Ah, but we are. These were but the first deaths. There will be more. There must be more. The herd is infected, and the sick ones have to die. You agreed to this. It is all a part of the plan. We must stand united, or we will all die.” 
 
    The two men came close, stopping at one of the cubbyholes and taking out a glass canister. The second man kept silent as the pair turned around and headed back out the way they had come. 
 
    Gavin let out his breath in a low hiss. What in the seven hells was going on? 
 
    * * * 
 
    At first Lhaurel didn’t understand what she was seeing. A small bird fluttered through the cavernous eyrie mouth and alighted on the ground near her. Smaller birds avoided the eyrie as if it were a den of snakes. The aevians would devour anything foolish enough to stray into their territory. It wasn’t until she saw the narrow strip of parchment attached to the bird’s leg that she realized why the bird was there and why none of the aevians had so much as given it a passing glance. 
 
    She turned to one of the worker women busy cleaning the genesauri carcasses. “Go get Khari.” 
 
    She reached out a hand and the bird obediently hopped up onto her finger. She carefully untied the note, and the bird leapt from her hand and flew away, back toward wherever it was that Khari kept her messenger birds. Lhaurel was just about to unravel the small scroll when she sensed Khari approaching. 
 
    Since the casts had left, everyone in the warren had been on edge. The tension had led to more than one spat with Khari during training, which generally meant that what little training there was occurred in the first few minutes of the lesson before either of them could get into the stride of an emotional outburst. 
 
    Khari pushed open one of the doors with more force than was necessary. From the set of her shoulders and the expression on her face, it was clear that she and Makin Qays had been arguing again. Lhaurel had never heard them expressly fight, but she suspected that their arguments revolved around how to respond to the growing threat to the Rahuli. 
 
    Lhaurel handed Khari the note. The woman snatched it out of her hands without a word of thanks. 
 
    “It’s addressed to you,” Khari said after a moment. 
 
    Lhaurel held out a hand for it, but Khari unraveled it herself and read the brief text. Her brow furrowed, and then suddenly she swore. 
 
    “Damn him to the seven hells,” she said, nearly tearing the note in two. “Damn him.” 
 
    “What?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    Khari turned to her and distractedly handed her the miniature scroll. It read, Lhaurel. Taren has taken over rule of the clans. Other Warlords are dead. It was not signed. 
 
    “But how—” Lhaurel started, but Khari cut her off. 
 
    “We’ve got to tell Makin,” she said, spinning on her heel and almost running back the way she had come. “Gather those you can to the council room.” 
 
    Lhaurel waited a moment, and then she ignored the order and ran after her. She caught up just as Khari was passing the news to Makin Qays. 
 
    “Sidena has taken over the Oasis.” The force of her words made Makin Qays turn to regard her with furrowed brow. “All the other Warlords are dead. Taren leads them.” 
 
    Lhaurel wondered how detailed the reports were that Khari gave him that she could refer to Taren by name. 
 
    Makin Qays’s furrowed brow contracted even further. He reached a hand up and scratched at his scraggly beard. It was the first time that Lhaurel had seen him look so disheveled. 
 
    “If it’s true, this isn’t good. What does he want besides the power?” Makin Qays leaned forward. “We need to confirm this report, though I will make preparations here either way. Send someone to the Oasis to double check.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Khari interjected. “We’ve never been well received even when protected by the water oaths. If they really have killed the other Warlords and this Taren has taken charge as some self-proclaimed king, then the water oaths are worthless. Anyone who goes would be risking their lives, especially after the last time.” 
 
    “We risk our lives every time we go out there,” Makin Qays said. 
 
    Lhaurel found that she was chewing her bottom lip and stopped herself. Khari looked like she was about to speak further, but Lhaurel interrupted up before she could. 
 
    “Warlord,” Lhaurel said in a somewhat hesitant voice. “I agree with the matron. It would not be wise to send someone in right now. Especially not a woman.” 
 
    Makin turned to regard her as he leaned back in his chair and cupped one hand under his chin. He raised an eyebrow at her. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Khari looked over at her, too, awaiting her response. 
 
    “I don’t know much about politics and leadership,” she said. “But I do know this man, Taren. I was married to him for a short time. He loves control and spends a great deal of time showing people his power over them.” She raised her arm to show him the fresh scar on her wrist where the marriage dagger had sealed the bond. “I was his fifth wife.” 
 
    Makin Qays blinked. “Then we should proceed as if this message is correct for now and make plans accordingly. What is Taren’s plan? Why is he doing this? I will meet with the cast leaders and Sarial when they return from their mission. The genesauri are the more present threat right now, but perhaps the two are not unrelated.” He nodded to Lhaurel as if thanking her for her opinion. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do about getting more information to see what this Taren plans as well,” Khari said. 
 
    Makin Qays nodded, both in agreement and in dismissal. Lhaurel inclined her head toward the man slightly and turned to leave. 
 
    Just then, a deep, resonating sound reverberated through the room, a rolling, thunderous note. Lhaurel instantly reached out her senses, pushing them to their furthest limitations. The warren sprang to life in her mind, each individual within it passing through Lhaurel’s consciousness with a light touch before she found what she was looking for. 
 
    “Kaiden and the others are back,” she said, fixing on his presence. “They—” She hesitated. There was something wrong about the way he felt. He felt somehow lessened, weaker, like—like Honric did before he died. Without pausing to give an explanation outside of the color draining from her face, Lhaurel turned and dashed down the passageway toward the eyrie. 
 
    Her breath came in long, labored gasps, but she pushed herself onward, bursting into the eyrie only a few minutes after leaving the council room. To Lhaurel, it had felt like an eternity. A throng of people and aevians bustled about at the opposite side of the room, a cacophonous wave of indistinguishable sound rolling from them. She caught pieces of conversation and whispers between them among wails of grief and despair. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t slow her run as she raced toward the group. Pushing through the birds and people there, not caring if she offended anyone, Lhaurel forced her way to the center of the group. Kaiden and another cast leader were there, stretched out in the sand and being attended to by a swarm of women. 
 
    “Tieran, the others?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    At the sound of her voice, Kaiden looked up. There were cuts and scrapes all over his face, and his clothes were torn and bloody. Lhaurel hoped the blood wasn’t his. 
 
    He met her eyes with tears in his own. He shook his head. “The karundin hit us.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Later that day, after Kaiden and those who’d survived had had their wounds bound and had given their reports to Makin Qays and the others, Lhaurel found herself wandering down toward the underground lake. The news of the deaths had spread through the warren like the sands from a storm. Lhaurel herself felt numb. Nearly a score of people were dead. Most of them were people that Lhaurel knew at least by sight. And Tieran. Dear, sweet, lovable Tieran. She still half expected him to appear from behind a corner and wink at her roguishly, explaining that it was all part of some elaborate scheme. 
 
    But she knew he wouldn’t. The look in Kaiden’s eyes when he’d shaken his head had told her everything she needed to know. She hadn’t seen Tieran’s wife since, but she had searched for her with her powers. The woman was locked in her rooms, and Lhaurel was not about to disturb her. Instead, she searched out the one person that she did want to comfort. The story of what had happened had spread with the rumors as well—the story of the desperate battle that had ended the lives of so many. Too many. The party had come upon the location that the first patrols had found, a patch of sand that shone like glass and was ringed by dozens of thin metal poles that stuck up into the air. When they had landed, they hadn’t discovered anything of interest other than a confirmation of what they had already assumed. Something had turned the sand to glass. 
 
    They had been just about to leave when disaster had struck. Genesauri had burst up out of the sands around them, but not sailfins. Worse. Marsaisi. Lhaurel shuddered. She’d never seen one of the colossal beasts, but stories said that they were almost thirty spans long and could swallow a dozen men with room to spare within their gullets. They were also nearly impossible to kill. 
 
    And then the karundin had appeared. No one would speak of it, but the despair and terror were like a wildfire, burning away hope. 
 
    Lhaurel stepped into the misty air of the lake chamber and felt an overwhelming sense of calm and peace wash over her. Torchlight glinted from the far wall, flickering in a silent war against the shadows. Lhaurel walked along the path toward where Kaiden rested, his back against the wall. His head didn’t turn as she approached, but his eyes followed her. Lifeless eyes, sunken and hollow. She took a seat next to him and hugged her legs to her. 
 
    “Hi,” she said. Kaiden didn’t look at her, but when he spoke, his voice was cold. 
 
    “You don’t see it, do you? You’re just like Makin Qays and the rest.” The contempt in Kaiden’s voice was palpable. “Look at this place. There are enough rooms to support thousands of people here. We have running water, walls high enough to keep the genesauri at bay, and the aevians to take us wherever we wish to go. And yet we keep it to ourselves. We hoard what we have instead of sharing it. We let others die because we are too possessive of our power to take them in. And we justify our role as deity by remembering those we’ve lost with bands on our arms.” 
 
    He sighed in disgust and turned away from her, waving a dismissive, bandaged hand. A thin red mist seemed to envelope him, and some small bits of metal on the floor rose up and started spinning in intricate patterns in front of him. Lhaurel shifted closer and placed a hand on his sleeve, pulling it upward to reveal the strange banded tattoos that ran up his arm where bandages did not cover them. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    His head shifted as if he were going to look at her, but then he stopped, tugging at his sleeve until it slipped from her grip and slid down over his arm to cover the tattoos. 
 
    “Not all of us are as lucky as you, Lhaurel,” he said softly. “Not all of us were saved when our families were taken by the genesauri. My clan didn’t know that I’d fallen. They didn’t stop when my father fell or when my sister suddenly vanished in a shower of sand and gnashing teeth. They didn’t know. They had to run.” 
 
    Lhaurel waited expectantly, similar memories washing through her mind. She had thought that he would start talking about the battle now, about how he had managed to escape. But this was something else. Something much more personal. 
 
    “I fell back to help my father. He’d stumbled on a rock and rolled down the side of a dune not far from where the Stoneways were. I leapt down after him, but before I had even made it down the side of the dune, before my father could even draw his sword, a sailfin shot up out of the sand and tore off his head.” 
 
    Lhaurel gasped and put a hand to her mouth. 
 
    “I still remember the hot, salty smell of his blood. I still see the genesauri’s fangs tear into his flesh. And that is when I broke. As my clan ran off down the stoneways, I felt the power swell within me. Felt it burn. My father’s sword came alive, killing the sailfin before it could return to the sands. I watched it die. 
 
    “And then Makin Qays showed up. Plunged out of the sky on the back of his aevian. They had waited until my clan was out of sight. They had waited. A few moments earlier they could have saved him. They could have saved him. I should have saved them.” His voice caught. 
 
    “Them?” Lhaurel asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. He shrugged it away, still not looking at her. 
 
    “When they brought me here, I fought them. I fought them every single minute of every day. I hated them all. Hated that they could just sit there and let my father die. Hated that they could just sit here and make these grand claims that they’ve given up allegiance to their clans, but they still find ways of protecting those they care most about. They only saved me because one of their wetta sensed me break. They usually wait until they’re older, like you, but I broke young. 
 
    “I hated the Roterralar. I vowed that one day I would make each one of them pay the price for the blood on their hands. They would pay for their selfishness.” A sound broke through his words, a ragged, broken sob that only intensified with the echo. “Now I’m one of them. I let them die. I should have saved Sarial. I should have saved Tieran. I should have been able to save them all.” 
 
    His sobs grew hard and Lhaurel wrapped her arms around him, letting his tears drip onto her arms and roll into the lake.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: Crumbling 
 
    “Sleep eludes me. The dreams haunt me in that realm of eternal blackness and illusion. Dreams that I cannot escape. The work holds me now. Only the work. The creatures doubled in size in the first week. They seem to have slowed now. I had hopes that perhaps they would double again, but it appears that they will not reach that size. But there are others that I could try. Now that we have had success, we can try again with others.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Makin Qays drummed his fingers against the thick wood of the table. The staccato sound echoed only lightly against the walls, but even if it had sounded like a drum, he would not have heard it. 
 
    The world was quickly devolving into chaos around him. The stability he had worked so hard for during the last several decades was gone in the space of only a few fortnights. Half the Roterralar were dead, and the genesauri were descending upon the Oasis. For some reason, a part of him doubted that the walls would hold them at bay. 
 
    He swallowed and cursed his foul mood. Then he swallowed again and cursed his cursing. He had every right to be in a foul mood. The leader of the mystics was dead, Tieran was dead, and the responsibility of all the lives in the desert were suddenly resting upon his shoulders in a very real sense for the first time since he had gotten his first patch of grey hairs. He had always been the Warlord of the Roterralar, but the clans had needed little in the way of protection of late. Simple raids, diversionary measures, and the occasional assistance in finding a new warren where the water supply would more readily be found. 
 
    And now this. 
 
    He grunted and began to pace. His choices were limited. He could let the genesauri roam rampant and unchecked, or he could kill what he could before they reached the Oasis. The nagging, cautious part of him argued that the clans in the Oasis, united or not, would need the smaller numbers. He simply could not rely on the walls to keep them at bay. Maybe they could get the sailfin packs to turn back if they harried them enough. They’d only tried a few smaller raids. Maybe it was time to try something larger. 
 
    He grimaced and called one of the younger aevian riders to him. He gave the order. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel fought down a wave of emotion as she tightened the girth strap on Fahkiri’s saddle and then checked the straps on her own harness. Four full casts were there, almost a score of aevian riders and a handful of mystics. Kaiden worked near her, his hands methodical but quick on the straps. He noticed her looking at him and smiled. She smiled back. He was recovering well. 
 
    She had not expected him to come on this raid, but he appeared along with the rest of those who had survived the disaster of the day before. There were still bandages on his arms, though he had removed the ones from his hands. She had held him long into the night while he let his emotions run. The intimacy had been overwhelming. Part of her had longed for him to reach up and kiss her, or hold her in return, his strong arms wrapping around her body and holding her tight. She blushed slightly as she remembered the dreams that had come that night after she had drifted off to sleep. They had involved far more than kissing. 
 
    Kaiden moved closer to her and whispered, “Stay close to me. Just do what I do, and you’ll be fine.” What was he doing comforting her? He was the one who should have been nervous. And yet her hand shook as she leapt up into the saddle and set about attaching the support leads. 
 
    Kaiden put a hand on her leg and opened his mouth to say something, but Fahkiri hissed at him. He shrugged, walked over to Skree-lar, and climbed into the saddle. 
 
    Lhaurel continued to feel the warmth of his touch on her leg long after he let go. 
 
    Near the mouth of the cavern, Khari leapt atop Gwyanth’s back and shouted for quiet. Tieran’s wife sat astride a small aevian behind her, her face dark and brooding. Lhaurel felt a pang of sadness that she’d never learned the woman’s name. 
 
    Makin Qays appeared through one of the side caverns, outfitted in fine robes of deep blue and with a sword belted at his waist. A large axe poked over one shoulder. 
 
    The few remaining whispers broke off. 
 
    “This is not a normal raid,” Makin Qays shouted, his voice carrying a weight and solemnity Lhaurel had not heard before. “We’re not there to just kill a few and run. We’re not fighting to delay. We are fighting to destroy.” 
 
    The stillness and silence that fell over the assembled warriors was deafening. 
 
    “Scores of our brethren have fallen. Let us repay them in kind!” Makin Qays whistled sharply and a massive aevian dropped from its roost high along the wall and landed in the sand in front of him. The majestic creature stood well above any of the other aevians, white plumage spotted with black and gold. Makin leapt up onto the creature’s back, not bothering to clip in, and the aevian lunged into the air. 
 
    “Follow me,” Kaiden shouted to Lhaurel over the din of flapping wings and shouts from the riders. “Bank left once you’re away and follow me down.” 
 
    “Down where?” Lhaurel tried to shout back, but her voice was lost in the rush of wind as Fahkiri launched into the air. 
 
    Lhaurel was buffeted by swirling wind from the aevians ahead of her. Her hair flapped and tugged at the base of her scalp as Fahkiri banked and followed the other aevians, turning in a great arc that took them back toward the face of the red sandstone cliff that hid the Roterralar Warren. She wished that she had tied it back or at least tucked it into her clothes. For a moment, she considered doing it as they flew, but just then Fahkiri banked again to avoid a group of aevians and their riders winging back up from beneath them. Light glinted off the sharp steel of the long spears they now clutched. 
 
    Skree-lar winged around to get in front of them. Kaiden gestured sharply to the left and Lhaurel glanced in the direction he was pointing. There was an opening in the sandstone wall, almost as large as the entrance to the eyrie, through which the aevians were entering and exiting again almost as quickly as they had landed. Beryl’s smithy. 
 
    Fahkiri landed a moment behind Skree-lar. As soon as they had, a pair of the long spears flew toward them through the air of their own accord. Kaiden snatched his out of the air and tucked it under one arm, the long haft extending a few spans upward and behind him. It was so long, in fact, that it would have dragged along the ground if he had been holding it anywhere close to the middle of the haft. 
 
    “Hold the lance like this,” Kaiden said. “Watch me when the fighting begins. Fly high. The smaller aevians are the bait. We are the real fighters.” 
 
    Lhaurel grabbed the lance from the air and mimicked Kaiden’s movements, holding it beneath one arm. Someone shouted at them to get out of the way, and with a sharp whistle from their riders, Fahkiri and Skree-lar wheeled about and launched themselves into the air as several other aevians landed in the forge. Lhaurel felt a thrill as they flew back along with the group. Part of the group climbed higher while a much larger portion dove toward the ground and remained a few spans above the dune tops. The young aevians, small and quick. They and their riders flew in intricate patterns over the sand. 
 
    Lhaurel fell into the joy of the flight. Wind tugged at the long lance in her hand. The haft was of pure, solid metal, though it was far lighter than she would have expected. The length was unwieldy and that added a sense of weight without having any real effect. The blade itself, almost a span above her head, was almost two feet in length and had a thick crosspiece at its base. She wondered what that was for. 
 
    They flew for what seemed like an hour. The walls of the Oasis appeared on the horizon, growing larger as they flew. There came a sudden shout from below and suddenly a high-pitched screeching filled the air. The scream of a sailfin. 
 
    Lhaurel looked down over Fahkiri’s wing. 
 
    Long, lithe bodies burst from the sands by the score, wind making the flesh on their long yellow fins vibrate and produce the irritating keening. And flying among them, swords, lances, and talons flashing, were the young aevians. They darted in between the masses of sinuous sailfin bodies, almost as agile as the genesauri themselves. Talons flashed, ripping gaping holes in genesauri flesh. Lances drove in behind the heads, piercing through the other side and getting stopped by the crosspiece. The riders left the lances embedded in the corpses, letting them fall back into the sand and getting in the way of the sailfins that continued to burst upward. Those who had already dropped their lances drew swords and lashed out, cutting sailfins out of the air, some falling back to the earth in more than one piece. 
 
    High above, Lhaurel reached out with her senses. She felt the blood coursing through the Roterralar veins. Felt the thrill of adrenaline and fear that drove them onward. The aevians felt of pride and anger, lashing out against these perversions of nature with all of their might and strength. There was an abiding hatred there, a sense of generations of enduring, pervasive animosity that manifested itself in their unabated desire to kill these creatures that plagued the sands. 
 
    Makin Qays lead a group down. Lances pierced sailfin flesh, pinning corpses to the ground to be devoured by their companions. Makin Qays rolled out of his saddle, landing in the sand and throwing up dust. Above him, Lhaurel watched with a panic-stricken grip on her lance as Makin Qays pulled his axe free and dashed across the sand, dodging the sinkholes left by earlier sailfins. The man was crazy. He was going to die. 
 
    He dashed toward the nearest group of sailfins, a roiling mass of spines and flesh tearing into one of their fallen companions. His axe spun in a dizzying arc. Blood spurted and sailfin bodies joined those pierced by the lances. Makin Qays seemed to disappear among the contorting forms, and then he appeared on the other side, axe dripping blood. His aevian dropped to the sand a moment later and Makin Qays leapt into the saddle, a cry of victory springing from his lips. The Roterralar rallied around him. 
 
    Stunning pain ripped through Lhaurel’s body, pain so intense that it made her muscles seize and she almost lost her grip on the lance. Only the safety tethers on her harness kept her in the saddle. Below her, a young woman on her aevian screamed in the jaws of a sailfin. Then the scream cut off. Her aevian sent a ragged screech into the air and dove into the pack of sailfins that swarmed over the fallen Roterralar like ants on a drop of honey. Talons flashed, blood flowed, and shrieks rent the air from both genesauri and aevian alike. And then all was silent. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped and tore herself away from the scene, pulling her senses back, bruised and bloodied. Before she had pulled back, she had sensed the genesauri below the sands. Sensed all of them. They extended outward for hundreds of spans. Thousands of them. Only one small group fought them here. One small group of many. Fear and despair clutched at her heart and stilled her pounding blood. Below her, more shrieks and screams made a jarring symphony of death and pain. Lhaurel refused to look down, but some part of her couldn’t resist the pull. She looked just as the larger aevians and their riders dove in a glorious wave of steel. 
 
    They shot through the air with speed unmatched by any other creature upon the sands. Lances held out before them, Makin Qays and Khari at their head, a wave of aevians crashed into the sailfins below with devastating accuracy. Blades pierced sailfin bodies and drove them into the ground. The lances remained buried in the sand as the aevians pulled out of the dives in a swirl of wind, sand, and feathers, swords hissing out of sheaths. War cries filled the air as wave after wave of the larger aevians plunged toward the earth and killed genesauri by the dozen. Makin Qays raised his bloody axe in the air, signaling another attack. Until that moment, Lhaurel had never understood why he garnered the respect he received from the Roterralar. Now she saw. He was a warrior at heart, not a leader of a peaceful people. This was a man who fought battles with his own hands, who rallied people to him when hope seemed lost. 
 
    Kaiden and Skree-lar appeared in the chaos and press of bodies. From so high up, Lhaurel couldn’t make out many details, but she could see that he didn’t have a sword, and his lance was no longer in his hand. For a moment she felt a hint of panic as a sailfin burst out of the sand and surged through the air straight toward him. Without even pausing to think about it, Lhaurel whistled sharply and urged Fahkiri into a dive. He screeched a war cry and plunged toward the earth, aimed at Kaiden. The wind bit at her eyes, but Lhaurel refused to close them. They remained locked on Kaiden and the approaching jaws of the sailfin. She willed Fahkiri to go faster, urged him downward. She readied the lance. 
 
    The sudden impact nearly tore her arm from its socket. The lance pierced genesauri flesh as easily as if it had been passing through butter, but then it struck something solid and was wrenched free from her grasp. She let it fall and readied herself against the sudden lurching, gut-wrenching change of direction that she knew was coming. 
 
    A single clarion note cut through it all, a solitary thought that gave her both peace and stability against the chaos and noise and death that filled her eyes and ears and nose around her. Kaiden was safe. She had saved him. 
 
    And then she and Fahkiri slammed into the ground. Her head struck something hard and the leather leads in her harness snapped. Momentum carried her off Fahkiri’s back. Sand filled her mouth and ground into her flesh, tearing the skin. As quickly as she could, Lhaurel scrambled to her feet, spitting. Dazed confusion clouded her mind for a moment, but then her gaze fell upon her brave aevian. Dark blood pumped from the hole through his chest. 
 
    No. Lhaurel dropped to her knees, ignoring the blood that flowed from a dozen wounds. Not Fahkiri. Please, no. 
 
    The sailfin’s corpse lay a few feet away, lance through its middle, purple spines along its back lay broken and covered in blood, the same deep, red blood that stained Fahkiri’s feathers and painted the sands. Lhaurel ignored the sounds of fighting around her, ignored the geysers of sand that heralded the arrival of even more genesauri. 
 
    Fahkiri cried weakly. His legs twitched spasmodically as the sailfin venom worked its way through his veins. Black eyes met Lhaurel’s. There was sadness there. 
 
    No, she was not about to give up on him so easily. Hands went over the wound, a meager bandage against the flow. Blood pumped up between her fingers, hot and strong. She could feel it. She could feel it. 
 
    She gasped and reached out to the other part of herself, the mystical part of her that rushed through her blood. The powers answered. The sense of the blood was much stronger than when she had felt the water. She could feel each pump of Fahkiri’s heart with a sudden clarity that wrapped around her and gave her strength. A thin film of red mist enveloped her. With every bit of strength she could muster, she willed the blood to stop flowing, willed it back into the aevian’s body. A reservoir of untapped power had suddenly opened up to her. Khari’s training provided her the path to channel it downward between her fingers. 
 
    The pool of red around her knees shrank. Blood flowed back up into Fahkiri’s body, forced back through the wound. Flesh knit together beneath her fingers, the blood within it obeying her command. She was master of the substance. She ruled it, and it bent to her will. The bloody mist around her dissipated as the wound sealed itself back up and Fahkiri rolled awkwardly to his feet, his screeches sounding as awed and confused as Lhaurel felt. 
 
    Lhaurel fell back onto her buttocks, realizing that she was shaking. Her hands trembled and shook, but they were clean of blood. Every last drop of it had been forced back through Fahkiri’s wound. 
 
    The aevian stretched his wings experimentally, afraid that he wouldn’t be able to. When he didn’t feel any pain, he stretched his wings to their fullest, reared back his head, and screamed into the sky. Behind him, a sailfin dropped to the ground and sent a shower of sand into the air. Chunks of the sand hit the ground near Lhaurel and dusted her with a fine gritty spray. 
 
    She blinked and raised a shaky hand to brush the sand from her face. As she did so, the ground beneath her trembled. Something massive burst out of the sand next to her, sending her tumbling down the side of a dune. Fahkiri screeched in anger, rage, and pain as a genesauri as big around as a dozen sailfins together shot up out of the sand and then arched back downward, swallowing Fahkiri whole and plunging back into the depths of the sand. 
 
    Something inside Lhaurel broke. She felt it shatter as she watched the marsaisi’s long, stocky body and spotted tail slip back beneath the sand. 
 
    She had just saved him. Fahkiri had been dying and she had healed him. She had just saved him. 
 
    Her mind felt numb, and yet at the same time, a torrent of swelling power grew within her, and her senses blasted outward like a raging storm. The wind kicked up and shot outward from her as her power grew, the sands radiating outward in a circle and following the path of the whipping wind. The sand rolled outward in waves like ripples upon the surface of water. 
 
    Lhaurel felt the genesauri in the sands beneath her feet. She felt the marsaisi turning in the sand, pushing upward against the force beneath the sands that let it pass into the air. She felt it, felt the blood pulsing within it. Felt it and reached out to it. 
 
    A red mist formed around her. Power blossomed in her chest, a bittersweet burgeoning of pure strength that made the earlier reservoir seem like a candle beneath the sun. The red cloud grew as she continued to pull on the blood. The marsaisi burst up from the sand, twisting and writhing in a great and terrible pain. 
 
    Lhaurel stared at it without pity, ignoring its flailing body and the waves of sand that flew in the air and were blasted away from her by the screaming wind. She reached out to the blood within it. Reached out to and drained it from the creature’s body. And as she did, the power within her grew, grew to a strength that she simply could not contain. The wind screamed around her, whipping up dust. A scream of pure agony and terror and ecstasy ripped from her throat. The red cloud of blood and sand grew and thickened until she was hidden within it, a pool of red that bubbled and hissed as if it were steaming. 
 
    The marsaisi seemed to shrink, the skin wrinkling and desiccating until all that remained was skin plastered against bone and a thick, plated skull. It flopped onto the sand and remained there, lifeless. A dozen sailfins burst from the sand, screeching toward her. 
 
    Kaiden landed in front of her, shards of metal flying from both his hands in a steely cloud. The metal shards whipped through the air, forming a protective ring around him and Lhaurel. Anything that got close was torn apart by the swirling metal, spraying the air with blood and bits of ragged flesh. 
 
    Lhaurel remained in the pool of blood, laughing in the sheer power of it. It raged within her like a tempest contained within a bottle. Her blood boiled and then turned icy in turns, racing through her veins in time to the throbbing, roiling masses of the blood that surrounded her in the air. A horn sounded, calling for a retreat. She sensed them leaving, sensed the hundreds of dead and dying genesauri here. And then she knew no more.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: Choosing Death 
 
    “The clans have given me another to assist me. I do not know her name. I fear to ask it. Will the enemy use her against me, too? Perhaps I will send her away before it happens. She shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Gavin sat with the greatsword across his lap, reading one of the scrolls in the torchlight. The scrolls were in the ancient script of his people, the Orinai, the language that his grandmother had spent so long teaching him. As a child, he had thought it wonderful to have a secret language that only he and his grandmother knew. As he’d grown older, he had wondered at its use. But now, reading the scroll, he thanked his grandmother for her constant, persistent teachings. 
 
    Hope is a solitary flame standing alone against a gale. Will alone cannot keep it alight—it requires fuel. Our hope rests close to me now, a feeble force against the coming storm. But it is all we have. There are some among the elders who would not have me try. 
 
    But the people have spoken. They accepted my plan. Me. The one that they call crone. Witch. Outcast. Now their lives rest in my hands. 
 
    What is the test of honor? To uphold the flame, or to snuff it out? 
 
    The decision has fallen to me. 
 
    The enemy has come. 
 
    The rest of the page was faded, but Gavin shuddered as he carefully rolled up the scroll and placed it back within the glass. As he did, he pondered the question in the message. What was the test of honor? His grandmother’s dying wish was that he uphold the flame. 
 
    The writings here spoke of things that didn’t exist in the Sharani Desert. Green plants and flowers and animals that would never survive the harshness of the desert adorned every page as if they were commonplace. They reminded him of the stories his grandmother had told him, tales of Eldriean and the time before the enemy came. 
 
    A noise sounded down the hall, echoing strangely against the surface of the lake. Gavin stilled, listening as it grew steadily louder and louder until the distinctive sound of it became plain. Footsteps. Someone was coming. He stowed the scroll into a pocket and rose into a crouch, greatsword held at the ready. Stepping back into the shadows, he waited in silence. 
 
    Voices drifted down to where he hid, different than the first and much less refined. 
 
    “You’ll get the work done, or you’ll be the first ones we feed to the genesauri.” A commanding voice, the contempt not even masked in the slightest. 
 
    “I don’t answer to you, m’lord. I’ll do as I’m told by me and mine.” The second voice was firm, yet there was a careful edge to it, as if he were not sure how the man he spoke to would respond. 
 
    A sickly hiss echoed through the room, the sound of bare steel sliding against leather. 
 
    Gavin almost smiled as the first speaker spoke again, his voice now flat. “You can answer to me, or you can answer to my dagger here. The choice is yours.” 
 
    The rest of the exchange was lost as the voices faded away and the speakers moved on. Gavin relaxed slightly but decided that it was time to move. He wished that he could have taken more of the scrolls with him, but the one he had would have to suffice. He needed to see more of this place, travel through the halls and see what was going on. He had a growing suspicion that this place had once housed an ancient and forgotten people, the Orinai, or some of their first descendants. His grandmother would have loved to have seen this place. He felt compelled, now, to walk it for her. And a part of him burned with curiosity to discover exactly who it was that now called this place home. 
 
    He moved forward cautiously, crossing the narrow walkway in the middle of the vast lake as quickly as he dared without creating too much noise. His wounds slowed him. He paused at the entrance to the lake room, but upon hearing nothing he moved on. He only made it a few steps before he came face-to-face with an unfamiliar, aged face. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, and then they narrowed, and he reached for his sword. 
 
    Gavin hesitated for only a moment less. With a sudden burst of strength, he shoved the man aside before he could draw his sword and dashed down the passage behind him. He turned down the first turn he came to. 
 
    Behind him, the man shouted for aide, screaming of intruders. Gavin recognized the voice through his panicked flight. It was the dagger-wielder he had overheard before. 
 
    Gavin burst into another room, large and spacious in its expanse. It was a dead end. In desperation, he searched for another way out, but there was nothing. 
 
    Behind him he heard his pursuer enter the room and slow to a measured walk. A cautious man, one who knew the folly of leaping into a situation blind. 
 
    Gavin cursed. He turned and came face-to-face with the older man again. 
 
    The man smiled, revealing gaps in his otherwise straight teeth. 
 
    “What’s a little whelp like you doing down here?” the man asked. 
 
    The only response Gavin offered was to raise his sword. 
 
    The old man’s eyes narrowed again. He recognized the surety of Gavin’s movements. 
 
    Gavin almost smiled back at him but forced his expression to remain blank and calm. His grandmother’s teachings sounded in his mind, reminding him to remain in the moment where the ripples on a pond faded and stillness began. That was the moment of balance. 
 
    The older man shifted into an aggressive stance and waded in without any further preamble. Gavin spun his blade up to block the blow, his arms tingling from the power behind it, and then shoved the blade way. They exchanged a series of quick blows, each one trying to get a gauge on the other. The other man’s smile slowly returned, and Gavin felt a cool chill prickle at the base of his skull. 
 
    The man’s blade slipped through his guard and scored a minor cut along his leg. Gavin cursed at the searing pain that raced down his leg and felt the warm, stickiness drip down its length. He slapped the blade aside before it could dart upward and do any more serious damage, but he realized in that moment that he was seriously outclassed. He knew the forms, knew them as well as anyone could without actual combat, but the man before him had weathered a thousand battles against man and beast alike. This man was the embodiment of practical application. 
 
    No! He would not die here at this strange man’s hand. He had survived without a warren or a clan to protect him since he had been a small child. 
 
    Gavin steeled himself and attacked, the greatsword in his hand spinning in rapid, arcing cuts that worked his opponent’s blade up and kept the man rocking back on his heels. Gavin stepped forward and forced the man back a step. Wind sounded in Gavin’s ears, and he felt something surging through him and up his arms. 
 
    Gavin’s blade spun in, seeming to glow with a crackling white light, and scored a small hit on the old man’s arm. It was small and barely drew blood, but the old man spat a curse and screamed in pain, stumbling back. 
 
    Gavin had survived the deaths of his parents and grandmother, had done the impossible, had conquered the Oasis walls. Energy crackled along his blade. He let it go. 
 
    He blocked a series of rapid thrusts and then deflected the older man’s blade slightly to the right, letting go of the hilt with his left hand and bringing his elbow up to smash into the other man’s nose. It shattered. 
 
    He had scaled the walls of the Oasis and discovered the place where legends claimed that the enemy had been driven back. He was not going to die here. 
 
    With a shout, Gavin took two quick steps forward and brought his sword spinning down in a great overhead chop, the glow from the sword illuminating the crags in the old man’s face, now running with blood. The old man smiled suddenly and drew his dagger in a lightning-quick motion. He caught Gavin’s blade between his dagger and sword, which he’d crossed before his face. Before Gavin could reset, before he could even react, the old man pulled the dagger out from underneath the sword and slammed it into Gavin’s gut. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Makin Qays sat with his chin in his hands, elbows resting on top of the thick wooden table in the council room. Blood still stained his robes from the morning’s battle. Only Khari was in the room with him, cheeks stained with the tears of grief. There was no one else to fill the empty chairs. This was not a council meeting. This was a meeting where a man and his wife discussed their inevitable deaths. 
 
    “Is there any sign of them?” 
 
    Khari moved around behind him and placed her arms around his neck, leaning in close. She massaged his shoulders, though her own face was strained and the grey in her hair appeared more white than grey. 
 
    “The last anyone saw of the two was when Kaiden picked her up and got her onto Skree-lar’s back. Everyone else was so busy with the regroup they didn’t see if they actually made it into the air.” 
 
    “So they’re lost now, too, then?” 
 
    “It may be that our time has ended, dear one,” she said, her voice quiet and resigned. “I do not know why the genesauri have come. But much blood has been spilt because of them. We must have killed over a hundred of the beasts, and yet they continued onward as if fleeing the flames of the seven hells. I—” She hesitated, and her hands stilled on his shoulders. “I don’t know what else to do but continue on with honor.” 
 
    “You saw them on the way back here, my wife,” Makin said, taking her hand in his own. Both were spotted with blood. “There are thousands of them. They’ll fall on the Oasis like a sandtiger on a lamb. They’ll be slaughtered. I can’t order the Roterralar to die along with them.” 
 
    Khari removed her arms from around his neck and rounded to sit on the table in front of him. She took his head in her hands and looked deeply into his eyes. 
 
    “When you became Warlord of the Roterralar, you swore an oath to protect the seven clans. You vowed to uphold the flame. You swore that you would protect them until the last breath of life left your body and the last drop of blood dripped from your veins. We must uphold that oath, or all the deaths are meaningless. Sarial died in vain. Tieran died in vain. All of them.” 
 
    “You’d have us die, then? Throw away our lives for people that don’t even know we exist?” 
 
    “If we are to die,” she replied, her eyes hardening, “then we die together. We die with them, defending the Oasis from the genesauri that would wipe them out.” 
 
    “We’d reveal ourselves.” It was not a question. 
 
    “We have no choice. The Roterralar barely survived with the numbers that we had before the deaths. Now we number only a few score. We either rejoin our parent clans, or we will cease to exist altogether. Our choice has been made for us. The time for decisions is over. The time for action is upon us.” 
 
    Makin Qays slowly lowered his hands onto the table, curling his long, worn fingers inward to form tight fists. He raised his head to look at Khari and his eyes blazed with a sudden fire. 
 
    “So be it.” 
 
    A few minutes later he stood in the greatroom, the remnants of the Roterralar arrayed below him. Makin Qays looked down at them, studying each face in turn. Wives and mothers clutched children or held their husband’s hands. Yet there was no fear in their faces, only resolve. He smiled. 
 
    “The time has come for us to uphold our oaths,” he said, not even needing to raise his voice to be heard by everyone in the room. “I leave for the Oasis as soon as I am done here. The Rahuli will know we are here after today. The Roterralar will cease to exist, one way or another. Anyone who will come with me to uphold the flame is welcome, but know that we go to die.” 
 
    He turned and headed for the eyrie. Everyone old enough to hold a lance came with him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Beryl looked up from his work when Khari entered. Sweat beaded on his brow and dripped down with a sharp hiss onto the hot metal he was working. He could have finished the task using his other abilities a dozen times over in the amount of time it had taken him just to get to this initial heating, but his mind needed the work. He had to keep the voices at bay. 
 
    “We’re emptying the warren, Beryl,” Khari said, approaching him despite the heat. “Everyone that can hold a lance or ride an aevian is needed.” 
 
    Beryl grunted, turning back to his work. He knew what she wanted, but she was going to have to ask. It wouldn’t change his answer. He couldn’t go back out there. He didn’t want to see what had become of his home. He didn’t want to see what Elyana had done so many years ago. 
 
    “Beryl, we need you.” Khari stepped closer, near enough for the sparks from the metal when his hammer struck it to come dangerously close to hitting her. “You’re our strongest magnetelorium. You’ve been around for as long as any of us can remember.” 
 
    Beryl shook his head. The voices in his head clamored for a chance to speak. Yes, he could fight again. He had the strength, had the power. It swelled within him, strengthening the voices—heightening the madness. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “But you must!” 
 
    Beryl set down his hammer. The forge furnace flared near them, washing them in a wave of heat. Beryl clenched his teeth, dampening his temper and struggling to keep the voices as bay. 
 
    “One crippled old man won’t make any difference,” he said softly. 
 
    Khari stepped up to him and put a hand on his arm, gripping it firmly. 
 
    “I’ve never understood you, Beryl. Neither did my father. Why will you not leave the warren? Your abilities are strong enough to kill even a marsaisi, I’m sure. You were the one who showed Kaiden how to manipulate metal. You’re the most powerful mystic alive.” 
 
    Beryl growled, a low, deep sound of earth trembling beneath their feet. A marsaisi? He could tear one of those apart with his bare hands. He didn’t even need his powers for that. Only the karundin would give him pause. But that wasn’t because of what the Rahuli slaves thought, one of the voices whispered. What would stop Beryl, the smith, would be the memory of what the creature had once been. The memory of its creation. Khari took a step back as Beryl leveled his gaze on her. 
 
    “I will not go. This is your fight. I fought mine long ago and lost. I’m still fighting it every day. Go, fight your fight. The lances will be ready.” 
 
    In the back of Beryl’s mind, a small voice begged him to go. It yearned to fight. It screamed at him. 
 
    “I will not go!” 
 
    Khari backed away, clearly shaken. Beryl growled again and picked up his hammer. The metal had cooled enough that shaping it with the hammer would be useless. He struck it anyway, the sound masking the door shutting behind Khari’s retreating form. 
 
    He laughed suddenly, a strange, short bark of a laugh that held neither humor nor any hint of levity. It was the laughter of a broken man, a man whose existence and sanity danced on the edge of a knife. The laughter of a man doomed to eternal creation and eternal damnation. He was a bringer of death, a supplier of the implements of destruction. 
 
    Inside his mind, one of the voices screamed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: Allegiance 
 
    “We have had success again! These are already much larger than the first, much more robust and of far greater stature. I released a number of the first into the sands despite the clans’ objections—the enemy will soon encounter this new threat. Let them taste fear. Let my creations haunt them as they haunt me. Let them take revenge for Briane. The enemy is vast—but then, so are my creations.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Lhaurel knew she was alive because she felt the pain. Not just the physical pain from the dozens of minor wounds that covered her body from head to foot, but also the pain of failure and loss. 
 
    Darkness surrounded her on all sides, wrapped her in its loving embrace and swaddled her in the soothing arms of confused forgetfulness. The last thing she remembered was Fahkiri’s death. Everything else was shrouded in a red, misty haze, like a fog painted with blood. 
 
    The blackness and the pain mingled into a swirling vortex of black and red, twisted in her vision, and did nothing to lessen the confusion or deaden the pain. If anything, both intensified. 
 
    Lhaurel’s ears started working in slow bursts of sound and silence, each sounding more loudly than the last. The silence was loud. The following sound was quiet. Yet mingled in with the quiet whispers of ghost voices and calumnious shouts was a soft, rustling laughter. A laugh that grew from the silence of not-so-distant memories and resolved into the painful intensity of the present. 
 
    Her eyes opened from blackness into nightmare. A gap-toothed smile filled her vision, and hot breath that smelled of rot filled her nose. 
 
    “Taren.” 
 
    “Hello, my dear,” he said, stepping back slightly so that she could see more of him in the dim light. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked and closed her eyes, willing this to be a dream, a nightmare. How had Taren gotten here? Where was she? There was blood on his face that looked like it had been hastily cleaned. 
 
    “I would think by now you’re wondering where you are,” Taren said slowly, stepping back again so that most of him was lost in shadows. Whatever dim light it was that filled the chamber barely had the strength to illuminate the small section of it where Lhaurel lay and didn’t reach much further. “You’ll just have to keep on wondering, my dear wife.” 
 
    The words brought a rise out of Lhaurel. From somewhere deep within her, a small burst of strength and spirit flared. 
 
    “I am not your wife,” she spat. 
 
    From the shadows came the sound of steel clearing leather, a sound that caused Lhaurel’s flesh to crawl and a small shiver to run down her spine. She swallowed a momentary flutter of panic and steeled her expression. If she was to die here, she would not do so clouded in fear, huddled and weak. She would not back down before Taren. 
 
    Light flashed off steel as a thin blade spun through the distance separating them and buried itself in the sand a few inches from Lhaurel’s face. 
 
    She spat sand. Her eyes focused on the quivering blade before her. Did he miss? Recognition answered the question for her. It was the sealing dagger. 
 
    “Your blood in my veins says differently.” 
 
    In response, Lhaurel spat at him, though the spittle fell far short. It was futile, a waste of pure water, but it made Lhaurel feel less helpless. 
 
    Taren laughed, cold and hard, and sunk down to his knees. “Ah, Lhaurel. You are such a fool. You could have been part of something great. You really could have. Even before Jenthro approached me to petition for our union, I had my eyes on you. Stubborn. Strong. Willful. The perfect match for a future king. Once you had been properly broken, of course. Even then the plan was in place. Marvi helped me with that, though she didn’t know what she was doing. The correct pieces were moved to prepare for this final day. I wanted your power for my own. But your blood wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    Lhaurel was trying her best to ignore him completely. There was blood on the dagger, fresh blood that shone red in the flickering light. Despite her best efforts, Taren’s voice rang through her closed ears. 
 
    “My blood?” 
 
    Taren grimaced, pointedly scratching his arm where the sealing dagger had left its mark five different times. “The magic you mystics have has something to do with your blood. We thought mixing blood during a sealing would work, but yours was too weak. He said that’s why they wait to take women until they’re older, for the mixing of blood.” 
 
    He stepped forward and retrieved the dagger, his expression hard. 
 
    “If the choice had been mine, this would be your end, too, along with the mystics and Roterralar, but alas, the choice is not mine.” His voice remained flat and emotionless. 
 
    It took Lhaurel a moment to realize that something was off about what he had said. Her brain wasn’t working like it should. It was as if her thoughts were trying to run through loose sand. 
 
    “The mystics?” she asked. What did Taren know of the mystics? 
 
    Again Taren answered with a laugh, though this one seemed to carry a genuine, if minuscule, amount of humor to it. “Come, now, Lhaurel. Don’t play dumb. We both know that you’re anything but dumb. Yes, the mystics and the Roterralar, supposed protectors of the seven clans. Rulers of the sands and keepers of the magic that keeps us safe. Those that do not join us today will die here upon the sands.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s head pounded with each beat of her heart, which only heightened her confusion. Taren was suggesting that he would kill the Roterralar? He may control the seven clans now—or five, now that two were missing—but even with all of the several thousand people, Khari could wipe out most of them herself. Kaiden could kill them all before they ever even came close enough to lob a spear at him. 
 
    She tried to lick her lips, but her mouth was dry and all she managed was to crack the scabs and dried blood that lined them. She tried to rally the strength to sit up, but she couldn’t find the will. Her muscles refused to respond. Even her thoughts seemed sluggish. 
 
    Taren leaned forward, his eyes suddenly gleaming and his voice filled with eagerness. “And when the Roterralar have fallen or been pulled back into the fold,” he said, “then I will be king, standing at the head of the clans when we face the enemy at the gate. And at my side will be one who can stop them.” 
 
    “You’re mad.” 
 
    “Not mad,” a familiar voice said from the shadows. “Just fervent.” 
 
    Kaiden stepped out of the darkness. Lhaurel looked up at him, eyes wide and mind clouded with confusion and a sudden, overwhelming sense of relief. He was here to save her. Blinking, she waited for him to draw a sword, or manipulate metal and attack Taren, but he simply stood there, watching her. Watching how she would react to seeing him there. 
 
    Taren glanced over at him and nodded once. Curt and low enough that the deference was plain. 
 
    Realization dawned with the cold fingers of dread clutching at her heart. 
 
    “Leave us, Taren,” Kaiden said. 
 
    Taren’s face contorted for a moment, eyes narrowing, but he stood without a word and walked into the shadows. 
 
    A creak of iron hinges sounded in the shadows and then the soft thunk of a wooden door slipping into the embrace of its frame. Then silence. 
 
    “I am sorry about Fahkiri,” Kaiden said at last. 
 
    Lhaurel nearly laughed at the sheer, mad impossibility of it. “That’s what you have to say? You’re sorry about Fahkiri? You’re in this with Taren. You’re behind the genesauri too, aren’t you? It’s you. It’s always been you.” 
 
    Kaiden nodded. 
 
    “How? I heard them in the council meeting. They said no one was powerful enough to control the genesauri.” 
 
    Kaiden smirked. “They think too narrowly. They always have, Lhaurel. I don’t have to control them when I can simply change the direction of their flight.” 
 
    “What?” Lhaurel strained against her bonds, but they wouldn’t budge. Why couldn’t she feel her powers? 
 
    “Sarial explained it to you. The genesauri fly using a form of magnetism. The Oasis walls are filled with magnetic metals that have pushed against the genesauri for as long as anyone can remember. Since the Oasis was created, actually. I simply changed it so the genesauri were drawn toward it instead.” 
 
    “Why, Kaiden? Why? Do you know how many people you’ve killed?” 
 
    In reply Kaiden raised his arms to show his tattoos, flicking the sleeves so that each of them was exposed. “I know how many I haven’t been able to save,” he said, “and I know how many the Roterralar let die in their own ignorance and fear.” 
 
    “And you think if they hadn’t hidden, they could have saved more? You’re as mad as Taren.” 
 
    Kaiden shook his head and crouched down beside her, pulling out a waterskin and holding it up for her to drink. She almost refused, but the sensation of water so close was simply too much to ignore. She swallowed gratefully and felt strength surge through her. 
 
    “Is it mad to want to protect everyone? Is it mad for a shepherd to kill a diseased goat before it can infect the others? And if he can use that diseased carcass to also kill the predators that hunt the other goats, how much better is it? Would that shepherd be considered mad or visionary?” 
 
    “We are not goats.” 
 
    “Some are sheep and some are shepherds,” Kaiden said. “And some who are shepherds are really sheep. And some sheep are really shepherds who have simply forgotten who they are.” 
 
    For a moment, Kaiden’s words resonated in the depths of her mind and stirred her soul, tugging at emotions and anger that had grown dormant in the time she had spent with the Roterralar. And then an image danced through her mind. A rashelta dying, purple blood dripping into the sand. Broken crockery across the floor. An image in red. 
 
    “You can burn in the fires of the seven hells, Kaiden.” Lhaurel closed her eyes. She steeled herself for the blow she knew would come. She waited. The crunch of sand beneath booted feet reached her ears as Kaiden slowly walked away. She opened her eyes as he passed out of the light and was lost in shadows. 
 
    He shot a parting retort over his shoulder toward her over the creak of hinges protesting their use. 
 
    “Ask yourself which you want to be, Lhaurel. A sheep or a shepherd. Our understanding of this world is about to change. The enemy is coming.” 
 
    The door closed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saralhn swallowed hard and felt a tremble in her calves as they threatened to give out beneath her. Sweat broke out on her forehead, and a sudden dryness afflicted her mouth. But she didn’t move. 
 
    “I said, stand aside,” the warrior said between gritted teeth. 
 
    Behind Saralhn, the young woman she was protecting whimpered and hugged her face in both hands, trying desperately to cover the bruise that was slowly blossoming across her cheek. Fruits lay scattered across the sand, toppled from the basket next to the young woman. A crowd gathered around them, some curious, others afraid. Only Saralhn stood between the soldier and the young woman. 
 
    “What did she do?” Saralhn asked, raising her chin to look the man in the eye. 
 
    He scowled, a scar on one side of his face twisting and making one of his eyes squint. “None of your business, woman,” he said, brandishing his spear. 
 
    Saralhn felt a small flicker of fear but didn’t let it show. She wondered why no one else in the crowd even glanced at her or the young woman behind her. For a moment, she thought them cowards. But then she stopped herself. A fortnight ago she had been just like them. That Saralhn seemed like a memory. She understood now why Lhaurel had always seemed so frustrated with her when she wouldn’t help with any of the schemes and chores that would have labeled her a rebel. 
 
    Things were different now, though. Her message had gotten no response. For all Saralhn knew, Lhaurel was dead. There wasn’t anyone else here to defend those who needed defending. 
 
    “I am making it my business.” 
 
    “Get out of my way.” Holding the spear like a quarterstaff, the soldier moved to push Saralhn out of the way with it. 
 
    Saralhn grabbed the wooden haft and pulled forward, using a trick she had seen one of the soldiers use during one of the early scuffles in the power struggle. Having expected resistance, the soldier overbalanced as Saralhn’s pull yanked him forward. Instinctively, she twisted her grip and wrenched the spear from the soldier’s grip. He overbalanced and landed face first in the dirt. 
 
    “Run,” Saralhn said to the young woman behind her. She didn’t need telling twice. The girl grabbed her fallen basket, not bothering to grab any of the fruit, and scurried off into the stunned and silent watchers. 
 
    Turning back to the soldier, who was cursing and getting to his feet, Saralhn tossed the spear aside, scattering stunned observers in all directions. Her palms were sweaty and her hands trembled, but her stance remained firm and resolute. The soldier righted himself and spun on her, spitting curses, hands balled into fists. 
 
    She raised her chin. 
 
    The blow struck her with enough force to knock her to the ground. Her ears rang and her head pounded with blood that rushed to color her cheeks. Blinking against the sudden brightness of the sun, Saralhn put her hands beneath herself and pushed off. She was halfway up when a booted foot caught her in the side and sent her rolling across the sand. She gasped from the pain and sucked in air in great gulps. 
 
    “I’ll teach you to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong,” the soldier said, sending another kick into her side which threw her even further across the sand. “I’ll teach you how to respect a man.” 
 
    He kicked her again. 
 
    Saralhn blinked rapidly, a vain effort to banish the splotches of blackness that were crossing her vision. She looked up into the faces of the silent crowd around her. She noticed an old woman, face wrinkled and hair as grey as the errant wisp of cloud high above the desert, look down at her with pursed lips. She frowned down at Saralhn as if she were angry with her for even attempting to stand up to a man. It was a face of ingrained tradition and resignation. A defeated face. 
 
    Saralhn blinked to clear away the fog. There was something deep within the woman’s eyes. Hope. Shame. Guilt. Pride. So disparate from the expression on the woman’s face. 
 
    She glanced over to the next person. A man, yet a young man, clutching the hand of a woman who wore a yellow shufari. His expression mirrored hers. Expressions of grim acceptance of a way of life that had always been that way. Condemnation of what she had done and mild indignation. Yet their eyes showed the truth of it. They took pride in what she had done. But they would not help her. 
 
    She looked from face to face, marking each expression, looking deeply into all the eyes. They were all the same. Each face bore a mask. Each pair of eyes spoke the truth. Mostly women, but among them were a few younger men. Saralhn felt a mild note of surprise at this, which cut through the pain. She blinked again. Where was the next kick? 
 
    Her ears suddenly started working, and she heard a familiar voice filled with iron resolve crack like a whip. 
 
    “I said that was enough!” 
 
    Saralhn turned and grit her teeth against the pain. 
 
    Maryn stood between her and the soldier, short stature suddenly seeming larger. The ends of her purple shufari fluttered in the vagrant breeze. 
 
    The soldier scowled at her, scar crinkling his eye again. His hands remained in fists, but there was a hesitancy about his movements, as if he were unsure how to handle the older, stern-faced woman. 
 
    “Why should I listen to you?” he spat. 
 
    “Because, you dolt, I said so. My husband could kill you without breaking a sweat. If you touch her again, you’ll have to move me aside to do it. If you touch me, my husband will kill you. Slowly.” 
 
    The soldier seemed to lose some of his bluster. The scowl never left his face, but his fists slowly unclenched. Saralhn coughed and got to her feet, choking off a scream of pain as her ribs creaked and grated against one another. No one offered to help her. 
 
    “Fine.” The soldier bent down and picked up his spear. “I’ve wasted enough time on the little wench anyway. Just watch yourself, woman. Next time I’ll just stick my spear in you and be done with it.” 
 
    Saralhn didn’t know if he was talking to her or to Maryn, but the older woman responded anyway. “I’d say you’re out of practice with your spear work. It may be a little dull, too. I’d be careful where you try and stick it if a little wisp of a girl can take it from you like that.” 
 
    This brought a murmur of noise from the assembled watchers, and the soldier’s face flushed. His knuckles grew white on the haft of his spear, but he simply scowled and walked away, shoving through the crowd with more force than was necessary. 
 
    Saralhn sighed and sank down into the sand, clutching her ribs. The crowd dispersed, a low hum of noise accompanying them as they left. The sound was a comfort after the deafening silence. 
 
    “Did you even know that girl?” Maryn asked. Her voice sounded weary. 
 
    Saralhn looked up at her, blinking, and shook her head. The motion made waves of dizziness wash over her like the cool waters of the salt spring back in the Sidena Warren. The thought made her smile as memories surfaced. Lhaurel would be proud of her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Inside the walls of the Oasis, Lhaurel walked slowly behind Kaiden, sore muscles protesting the relentless pace. It was dark in the passages, and the sandy floors were slippery. Lhaurel struggled to keep her balance, her arms pinned awkwardly in front of her by metal shackles. She stumbled, but before she lost her balance, she felt a tug on the shackles and she righted. Even in the darkness, the reddish-grey mist surrounded Kaiden each time he pulled her back up. 
 
    “Come now, Lhaurel. Quit playing games,” Kaiden said without looking back. “We both know you have better balance than this. I’ve seen you in the training circle, remember?” 
 
    She ignored him, though inwardly she cursed the long days spent letting him watch her spar with Khari or simply practice the forms. She’d been a fool to ever start trusting him. Hadn’t he shown his true colors often enough? He had betrayed her to the Sidena, had been the cause of all the pain and suffering she’d experienced among the Roterralar. He’d shown how he would kill mercilessly simply to prove a point. How had she ever trusted him? 
 
    She knew it was more than that, but in the face of everything that had come to light, she was too ashamed to dwell on the truth. 
 
    Kaiden led her to a dead-end chamber, large and spacious in its expanse, filled with wide pillars carved in dull grey stone. Except, as Lhaurel leaned against one, she realized that it wasn’t stone at all, but pure, solid metal. She noticed, absently, that drying blood pooled in one corner of the room, long smeared streaks leading away toward the entrance. This had to be the place where Kaiden brought those he wanted to kill. A torture chamber of sorts. 
 
    Kaiden walked to the center of the room and stood with his arms outstretched, his eyes closed and his head tilted back. His back was to the chamber’s entrance. Behind him, a figure Lhaurel recognized entered the room. Sarial. 
 
    “You too, huh? I should have known,” Lhaurel said, despairing. 
 
    Sarial grinned down at her with barely masked contempt. “I don’t know why you’re still alive, girl,” she said. “We took care of the other fools who wouldn’t join us.” 
 
    “Your own brother? You killed Tieran?” Lhaurel said. 
 
    Sarial extended a hand, and white energy crackled along its length. She approached Lhaurel, arm outstretched. “Don’t ever say his name again. I told you to stay away from Kaiden. You didn’t listen. Now you can watch as we bring down the walls and let the genesauri in. You can watch while we destroy the Roterralar and I rule at his side.” 
 
    Sarial turned away from Lhaurel, walking to one of the pillars and placing both hands on it. 
 
    “It’s time,” Kaiden said. “Freedom awaits.” 
 
    Reddish-grey mist surrounded him. An instant later, Sarial was enveloped in a cloud of reddish-white, and crackling energy burst from her fingers to wrap around the metal pillars. Kaiden’s face hardened in concentration, and Sarial started groaning. The energy swirled up the pillar, coming in stronger and stronger waves. 
 
    The ground began to shake. Lhaurel curled into a ball as stones were knocked loose from the ceiling, falling to the ground near her. 
 
    Kaiden screamed, falling to his knees. 
 
    The walls shook and trembled and then, with a sound like thunder multiplied a dozen times over, fell away, tumbling outward in a shower of dust and rock and sand.


 
   
  
 

 Part 5: Broken


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: Unity’s Lies 
 
    “My new assistant is missing. Again, on the eve of success. The enemy must have spies among the mystics. Maybe she was one of them. I never thought she was trustworthy. I can no longer trust any of them. The enemy is set upon stopping my work—they are afraid of me, as well they should be. My new creations are growing—already triple the size of their older brethren. Tomorrow I will embark on the last of my quests—the final weapon against the enemy. They will pay for what they have done to me. They will suffer for what they have done to Briane. Briane. Even awake now I can hear it. The sound of a girl child screaming.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    “You’re saying Taren is in league with the Roterralar and that they are planning to kill us all?” Saralhn asked. The skepticism in her voice was thick and apparent. 
 
    Maryn flicked her head to the side and sniffed. “No, I’m saying that Cobb followed Taren into the walls. They’re hollow, and they’re planning to lure the Roterralar here and kill them all. It’s a trap. And it involves us and the genesauri. People are going to die.” 
 
    “What can we do about it?” 
 
    “They’re holding someone captive up there. Cobb heard them talking. He’s going back up to see what he can do. I’ll go gather the other women, but you need to rally the people here. Get them to believe.” 
 
    Saralhn snorted, but a look from Maryn silenced her and made her swallow the words she was about to say. She was serious. 
 
    “I’m going in to free the woman. Maybe she can make some sense of all this. You are going to ready the clans. And if you see the Roterralar anywhere, warn them.” 
 
    Saralhn blinked in confusion. “Me? But I can’t . . .” 
 
    “The woman I just saw had the support of everyone watching. Word of what you did will spread. Strange things are happening. Tradition and law are crumbling to dust and being blown away on the wind. They need someone to look up to.” 
 
    “I can’t lead,” Saralhn protested. 
 
    Maryn reached out and grabbed a handful of Saralhn’s robes and pulled her forward so that they were only a few inches apart. Saralhn was so startled that she didn’t even struggle. 
 
    “I’ll tell you a secret, Saralhn,” Maryn said. “The clans are not ruled by men. The men are figureheads. Their wives are the ones who make sure there is food to be eaten and clothes to be warmed. We women know what it is like to follow. And only by following can we understand the motivation it takes to lead someone. Now stand up.” 
 
    Saralhn tripped as Maryn released her and stumbled backward. Pain lanced through her side, and she bent wrong trying to catch herself. Her ribs creaked together. She sucked in a breath and opened her mouth— 
 
    The earth shook. 
 
    It trembled and rumbled and jerked up and down in a rapid shaking movement that knocked both women to the ground. They bounced and jostled with the rumbling earth. A massive cracking sound rent the air, followed by another, and then an enormous cascading avalanche of falling stone and sand billowed out from one of the Oasis walls right near the main entryway. Between bounces, Saralhn twisted enough to see the cascade tumble outward in a billowing cloud of dust. 
 
    A gaping hole over a hundred spans wide lay in its place. Above the tumultuous noise of falling rock and stone, though, another noise could be heard, one that turned Saralhn’s blood to ice. It was the high-pitched keening of tight flesh against the wind. A cacophonous, intertwining symphony of hundreds upon hundreds of sailfins. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Khari was the first to spot the billowing cloud of dust rising over the Oasis. Her breathing quickened, and sweat broke out on her forehead. Something was terribly wrong. They would not survive this encounter with the genesauri. She knew it with cold certainty. But perhaps some of the clans would survive. At least then the death would be meaningful. 
 
    Old age would not be what brought her to the funeral pyre. The thought brought a small smile to her lips. 
 
    She whistled sharply, two notes close together, one pitched higher than the other and gestured ahead of her. The message was relayed until all forty warriors could see the rising plume. Above her, at the head of his flight, Makin Qays whistled a sharp command. Fly straight. Kill genesauri. Duty. Goodbye. 
 
    Adjusting the grip on her lance, Khari grit her teeth and urged Gwyanth to fly faster. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel coughed and spat. The dust filled her nose and wedged into the small spaces between her teeth. No matter how much she spat out, she couldn’t get the salty taste to go away, nor could she escape the stinging in her eyes or the ringing in her ears. Sound returned in bits and pieces, broken rumblings and the silent echoes of what could have once been a conversation but was now simply fragmented words and vague periphery noises. 
 
    Someone touched her arm. “Come with me,” Kaiden shouted in her ear, though it sounded like a whisper. 
 
    He pulled her to her feet, though she sensed he was unsteady. Lhaurel stumbled after him, unable to do much more than simply follow. Somehow, amidst the twists and turns they followed and the encompassing field of dust and gloom, Lhaurel sensed they were moving upward. Light broke through the gloom as they reached an opening. 
 
    Kaiden paused there for a long moment, hands on his knees. Lhaurel thought about trying to make a run for it, but her hands were still bound, and she couldn’t muster the strength. Kaiden pushed her up the ladder after a moment, and Lhaurel hurriedly clambered up, gulping in the clear air. Kaiden moved up behind her and scrambled onto the rocky plateau. He pressed a waterskin into her hands. She drank gratefully as Taren appeared from down below and walked up to the edge. 
 
    Her fatigue and the ringing passed from her in a rush. In its wake, feeling and sensations returned. Death reigned below. She passed through the deaths in tandem with those below. She stumbled forward in a sudden wave of dizziness, her eyes drawn downward to the chaos and death below. 
 
    No! Lhaurel dropped to her knees, hands clasped over her mouth in complete and utter horror. 
 
    The genesauri poured through the breach in the Oasis walls, descending upon men, women, and children without discrimination. Sailfins dove through the sand in long graceful arcs, dragging souls down to hell with them. Marsaisi skimmed the surface of the sands, flesh nigh impervious to the swords, arrows, and spears launched at their massive bulk. And where the massive genesauri passed, death was left in their wake. And building in the sand came a massive, enormous berm, rolling forward like a giant wave. The karundin. Lhaurel screamed a scream of pure, unadulterated terror. 
 
    The Roterralar swooped down through the sky, defending what they could, but the sheer numbers of genesauri were more than they could handle. They didn’t stand a chance. They fell almost as quickly as the other Rahuli. The sounds of death and despair reached them even atop the cliffs. 
 
    Kaiden stood atop a broken pinnacle near her, hands clasped behind his back, expression wan, though his gaze was intense. Unite or die. The words echoed in Lhaurel’s mind from the council meeting she had spied on. Words that Kaiden had shouted in angry defiance. We must unite or die. Then it had sounded like an omen. Now it sounded like what it really was. A threat. 
 
    Kaiden’s skin seemed to glitter in the sunlight. It took Lhaurel a long moment to realize that bits of metal showed through his skin like they did on Beryl. The smith had been right. There was a cost for using magic. 
 
    A rock skittered across the stone. She reached out, sensing Taren approach even before he spoke. 
 
    “All those we would save are away, sir.” Taren came into view, his sword stained red with dripping blood. “We met some resistance in the caves down below, but I took care of it.” 
 
    Blood. Blood everywhere. Dripping into the sands from Taren’s sword. Dripping into the sands from the bodies down below. Sands stained red with blood. Blood coursing through Kaiden and Taren’s veins. One a sign of death, the other of life. A blood red sunset, and a crimson sunrise. 
 
    The wind whipped up around her, tossing her robes and hair around her thin frame. Taren steadied himself against the gust, though Kaiden ignored it, turning back to the battle below. 
 
    Lhaurel felt her heartbeat, sensed the flow of her blood, in and out. Down below people screamed. They died. Spilled blood into the sands. Her heart beat. 
 
    Taren grinned and stepped up next to Kaiden at the edge of the plateau. Aevians died. A group of women ceased to exist as a marsaisi fell among them, jaws flashing. Lhaurel felt it. By the seven hells she felt them all! The genesauri, the clans, the people, the aevians, Kaiden, Taren—she could feel all of them. Felt the lifeblood pumping through their veins, felt it being stolen away as they died. She knew it, experienced it with them. She felt their pain. The wind howled. 
 
    Her muscles seized up, her back arched, and from her depth a primal, primitive scream ripped from her trembling lips. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saralhn scrambled to her feet amidst the chaos, pains forgotten beneath layers of terror and pure horror at the death and slaughter around her. The spear she had tripped over skittered across the sand and then came to a rest. Maryn had disappeared, and she absently wondered what had become of her. A woman covered in blood and missing a hand ran in front of her, the dust making her appear wraithlike. 
 
    A sailfin burst out of the sand. Teeth gleamed. 
 
    Terror melted in the face of instinct. Saralhn dove aside and tucked into a roll, coming up with her hands wrapped around the haft of the spear. The sailfin twisted in midair and came at her with a sound that was halfway between a growl and a hiss. Saralhn clutched the spear in sweaty palms and licked her lips. Blood pounded in her ears. Time seemed to slow. 
 
    Glistening teeth bristled in front of her. The smell that issued from the creature’s gaping maw was that of death, decay, and rot. Saralhn felt sick. Then the beast was upon her. It slammed into her and took her to the ground. The spear was wrenched from her fingers, and she screamed as a billowing cloud of dust rose into the air around her. Heavy, coiled muscles writhed and twitched above her. 
 
    Is this what death feels like? She had thought there would be more pain involved. Not this surreal sense of detachment. People described death as a cold embrace, but this was far from that. This was hot and dusty and . . . 
 
    Still. 
 
    It took her a moment to realize the writhing coils above her had stopped moving. The pressure on her chest was simply that of massive weight threatening to flatten her, not the crushing embrace of sailfin jaws. Flailing, she kicked herself free and scrambled to her feet. 
 
    A foot of broken wood stuck out of back of the sailfin’s body, piercing the fin and slick with its blood. Its eyes were clouded over in death. Saralhn felt wetness on her cheeks and realized that she was crying, tears of helplessness and fear and a euphoric sense of relief. She didn’t remember killing the beast, but it was dead all the same. It must have rammed itself onto her spear. She had aided its suicide. 
 
    Saralhn laughed at the thought, a crazed broken laugh that held little humor in it. But it cut off as quickly as it had begun, and the reality returned to her in the form of another sailfin bursting up and spraying her with earth. A shriek rent the air. For a moment Saralhn thought it was the sound of another sailfin coming from behind her, but then a large bird appeared out of the sky, rider on its back and long spear held out in front of it. The spear pinned the sailfin to the ground as the bird’s rider released the spear, and the bird pulled out of the stunning, majestic dive. The rider saluted her with a raised fist as the bird winged back into the sky. 
 
    Saralhn blinked. She knew that face. It was the Roterralar woman, Khari. Lhaurel’s friend. 
 
    Saralhn rushed forward and wrenched Khari’s spear free from the dead genesauri, mind racing. Lhaurel was somewhere among them. She hefted the spear. It was light despite its cumbersome length. She had an idea. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kaiden didn’t even look over his shoulder at the sound of Lhaurel’s scream. His gaze was focused downward on the battle below. Aevians fought and battled genesauri. People screamed and died. Yet the Roterralar fought hard to form a wall of death between the broiling mass of sailfins and the people of the clans. Few escaped the line, but those that did wreaked havoc amongst the unprepared people. 
 
    “You’re just going to let them die?” Lhaurel said, crawling up to the edge of the plateau and watching in revulsion as people died, as a part of her died with them. 
 
    Kaiden didn’t turn his head. “Those who deserve to live are not here. Those worth saving have been saved. If any survive this fight, then they will have earned their place among the sands. I will give them a world free of genesauri, but they must earn it. They must have the requisite strength to survive the descent of the enemy.” 
 
    “But you told me we need more numbers,” she said, mustering everything she could to try and make her voice sound persuasive. “How can you unite them if they are all dead? How can you hope to stave off the genesauri without enough warriors?” 
 
    At this, Kaiden did look over, a wry grin on his face. “You know so little. I called the genesauri here. I can drive them away. They are nothing but the crucible within which the dross is consumed. I unite those worthy of being united. After today, there will be no Roterralar and no clans. There will simply be the tribe.” 
 
    Kaiden turned away from her and glanced at Taren, who stood a few feet away, watching the battle below. “Take Lhaurel below,” Kaiden ordered, whistling shrilly to summon Skree-lar. “Lock her up for now. I have work that needs doing.” 
 
    Taren scowled but saluted. 
 
    Lhaurel cried.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: A Breath of Stale Air 
 
    “Am I the cause of those screams?” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana 
 
    Khari spun in a shimmering dance of death, sword a metallic blur that dripped scarlet. Somewhere she had lost her Gwyanth. It had been a quick death, thankfully, but now she was forced to continue fighting on foot. That was fine by her. She fought better with her sword than with her lance anyway. In the back of her mind she knew that without her aevian she would not have any chance of leaving this place alive. That, too, was fine by her. 
 
    A sailfin burst upward from the sand on the far side of the broken Oasis walls, a powerful leap to take it over the broken red sandstone and into the Oasis itself. Khari pulled her blade free from the creature she had just killed and, following the momentum of her feet, clove the genesauri perfectly in two. The two pieces dropped from the air and plummeted onto the rocks, renewing the stain. 
 
    It was no wonder that the sands were red. Red from countless centuries of death and destruction. Years of painting with the blood of its defenders. The blood of its people. 
 
    The berm on the horizon continued to draw nearer, though slowly. She knew what it was, though fear had long since died within her. Khari would be here on the rocks to greet it. She was a master of the blade. She was death. 
 
    The karundin was said to be the mother of the others. Perhaps that was it. Khari had never been blessed with children. Those she helped lead among the Roterralar had been the closest she’d ever come to experiencing what it was like to be a mother. She would be here to wreak vengeance for her surrogate children. 
 
    She paused for a brief moment to take a drink from a waterskin, one of many at her waist. The liquid rushed through her like a raging fire, urging her to act, renewing her strength and her power. Her lips formed a thin line. Her eyes narrowed. A marsaisi breached the top of the sand, bony headplate a dull, metallic grey. 
 
    Thick bone covered most of its head and a small section of its back. But right between the neck and the headplate was a tiny crack. Khari leapt from atop the rocks, blade extended downward in front of her, point aimed at the narrow crack. Blood dripped from a dozen wounds, but the sword found its mark. Her sword was wrenched from her grasp, but she found a discarded spear that she collected, letting it dance in her hands. 
 
    The heat of the contest washed over her, burning away pain and fatigue, but also smelting time. It passed in large dollops, a double handful at a time, or else seemed to slow to the speed of a tortoise arising in the predawn haze. 
 
    A dozen sailfins surged upward over the rocks in an effort to cross over into the Oasis. But at the very crest of the broken mound Khari danced, spear spinning up, over, and around her. It was neither her favored weapon, nor the one with which she was most skilled, but at that moment it sung a perfect harmony to her dance of death. Only three of the dozen sailfins made it back down into the sand on the other side. 
 
    The red-grey stones ran slick with blood, but the gritty sandstone gave Khari the purchase she needed. On the other side of the hill, the berm of moving sand continued to push forward, driving packs of sailfins and marsaisi toward the Oasis. Khari didn’t mind it. She was one with the spear. She was one with the pulse of her own beating heart. She was death. 
 
    The berm exploded outward as a horrendous, toothy head burst out of the sands. 
 
    Death trembled. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sound of sobs echoing in a small, dark chamber had an eerie cast about it. At times, Lhaurel thought the returning echo of her own cries sounded like the murmuring gurgle of a distant spring, sending water up to the surface from a hidden reservoir far below. Other times is sounded like a dam bursting, a cacophonous din of sound caused by too much water trying to escape from too small an opening. And sometimes it simply sounded like the pitiful sounds of a broken will. 
 
    It was the last that finally broke through her mental barriers. The pain of experiencing so many deaths all at once had left her without feeling, left her clinging to her own life with as much strength as she could muster. That left little room for much else but tears. A simple manifestation of a wide range of emotions or none. And yet, hearing her own sobs coming back to her, she realized the time for tears was gone. The clans were dying. Kaiden was wiping them out one by one. The genesauri were his weapons. 
 
    Someone had to do something. In here she could no longer feel them. The oppression of the Oasis walls kept out the sensation of death and destruction. 
 
    She felt weak and tired. The manacles on her hands clinked, and she scrubbed under her nose and wiped away the moisture that had pooled there. As she did so, her eyes fell upon her fellow prisoner. She could only make out his outline in the darkness, but she could sense the gaping wound in his stomach. Blood dripped into the sands beneath him. 
 
    She grit her teeth and struggled to her knees. It took effort, but she managed to drag herself over to him. She was helpless to save the people dying outside, but this one she would save. This one would not die if she could protect him. 
 
    Pulling him onto his back, Lhaurel felt his hot breath on her face. The smell of blood filled her nose. He was close to dying, hovering on the verge of the darkness. Placing her hands over the wound in his stomach, she reached out to her powers. It answered her call easily. Red mist formed around her, a cloak of blood. This man’s blood and hers mingled in the air as fuel for her power. Energy surged through her. Grasping at it, Lhaurel willed the flesh back together. She pushed the blood back through the open wound and back through his veins. She could feel his heart begin to beat faster and faster as the torn flesh knit itself together between her fingers. 
 
    The man gasped, and his eyes snapped open, the whites showing clearly even in the darkness. An icy chill swept through Lhaurel’s body, and without even thinking about it, she pulled at the red mist in the air around her. The mist dissipated, returning to her body. The chill vanished, replaced by a wondrous feeling of euphoria. A quick tug on the chain that held the manacles together sent the links scattering across the sand. Where had she gotten such strength? 
 
    The man sat up, feeling at his stomach with hesitant hands. 
 
    “Who are you? I should be dead.” 
 
    “I healed you.” Lhaurel stood and felt along the edges of the room until she found the door. Testing it, she found it locked. 
 
    “I am called Gavin,” he continued. “One of the outcasts. My water is yours. May you ever find water and shade.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked. So formal. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” she said. 
 
    “Lhaurel. Okay, Lhaurel. Would you mind telling me what is going on? The last thing I remember was fighting an old man.” 
 
    “Taren?” she asked, ignoring his question. 
 
    “Is that his name?” The man, Gavin, sounded oddly light-hearted for having almost died. 
 
    Lhaurel placed an ear up against the door but heard nothing coming from the other side. Her muscles still trembled with strength and she clung to the vestiges of power that still surged through her. She could sense Gavin, behind her, and felt strength and power radiate from him, as well. He was a relampago; she could feel the power within him. Did he know? The thought was a comforting one for some reason, like the warmth of the sun on a cool spring morning. 
 
    “I overheard his plans down below. He said he was going to be king. But how could he . . .” He trailed off, standing. “I take it he succeeded, then.” 
 
    Lhaurel paused and turned to look at him. 
 
    A noise sounded in the passageway behind the door, the sound of metal striking against rock. 
 
    “Get back,” Lhaurel hissed. 
 
    Gavin lay back down in the sand and curled up how he had been before. 
 
    Lhaurel secreted herself behind the door, strength still surging in her arms. If people came in, she would deal with them. She had to get out and find Kaiden. Put an end to this. 
 
    A key scraped in the lock. The door swung inward, and light flooded into the room. The smell of pitch and the way it flickered revealed it was a torch. As soon as the door opened, Lhaurel’s senses shot out into the passageway. The person in the door was Sarial. 
 
    With a muffled shout, Lhaurel slammed her shoulder into the door. The heavy wooden door slammed into the woman and knocked her to the ground. Lhaurel spun around the door, but before she could get to Sarial, Gavin was there, slamming a double-fisted blow to the side of Sarial’s head as she struggled to rise. She slumped to the ground, motionless. 
 
    “Come on, then,” Gavin said, grabbing the sputtering torch. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated, looking down at Sarial’s form, the only movement the slow rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. It would be so easy to simply pull the dagger hanging from her waist and end it there. Spill her blood onto the sands. It would be easy. She’d done it to her own brother. She didn’t deserve to live. 
 
    Lhaurel reached for the dagger and pulled it free. 
 
    “Good idea,” Gavin said, reaching down and pulling free the sword belted at Sarial’s waist. “We’ll need these.” He switched the torch to his left hand so that he could hold the sword in his right. 
 
    Still Lhaurel hesitated. 
 
    Gavin gave her a curious look. She recognized him then. He was the outcast who had told the story of Eldriean so long ago. 
 
    She sucked in a breath and shook her head. Enough blood had been spilled. 
 
    “Help me move her in here,” she said, stowing the dagger in her belt. “We’ll take the key and lock the door. That should buy us more time if anyone comes looking for us.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    They were done quickly. 
 
    Lhaurel turned the key in the lock and then stowed it in a pocket. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” a cold voice said. 
 
    Taren and a woman Lhaurel did not know blocked their way. Taren held Gavin’s greatsword in one hand. 
 
    Gavin stepped between them, putting himself in front of Lhaurel. 
 
    Taren laughed. “Isn’t that sweet. He’s going to protect you, Lhaurel. Poor fool. This time, I’ll make sure he’s dead when I leave him behind.” 
 
    A red mist formed around the woman, and crackling energy formed on her fingertips. 
 
    Lhaurel reacted without thinking, letting instinct reach out to her. Just as the woman raised her fingers to attack, Lhaurel pulled the bloody mist around the woman to her, dispersing it into the sand. The energy on the woman’s fingers died. 
 
    “What—how?” the woman stammered, a look of stunned disbelief on her face. 
 
    Taren tried a much more pragmatic approach. With a lazy salute, he charged forward, sword raised before him. Gavin was ready for him. Their swords met once again, and Gavin pushed forward. 
 
    Lhaurel ignored them for a moment, drew her dagger, and advanced on the woman. Red mist formed around the woman again and energy crackled. Lhaurel dismissed it again. The power was in the blood—that was what formed into clouds of mist around the mystics, carrying the individual powers with it. She realized consciously now what she had known almost from the moment she’d first acknowledged her powers. Without the blood, there was no magic. And Lhaurel was master of blood. She wasn’t a wetta at all. She was a blood mage. 
 
    “Enough,” Lhaurel said, skirting around where Gavin and Taren fought. “Your magic is useless. I will continue to dispel it.” 
 
    The woman grit her teeth in frustration and drew her sword with a shriek. “Fine, I’ll just kill you the old-fashioned way. You’re nothing but a slattern, a mangy whore. I don’t know why Kaiden prefers you to Sarial. But with you dead, no one will stand in her way.” She dropped into a middle guard and waited. 
 
    “She can have him,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    The woman took a step forward and then suddenly stiffened. Her mouth opened wide, as if she were about to scream, but no words came out, only a thin, bloody bubble of spit. For a moment, Lhaurel was confused, but then she saw the bloody tip of a blade sticking out of the woman’s chest between her breasts and sensed the presence of someone else standing behind her. The woman slumped forward to her knees, fingers clenching and unclenching and scrabbling at the sand. Behind her, an old man stood clutching a bloody short sword in steady hands. His face was twisted in disgust. 
 
    “Cobb?” Lhaurel’s voice was thick with incredulity. 
 
    The older man looked up at her, eyes going wide for a moment. Then they slipped past her to the battle that was taking place behind her. His expression hardened. With a shout, Cobb hurled the short sword in his hand with all his strength. For a moment, Lhaurel thought that the man meant to kill her, but the sword tumbled passed her, wide by a considerable margin. He’d been aiming for Taren. 
 
    It missed Taren by less than an inch, struck the wall in a shower of sparks, and then dropped to the sandy floor. Both men leapt back, turning to see who had thrown the blade. Taren spotted Cobb and cursed. He tossed his sword at Gavin, who dodged out of the way. Taren seized that moment to scurry away, slipping around Gavin while he was distracted and vanishing into the shadows. 
 
    Lhaurel turned her stunned gaze toward Cobb, dagger still half raised before her. His face bore a grim note of satisfaction, though his eyes were full of pained tears. Blood poured from one of his legs. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lhaurel asked him as Gavin cautiously approached. 
 
    Cobb glanced over at her without turning his head and then turned back to the body on the ground. 
 
    “Last I checked,” he said, voice filled with pain, “you were dead.” 
 
    Gavin made a small noise, halfway between a snort and a laugh, but Lhaurel silenced him with a look. 
 
    “I’m alive, but we won’t be if we don’t get out of here soon. Something terrible is happening in the Oasis!” 
 
    Cobb grunted and leaned back against the wall. He looked at Gavin. “You there, retrieve my sword. I’ll need it. Lhaurel, take this tunnel down until it turns to the left. Take the passage there to the left, and it will take you down to an opening on the Oasis floor. The two missing clans are running around in here like ants over honey. Best not to be seen.” 
 
    “Aren’t you coming with us?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Not with this leg, boy. I’ve done what I can. Now bring me my sword and get out of here.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t move until Cobb shot him a withering glare. When he finally did yield, it was grudgingly. “Here,” Gavin said, handing Cobb the sword. “May you always find water and shade when the shadows come to take you.” 
 
    Cobb grunted. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Lhaurel said. A sense of urgency gripped her and drove her onward. She took the sword from him and held it in one hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Makin Qays shouted a defiant challenge as the monstrous beast rose up out of the sands before the Oasis walls. Fangs larger than a man was tall jutted up from the karundin’s lower jaw. With blunted nose, ebony eyes, and deep, dark, greyish-green skin, the creature surged upward, its head a hundred spans across and just as long. From atop his aevian, Makin Qays felt no fear, though his mind was numb from the sheer size of the beast. 
 
    It continued to rise up out of the sand, spiked head bending downward as it rose. Its long, armored, serpentine body continued surging upward, coiling around and around at the foot of the Oasis walls. A small fin rose along its back as it bent its head downward, back toward the sand as if to enter the Oasis itself. 
 
    Makin Qays was sure if it had wanted to, it could have leapt the Oasis walls before part of it had collapsed. Makin Qays raised his axe in one hand and his sword in the other and screamed in death’s face. He supposed he looked like a small insect buzzing at a man about to squash it to those below him. 
 
    Something glinted in the air above the creature. Makin Qays glanced up, expecting to see reinforcements. Instead, Kaiden dropped through the air, sword held in one hand. Skree-lar shrieked and flew away. Kaiden landed on the karundin’s back, digging his sword into the creature to steady his landing. The karundin shrieked, a massive, bellowing sound that nearly deafened Makin Qays. Kaiden looked up at him, his expression an open challenge. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saralhn wiped blood from her brow and spat to the side. The spittle was red. Stumbling, she ran forward, spear held out before her in raw fingers. Screams and the smell of death filled the air around her. The salty tang of blood mixed with the bitter scent of urine. She tried to ignore the bodies, but her numbed mind saw everything. She had to find Khari and provide a warning. She had to— 
 
    A sailfin burst from the sand in front of her, teeth bared. Without conscious thought her spear came up and sliced the creature from jaw to jaw. 
 
    Where was the woman? She burst into a jog, and then something slammed into her. Pain lanced up her foot as it was seized in iron jaws and she was dragged into the sand. She screamed, but it was a single note of fear amidst a symphony of terror. Sand closed in over her head. She struggled to break the surface, to gasp one last breath of fresh air.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: Surrogates 
 
    “The witch, Elyana, is dead, killed by her last great ‘creation.’ Her monsters, the genesauri, proliferate the desert sands, killing with abandon. They have driven the enemy away. How were we so blind, so afraid, that we fought the enemy at the gate and ignored the threat within the keep? We should have known when Briane went missing. We should have known when the first of those cursed beasts reared up out of the sand and massacred our clans. Now there are too many. 
 
    “We will keep this record as a testament to Briane and Arrelone and place it among our other records in the hidden grottos. They were killed by the witch’s hand to feed our hope for salvation. These records will remind us that desperation and fear are not justification for being in league with devils. 
 
    “The enemy has left us, but it seems Elyana has done their work for them. We have killed ourselves.” 
 
    —From the Journals of Elyana, notations added by Eldriean, Warlord of the Rhiofriar 
 
    Lhaurel burst out onto the Oasis floor into the midst of chaos and death. She nearly collapsed from the sheer scope of feeling that washed over her from the hundreds of fear-stricken people that were around her. A double handful died, and she died with them, nearly blacking out from the sheer pain and terror of the surrogate death. She felt it and was a part of it. Only Gavin, coming up behind her and noticing the sudden weakening of the knees, kept her from toppling over entirely in the face of the emotional barrage. 
 
    He caught her around the waist and held her up. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t have the strength to answer. It required all her remaining strength to cut off the part of her mind that sensed the presence of others and return just to her own emotions. Yet even then, the momentary experience left her drained and emotionally raw. 
 
    “Water,” she said softly. 
 
    Gavin searched around, coming up with a half empty skin that had been left nearby. 
 
    Strength returned to her. She stood up straight, shrugging out of Gavin’s hold. He took a step back and looked out over the scene of chaos and death unfolding before him. 
 
    “Look at them,” he said, his voice taking on a tone of deep sadness underlined with indignation. “Fighting in pockets. Why don’t they gather? Form a defensive line?” 
 
    Lhaurel looked out at the people. The few warriors that had managed to retrieve weapons were indeed fighting in small groups, warriors arrayed in tight circular or square formations around the women and children. Dozens of these groups stood in the center of the Oasis, yet none of them were close enough to assist the others. They stood apart, often hidden beneath waves of sailfins or the massive body of a marsaisi. A handful of aevians and their riders dove through the air, picking off the odd sailfin or else harrying a marsaisi until it returned to the sands, but their numbers were few, far fewer than Lhaurel had hoped, despite her surprise at even seeing them. 
 
    “Clans,” she said. “They’re fighting in clans. That’s the only way they know how.” 
 
    Gavin growled, deep and low in his throat. He raised his greatsword. Wind kicked up a cloud of dust around them and a faint red mist formed around the man. He surged forward in long graceful strides. 
 
    Lhaurel watched in open astonishment as he scaled a large mound of boulders, slicing a sailfin in half almost without turning to look at it. At the top, he raised the sword high into the air and shouted out, a loud pure note that rose above the din of the battle. 
 
    “Brothers!” he shouted. “Sisters! There is strength in unity! To me warriors of the clans! To me women and children. Let us drive these creatures from our home. Fight with me!” His voice rang out and echoed off the walls. 
 
    Two different sailfins surged upward out of the sand, writhing through the air. Gavin’s sword spun in a twisting series of moves that flashed and glittered in the sunlight. Two dead sailfins fell to the rocks below, headless bodies on one side and bodiless heads on the other. 
 
    “Fight with me! Don’t give in to fear! As long as there is breath left in this body I will defend you. Look to the fallen. Look at the slain. Brothers. Sisters. Children. Parents. Fight now for them! Fight with me!” 
 
    Slowly at first, as if they were afraid to believe, but then more quickly, the small pockets of people gravitated toward Gavin and then suddenly surged forward in a great wave that swarmed over the rocks like ants over a hill. Women and children were pushed to the center, but even the women looked suddenly grim-faced, and many of them bore small knives or the broken hafts of spears. Their faces were not of women lacking in strength. They were the faces of women willing to lay down their lives in defense of their children. These were the faces of women who were willing to die defending freedom. They knew their duty and accepted it with honor and strength. 
 
    Lhaurel felt herself swept up along in the tide, only her dagger clutched in one hand. Someone else darted by her, though, pausing only long enough to shove her out of the way. 
 
    “Nice speech, outcast,” Taren said, scowling. “It will make my job easier now they’re all together. I appreciate it.” He made a gesture with his sword as if shooing away a fly. 
 
    Gavin raised his sword and dropped into a ready stance. A space opened around them, Rahuli fighters defending their lives from all sides. 
 
    “Let’s get to it, then,” Gavin said. And they charged. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel pulled her dagger free from the sailfin corpse with a wet hiss. Blood dripped from it into the sand. Part of her mind screamed and trembled as it felt people dying around her, participating in their deaths. Blood pounded in her ears, almost deafening her in its intensity. She tried to push it out of her mind, but she couldn’t. With each death, the pull of her power grew somehow stronger. She felt the genesauri surging through the sands beneath them, felt the strange power by which they flew surging upward from far beneath them. She knew and understood the people around her intimately. She felt their fear and their pain and was fueled by it. 
 
    Yet somehow, she managed to still put some of her focus into the present moment. A woman near her shouted as another sailfin burst out of the sand. Two other women fell upon it with long knives and a spear, cutting it out of the air before it could latch onto someone and drag them into the sand. 
 
    Lhaurel took a moment to breathe. Her eyes unconsciously sought the fight on the rocks above them. 
 
    Gavin and Taren battled back and forth, their swords a blur of metal. Gavin countered each of Taren’s strokes, but Taren was a veteran of hundreds of duels. Gavin’s unorthodox technique was more fluid, depending upon speed and agility rather than strength, which countered Taren’s more aggressive strength. Still, it was not going well for Gavin. He bled from several small wounds, and Taren’s attacks were relentless. Lhaurel knew that it would not be long before Gavin slipped up and Taren ran him through. Again. 
 
    Almost as if in response to Lhaurel’s thought, Gavin tripped on a loose stone and stumbled backward. Taren smiled, and his eyes flashed in triumph. 
 
    A cloud of red and white mist erupted around Gavin just as crackling energy surged down Gavin’s arms. The energy leapt from Gavin’s fingers with a sizzling hiss. It hit Taren just as he moved to bring his sword down. The bolt of energy blasted completely through Taren’s chest. 
 
    A noise sounded through the Oasis, a powerful, nightmarish bellow that shook the earth. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The creature that arose out of the sand in front of Khari was a thing of nightmare. A hundred times larger than the biggest marsaisi, it seemed to blacken out the sky in front of it. Thick skull plate and spikes adorned its head, and massive, metallic fins jutted out from each segmented section of its long body. It appeared almost like a cross between a millipede and a rashelta, but with each section armored separately and teeth that shone grey and lifeless. 
 
    Standing before it, looking up at teeth larger and taller than she was herself, Khari knew the moment of her death. She stared at it and then looked down at the spear in her hand. It shone slick with the blood of scores of genesauri. A smile stretched across her bloodied face. She was death. And death cannot die. She leapt from the rocks. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Makin Qays leapt from his saddle, ignoring the fact that he was falling toward the back of the karundin. He landed on the creature’s armored back and, as he’d seen Kaiden do, slammed the spike of his axe into the creature’s armor to steady himself. 
 
    Kaiden smiled. “Hello, Makin. I’m not dead. Sorry to disappoint.” 
 
    Makin Qays sucked in a breath. He’d hoped, for a moment, that Kaiden was here to help, had come to do the impossible and help him destroy this hellish monster. But he’d known, deep down inside, as soon as he’d seen Kaiden’s defiant face staring up at him. 
 
    Makin Qays raised his sword. “You’re somehow behind all this, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kaiden smiled and made a small gesture with his free hand. Makin Qays’s sword flew out of his hand. Beneath them, genesauri erupted from the sand or else dove back into it, filling the air with dust and sand. People screamed distantly. 
 
    “This is all because of you, my dear Warlord.” Kaiden took a step forward as he spoke, a bit of metal appearing from a pocket of his robes and spinning in a slow circle around him. “These deaths are on your hands.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” Makin Qays pulled his axe free, balancing as best he could as the karundin continued to pull its massive bulk out of the ground. 
 
    He took a step forward, readying his axe, but Kaiden made another contemptuous flick of one hand and the axe flew out of Makin Qays’s grip. 
 
    “You denied them the protection of your presence among them. You hid yourselves. Your cowardice made it so that dozens died needlessly. The tattoos on your arms name you what you really are: traitors to the vows you uphold. Hypocrites.” 
 
    Makin Qays grimaced and balled his fists. “This is your fault, Kaiden. You set this up. People are dying here, defending themselves and others. What possible purpose does this have? You are the hypocrite. We are here, upholding the flame. You are here to snuff it out.” 
 
    Kaiden stopped and looked at him, eyes hard, yet seemingly distant. “Why am I here?” He pointed his blade at Makin Qays. “To fulfill a vow.” 
 
    The blade shot from his hand like an arrow. Makin Qays barely felt the pain of it entering his chest. He dropped to his knees and then slid to the side. He hung there for a moment, eyes and thoughts clouding over, and then slipped over the edge. 
 
    “For my father,” Kaiden said, and he whistled for Skree-lar. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel uncovered her ears, eyes straining through the dust and chaos of the Oasis floor, but couldn’t see anything. Desperately, she reached out with her powers, dread clutching at her heart. 
 
    Something massive loomed just outside the Oasis, a giant evil with but a single great purpose: To eat anything living. She sensed Makin Qays fall, his life giving out before he hit the sand. She felt Kaiden leap onto Skree-lar’s back and race toward where she was now. 
 
    Lhaurel dropped to her knees, clutching at her temples. Behind her, Gavin shouted out orders, rallying the fighters around him. Kaiden and Skree-lar winged closer. Lhaurel felt Kaiden leap from his saddle, plunging through the air toward her as if he could sense her, too. 
 
    Time slowed. Something inside Lhaurel screamed out. Something deep and primal that she had felt only twice before clawed to the surface and unleashed a torrent of seething energy and rage. She reached out, pulling blood from the sands and from the dead around her. A red mist enveloped her and shrouded her with power. And with it surged new strength. 
 
    That primal instinct tugged at Kaiden then, pulled at the lifeblood within him just as he neared the ground. Kaiden hit the ground in a cloud of dust. Red and grey mist formed around him like it did when he was using his powers, blood mixed with the metals in the sands, but it flowed away from him instead of toward him, flowed outward and to Lhaurel, joining with the cloud of bloody mist that surrounded her. The power within Lhaurel doubled, and she screamed from the sheer, painful ecstasy of it. 
 
    Kaiden also screamed, but his was one of pain and horror. His eyes widened, and his face seemed to age. Skin wrinkled and turned pale. The flesh sagged, and muscles lost their strength. His sword slipped from his fingers. 
 
    Pain lanced through her frame, shooting through her like a thousand volts of electricity. It pounded through her body. By reflex, she seized at her powers, pulled at the source of healing and strength with everything that she had. 
 
    A woman near her that was an instant from death died a moment early as Lhaurel pulled the blood from her dying body. 
 
    An older warrior, grey at his temples and with an old silver scar down one arm, gasped as he felt himself growing weak. He’d been wounded and knew that his time was short, but he hadn’t lost too much blood yet. He sank to his knees. Maybe he’d lost more blood than he’d thought. He blinked once and then died. 
 
    Lhaurel screamed again and flopped on the sand as she realized what she was doing. Yet she could not stop the forces running through her. Power raged, churning through her body, changing her, channeling the blood of the dead and dying through her. She felt each person. Felt each genesauri. The powers within her raged like the storming sea. It screamed at her as wind whipped the sands and the sky overhead seemed to darken as clouds rolled in from afar. 
 
    She gasped as she sensed something massive near the mouth of the Oasis. Something massive and ancient and powerful. The energy flowing through her reacted as well. It surged and pulsed as if in recognition of an ancient foe. 
 
    The clans were broken and dying. Even if they survived this moment, they would not survive another Migration. 
 
    The genesauri were all here. Every one of them within the desert, from here to the Forbiddence that encircled the massive desert the clans called home. Every one of them. They had to die here, all of them, or the clans would eventually die. The effort would likely kill her. 
 
    The storm raged on within her body, but now she directed the flow. She didn’t pull at the blood anymore; she pushed it, forced it to expand. Sailfins burst apart, splattering gore. Pockets of sand grew wet as the creatures beneath the surface burst as well. Marsaisi seemed to bleed from all the places where their armor met. And the blood flowed through the sands toward Lhaurel. She called it to her. 
 
    The red mist around her swirled and began to spin, becoming a vortex of blood and wind. It screamed and howled. Genesauri died, and she died with them. Her fingernails became a deep, dark crimson. Her hair, already a rusty red, darkened as if it, too, had absorbed the blood. And her skin grew even paler than before, a shade away from white. 
 
    The storm hit her. And with a last fading scream, Lhaurel tasted blood on her lips. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As Khari fell, she felt something swell and surge from behind her. A chorus of screams hit her ears. Yet she didn’t falter. Her spear spun, point held before her. Her only hope was to land somewhere close to the open maw and ram it up into the brain. 
 
    The creature trembled and coiled in around itself. 
 
    Khari hit the rocks and stared up at it, awestruck. A red band seemed to be pouring out of its mouth, like a massive piece of wool yarn dyed red. But it wasn’t yarn. She recognized it for what it was. Blood. 
 
    Something was pulling the blood out of this monster. Something was draining it. 
 
    Lhaurel. She knew it with an absolute certainty. 
 
    Khari watched, stunned, horrified, and grateful all at once, as the creature fell from the sky, bits of its armor crumbling from it as it fell, and then seemed to deflate. Somehow, Lhaurel had killed it. And it had probably cost her her life. 
 
    From within the Oasis came the sound of a ragged cheering. Soft at first, but then growing louder and louder, the shout rose until it echoed off the walls of the Oasis and reverberated out over the sands where Khari stood. Cries of victory, joy, and sheer, emotional relief. 
 
    Khari looked down at her hands and studied the blood there. She looked to the side and saw the bodies of the fallen warriors around her. Women and children’s bodies were interspersed with those of the men. 
 
    They had upheld the flame and won. Had it been worth the cost? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin looked down at the man they called Kaiden. Near them, some women clustered around Lhaurel’s fallen form, conversing in hushed tones. They said she was still alive. Gavin leaned against his greatsword and watched Kaiden’s body slide down onto the rocks. Kaiden looked suddenly old, as if he had somehow aged thirty years in a moment. 
 
    “You fools,” Kaiden rasped, blood leaking from the corner of his mouth. “The enemy is coming. You cannot stand against them without me.” 
 
    Gavin looked out over the sands, surveying the clansmen who still lived. All of them clustered together around the rock upon which they stood. They raised weapons in the air. Men, women, and children. The genesauri lay dead around the Oasis, bodies dripping blood into the sand. As one, the survivors took up a chant, voices mingling into one cacophonous sound. 
 
    “Freedom!” 
 
    “We’ve already won,” Gavin said. 
 
    Kaiden blinked a few times and struggled to say something, but all that came out was a gurgling noise that could have been taken as a laugh. 
 
    Gavin turned away from him. He basked in the sound of voices united. Men and women hugged one another or else clasped small children to them, tears streaming down their faces despite the lack of pure, precious water. People from different clans, even outcasts, laughed and cried and shouted their victory to the sky. Arm in arm. Hand in hand. He wished his grandmother could have been there to see it. 
 
    He raised his greatsword high into the air. 
 
    “Peace!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Khari paused for a moment at the back of the procession, squinting up into the sky. Were those clouds? The strange, billowing balls of fluff floated through the air like grey sheep that had learned to fly. In the distance, she heard a distant sound of thunder. The rains were coming early, too. After the Migration, after everything they’d just been through, they had to deal with more change? 
 
    Khari turned back to the convoy and resumed walking, quickening her step so she could catch up to the two litters being born across the sands and trying to hide a scowl. Lhaurel lay on one of the litters, straining and thrashing against the loose bonds that held her in place and kept her from injuring herself. Khari put a hand to the woman’s wrist, checking the weak pulse. Looking at her, Khari couldn’t suppress a small shudder. She didn’t fully understand what had gone on, but it was clear now that Lhaurel was not a wetta at all, but something else entirely. Something far more powerful and sinister. 
 
    “Is she going to make it?” 
 
    The voice was young, yet strong and genuinely concerned. Khari looked up into Gavin’s eyes, walking along on the other side of the second litter. Khari knew nothing about the young man other than what had been told to her following the battle, but the clans, those who were not Roterralar, were treating him as if he were king. He’d killed Taren and, to the Rahuli, that was worthy of their honor and respect. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Khari said, honestly. She’d tried to heal Lhaurel, but whatever was going on inside the woman was not something over which her powers held sway. 
 
    “She—she looks different.” 
 
    Khari didn’t answer right away. It was obvious, looking at Lhaurel’s blood red hair and nails and the absolute paleness, almost translucence, of her skin. 
 
    “Power comes with a cost. It always comes with a cost. If she comes through this, I’m not sure she’ll ever be the same. With what she did, the mental strain alone could have completely crushed her mind. I really don’t know.” 
 
    Khari trailed off, looking over to the other litter. Kaiden rested there. Wrinkles covered his face and hands now, and his hair had bleached white as if aged. Immediately, Khari felt a flare of sharp, hot anger. He’d betrayed them all. He’d killed Makin, killed Tieran. He was nothing short of a murderer. If Khari had had her way, Kaiden would never have gotten up off the rocks. But Gavin and several of the surviving clan leaders had defended him, if only for the sake of gathering information. Gavin walked near him, Khari was sure, partly to ensure she didn’t try anything. Regardless, Khari wasn’t even going to attempt to heal him. 
 
    “Are you sure your warren will hold us all?” Gavin asked. He’d already asked the question before, so he had to be trying to draw her attention away from the man. 
 
    “Yes. As I said, we’ll be safe there, though we’ll face some logistics problems soon. We don’t have the stores to support this many people.” 
 
    “We’ll face that challenge when we come to it. But if what you say is true and your warren has protected you from the Migrations for all these years, why haven’t you shown yourselves before?” 
 
    Khari sighed. She’d wondered when that subject would come up. 
 
    “I don’t have to explain my or my people’s actions to anyone. Let’s just worry about getting there.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and looked out over the procession. She was a little surprised he didn’t push it any further. 
 
    The surviving Rahuli trudged through the sand, the Oasis already a small blip on the horizon behind them. There were so few of them left, perhaps only a few hundred. The remains of the two clans who had hidden within the Oasis walls walked at the center of the procession, surrounded by warriors from the other clans, those who could still hold a sword. No one but the children had escaped unscathed. These ran around the procession, subdued but delighting in the sudden release from the confines of the Oasis. That the two traitorous clans had not simply been abandoned was another of Gavin’s doings. They needed unity, he claimed. Khari wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Khari.” 
 
    Khari jumped, looking down. 
 
    Lhaurel stared up at her, eyes open wide. 
 
    Khari rushed to her side, marveling that the woman could be awake. When she got close, though, Khari realized Lhaurel’s eyes were unfocused, gazing off into some unseen distance. There was no recognition in those eyes. 
 
    “Death,” Lhaurel whispered. “Death and blood—death and blood—dead—dead everywhere. Can’t escape . . .” 
 
    Lhaurel’s voice trailed off, and she began thrashing against the bonds again, her mouth still moving in a silent chant. 
 
    Thunder rumbled in the distance behind them. A single tear dripped from the corner of Khari’s eye, but she blinked away the rest before they could fall. Crying was a waste of precious water. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Within the confines of the Roterralar Warren, Beryl huddled in a dark corner of the weapons room, wind screaming against the thick leather door through which the aevians entered. His bad leg lay sprawled out in the sand, the other pulled up tight against his chest, held there by his thick, muscular arms. 
 
    “Bloodlines,” he muttered, slowly rocking back and forth. “The bloodlines have converged. She is one of them.” 
 
    The rocking stilled, and his hands relaxed, his expression hardening and his lips curling into a slow smile. He’d felt her break, felt the powerful wave of massive strength and energy. She had killed them all. Such power. 
 
    “One of us,” he said in a strong voice. 
 
    His grip tightened again, and the rocking resumed. His voice fell to almost a whisper. 
 
    “The Orinai must be told.” 
 
    He sent the signal.
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 Part 1: Failure


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: Voices in the Dark 
 
    “On the nature of the powers of those called “mystics” by the Rahuli people: The magic, if it can be called such, is an extension of abilities already granted to men by whomever or whatever created them. Though they may appear as a manipulation of the elements in a fantastic, unexplainable manner, this is merely the outward appearance. These abilities are easily quantified and categorized.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Beryl fought down the voices clamoring within his mind. What Lhaurel had done, what she had become, Beryl hadn’t thought possible. Not this time. Not again. His memories from that time in his past were scattered, partitioned away in the far corners of his mind where he kept the voices. And that sword the outcast boy had with him . . . 
 
    Beryl growled to himself and limped through the narrow halls of the Roterralar Warren, pushing back the voices and the memories. He strode through the less-used passages, grateful that he hadn’t encountered anyone up to that point. He so rarely left the comfort of his smithy and he was more than a little surly at having to leave it now. But Khari had summoned him, and despite the majority of the voices in his mind protesting the fact, she was now the leader of the Roterralar. 
 
    Khari waited for him further down the passage, one foot tapping impatiently against the sand-strewn floor. A crack in the ceiling allowed a narrow beam of light to filter down over the woman’s face, lightening the cloudy expression which darkened her features. Her once-black hair shone with grey. Beryl remembered when she’d first come to the Roterralar, so many years ago. He’d been old even then. Khari, however, had aged far more gracefully. 
 
    “What was so sands-cursed important that it couldn’t be discussed in my forge?” Beryl asked without preamble. 
 
    Khari scowled, but gestured for Beryl to follow her. 
 
    Beryl didn’t move. “What do you need?” Beryl repeated, an edge of gruffness creeping into his voice. 
 
    “What’s put you in such a foul mood, Beryl?” 
 
    The voices shouted a half-dozen different responses, none of which would have earned him the woman’s praise. Instead, Beryl simply grunted. 
 
    “You’ve been like this ever since we got back from—” Khari hesitated. “From the Oasis.” 
 
    “Is there a point to all this?” 
 
    Khari’s lips hardened into a thin line and the set of her jaw firmed. Beryl noted the shift in emotion, but didn’t care. 
 
    “You know something about what happened, don’t you? Lhaurel—she’s still out, even now, a whole fortnight later. She mutters strange things in her sleep, things about blood and death.” 
 
    The voices rose to shouts within his mind. 
 
    “Old things are awakening,” Beryl said, echoing one of the voices. “With the genesauri gone, I fear things have been set in motion that should have remained still.” 
 
    “Are they truly gone, Beryl? How do you know?” 
 
    Beryl didn’t answer at first, listening to one of the voices. People often thought him slow of thought—those that didn’t know him at least. Most times, however, the delay came not from a lack of thought, but from trying to decide which of the voices to allow precedence. Usually, he simply ignored them all, but every now and then one of the voices was able to come up with a modicum of sense. 
 
    “They’re gone,” he said. 
 
    The strongest voice, Beryl’s most recent and final Iteration, reached down through the sands, through the thick pool of metal beneath the sand, and then onward and outward, expanding down to the pool of heat, fire, and molten earth that rested beneath the Sharani Desert. It tugged at the heat, channeling it upward toward the metal barrier which kept it contained. 
 
    With a growl, Beryl wrestled back control. He almost shuddered as memory welled up within him at the contact with his past self. 
 
    Khari regarded him with pursed lips, brow furrowed. 
 
    “You didn’t bring me here to talk about Lhaurel,” Beryl growled. 
 
    “No,” Khari said at length. “No, I didn’t. I brought you here because Farah needs help with the task I’ve given her.” 
 
    Beryl grunted. Farah was one of the relampagos—a young one, if he recalled correctly. 
 
    “What task is that?” 
 
    “To make weapons that can’t be manipulated by mystics.” 
 
    Beryl blinked and narrowed his eyes against the pain of memory and shouting voices. Images of greatswords impervious to magneteloriums and the cries of the dying and the damned made a discordant symphony within the halls of his memory. It was starting. Before the Orinai had even responded to his message, the Rahuli were returning to their roots. 
 
    “Glass?” Beryl asked, voice subdued. That had to be what they were using. The other weapons, the other forms, those were things only he knew. 
 
    “She can’t get the balance right. It’s hard enough directing the flow of energy through the sand, but even grinding the result down afterward is yielding poor results.” There was an edge to Khari’s voice, a hardening of steel. She had handled Makin Qays’s death well, at least on the surface. But Beryl recognized the barely concealed anger hidden beneath the exterior mask. 
 
    “I will help,” he said, sealing his fate. 
 
    “Good,” Khari said. “She’s in the lower hall next to the healing room.” 
 
    Beryl grunted and turned to walk away. Khari didn’t follow. “You’re not coming?” 
 
    Khari shook her head and, if anything, her expression grew even more grim. “No,” she said. “I need to speak with a man who would be king.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Beryl took the red-glass knife, inspecting the wide body and wicked hook. The weapon looked like an elongated meat cleaver with an axe spike affixed near the end. He grunted in approval. 
 
    Farah smiled and brushed aside her long, blonde hair. “Sorry to have troubled you. The idea simply came to me after the first few failed attempts. This is thick enough to take a hit or two, but still extremely light, and razor sharp.” 
 
    Beryl grunted again. Yes, it looked unconventional, but it was a perfect replica of the weapons one of the voices in his head remembered so well. One of his own designs actually. Well, he couldn’t take the credit himself. The way the magic worked, the way the energy crackled and snapped down through the sand and melted it to glass, it was really the only way to make them. 
 
    “Make more,” Beryl found himself saying. 
 
    Farah gave him a puzzled look. “How many more?” 
 
    “As many as you can,” Beryl said, turning to leave. Memories swirled in his mind to the accompaniment of arguing voices. 
 
    Farah said something that Beryl didn’t quite hear as he left, absently scratching at the metal flakes embedded in his flesh. It was happening too quickly. History was repeating itself. 
 
    He needed to remember. 
 
    His left hand squeezed convulsively on his right forearm, hard enough that Beryl was sure it would leave a bruise. Memories were dangerous things. Memories gave power to the voices, to the past versions of himself that he’d spent centuries repressing. He couldn’t let the voices back in control, couldn’t let them take over again. The last time that had happened, the last time he’d lost control—well, that time had been the beginning of the end for everything and everyone he’d ever loved. 
 
    He growled in frustration at himself, then a thought came to him. 
 
    The grottoes. 
 
    The Rahuli and the others had left a history of the people, a record of both the Orinai and the Rahuli slaves. Beryl didn’t need to consult the voices. He could simply read the words himself. 
 
    One of the voices groaned in disappointment. Beryl ignored it and turned down an unlit path. Though he hadn’t been down to the grottoes since before the desert sands had been stained red, he knew the way down to his own damnation. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Beryl stopped before the entrance to the grotto. As old memories came flooding back, the voices swelled within his mind and threatened to overcome him. It was a constant battle, a never-ending war between Beryl and the voices. One of the voices rose to the forefront, piercing the strata of the soil, probing down through the metal shelf, and reaching into the sweltering, roiling heat of the volcano’s heart beneath. The ground trembled slightly beneath his feet, a testament to the power that voice contained and which Beryl constantly suppressed. 
 
    “No!” The sound echoed through the cavern and bounced off the water, giving the returning sound an ethereal quality. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. 
 
    He couldn’t let them win. Couldn’t let them win. 
 
    Beryl wrestled back control, suppressing the voices by reaching out to the metal in the walls. He pulled on it and tore out a massive chunk of ore, rock still clinging to the metal hunk. He worked it, the mental concentration forcing back the voices until only Beryl remained, alone in his own mind. The ground stilled. 
 
    He let the lump of contorted metal fall onto the sand. It struck the ground with a muted thump. It was a twisted, misshapen mass, pulled and pushed in a dozen different directions. Ignoring it, Beryl grabbed an unlit torch from a bracket on the wall and lit it with his striker. It flared to life, the flames licking at the oiled rope. It reminded Beryl of the flames in his forge, which were dormant now that he was so distant from them. 
 
    Pushing that thought aside, Beryl strode into grotto, allowing his eyes and mind to follow the hundreds of light patterns cast on the ceiling and walls by the reflective nature of the water. The soft sound of cascading water and dripping rocks created a soothing, calming atmosphere. Elyana had loved this grotto, loved the water pulled from deep within the earth and collected during storms. She’d helped create it back before the genesauri, before the rest of the Orinai had turned against them. 
 
    None of the voices rose up at those memories. They were Beryl’s own. There was one thing alone upon which all the voices agreed. Elyana. Memories of her were able to be shared and dwelt upon without any of the voices trying to take control. It was Beryl himself that refused to think about them often. They were simply too painful. 
 
    Beryl limped forward with confidence. He knew the path to the hidden archives. The Rahuli had lost the original language of their people hundreds of years ago, so the scrolls hidden here were meaningless to them. There were a few scrolls in the Rahuli tongue, true, but Beryl imagined those were now missing, if his suspicions about Kaiden were true. But Beryl—he knew the language well. He could study them without awakening the voices who knew the knowledge Beryl sought. Or at least, that’s what he hoped. 
 
    The pathway down the center of the lake opened up into the island. Beryl limped out toward the left-hand side. He knew how the scrolls had been organized—Elyana had rarely stopped talking about it, even after they’d already completed the other two grottoes. Anything about the mystics, about magic itself, was on the left. 
 
    Beryl placed the torch in a bracket on the wall and reached into the first cubby, feeling for the glass tube. His fingers closed over the thin cylinder and he pulled it free, brushing away the dust with his other hand. The scroll inside was still intact, preserved by the wax seal around the stopper, which kept the container air tight. 
 
    Beryl removed the stopper with a powerful twist of his wrist. He tossed the stopper aside and carefully tipped the scroll into his hand. His hands were steady and sure on the brittle paper. A diagram unfolded before him, a square inscribed with nine smaller squares. 
 
    One of the voices immediately recognized it. The Schema—the chart of the three magics and their degrees of power. The voice remembered long arguments with Elyana about the divergent tiers of power. She thought each hierarchy of magic was simply different manifestations of the same power. The voice, Beryl’s old voice, had thought them individual powers with some overlap. However, Beryl himself was living proof that that thought process had been wrong. 
 
    He rolled the scroll back up, placed it in the tube, and set it aside. The voice faded with it, though it had never really been trying to take over. It had merely shared a fond memory with Beryl, one it had kept hidden from him for centuries. 
 
    Beryl reached into another cubby, startling a sand spider the size of his hand. The creature scuttled over Beryl’s hand and up the wall, vanishing into the gloom. One of the voices, an ancient one from before even Elyana—from back when Beryl had lived far from here, beyond the Forbiddence—shuddered. Beryl ignored it. His current Iteration had no fear of spiders. The scroll in this cubby hadn’t fared as well as the first. The wax seal had been broken some time ago and the scroll within it was now little more than a loose pile of dust. That was one of the reasons they’d duplicated their work in two other such hidden shelters. Beryl knew one of the three had been destroyed over the years but, hopefully, the missing scrolls were still intact in the other one. 
 
    And so it went for hours upon hours. Thirty of the forty-five scrolls remained whole. He didn’t move on to the bureaucratic or historic sections of the grotto; there was really no need. Beryl himself already knew those answers. 
 
    Thirty scrolls. Still, fifteen broken scrolls was a severe loss. One of the voices inside Beryl’s mind wept unabashedly. The history of the magic which ruled both the Orinai and the Rahuli slave people—how much of it was lost in those fifteen piles of dust? How much of it would be important to the Rahuli in their upcoming fight? 
 
    “Why are you helping them?” 
 
    Beryl started until he realized the voice was his own. Well, partially his own. One of the voices in his mind seized momentary control and spoke aloud using Beryl’s own voice. 
 
    Beryl let his hands curl into fists. He hadn’t realized he was helping them. Hadn’t he just betrayed them by sending the message to the Orinai? No, that had been one of the voices—the vulcanist. That wasn’t Beryl, not really. Beryl himself had already decided to help the Rahuli prepare for the coming war. He’d done it before. Both he and Elyana had done it before, back when Elyana’s obsession with protecting the people had led to the creation of the genesauri. There had been others, of course, but they hadn’t been as strong, hadn’t been as worthy of the fight as he and Elyana. 
 
    “Why help them?” Beryl mused. “Because they deserve it.” 
 
    Several of the voices in his mind laughed. 
 
    Beryl’s fists tightened until the knuckles cracked. “Because Elyana would have wanted it.” 
 
    The voices stilled. Beryl took the silence as agreement. 
 
    He looked down at the scrolls arranged neatly in little rows within their glass cylinders. He would need to translate them. The Rahuli would not be able to read them otherwise. 
 
    “And you’ll need to let them make the discovery for themselves,” one of the voices said. It was the angry one, the one which pulled at the fire beneath the earth. “They will not believe it if they don’t discover it themselves.” 
 
    Beryl nodded, though surprise slowed the motion. That voice was the most vehement in its argument for the destruction of the Rahuli. Beryl had fought against that voice for centuries. Why change now? 
 
    The voice spoke. “For Elyana.” 
 
    Beryl grunted and turned to leave. He had work to do.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Broken Ties 
 
    “As with all things feared by men, that which can be quantified can be understood for what it truly is, rather than the superstitious musings of those who are easily impressed.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin strode through the red sandstone passageways of the Roterralar Warren, trying to ignore the self-conscious itch between his shoulders. As always, the effort was a futile one. A woman appeared in the hall ahead of him and, noticing him, stopped and gave a small bow. Gavin sighed internally, but inclined his head and smiled back at her. She wasn’t wearing a shufari, though Gavin didn’t recognize her as one of the Roterralar. He was glad at least some of the clans were interested in the Roterralar ways. The woman scurried away. 
 
    His grandmother would have been upset with him for not asking the woman’s name. If she’d been here. She’d died well before the life-altering events of the broken Oasis. Before the death and destruction. 
 
    He paused for a moment, fingering a spot on his stomach beneath his robes. The woman Lhaurel had healed him, but he swore he still felt the hot pain of the dagger digging into his gut. He could feel Taren’s fetid breath on his face. 
 
    Gavin shuddered and shook himself, glancing around to make sure he was alone. He couldn’t afford to appear weak, not with how the clans were already bickering and returning to old ways and alliances. No one trusted the clans that had followed Kaiden and turned on their brethren. The only thing that kept all the clans working together after that betrayal was an even greater dislike of the Roterralar. That and the fact that there were so very few of them left. Shared pain was a great unifier of peoples. 
 
    He shook his head and kept walking. He caught a glimpse of Khari walking in the passageway ahead of him. Khari, Matron of the Roterralar, walked with the grace of a warrior and the air of one born to lead. As Gavin had come to realize, Khari was as equal to the task of leadership as her husband had reputedly been. Some of the Rahuli disapproved of the woman’s position of rule, though others welcomed the change. 
 
    “What are you about today, Matron?” he asked, steeling himself for a long, complicated conversation. 
 
    “We are running short of food again,” she said. “There are simply too many of us in one place. This Warren was never meant to house the entire populace of the Sharani Desert.” 
 
    “I think it may have been, once. It would explain the vast number of individual rooms in the main cavern, not to mention the entire network of tunnels and storage rooms beneath us that haven’t even been explored yet.” 
 
    Khari glowered at him. The look was so reminiscent of ones given him by his grandmother that Gavin almost smiled. Almost. Khari’s expression held little love in it. 
 
    Gavin felt a deep-seated need to unify the clans, to defend and protect the outcasts and, to a lesser extent, the Rahuli people as a whole. The greatsword—the short, curved blade he’d pulled from the skeletal remains atop the Oasis walls—was the first step in that, but it was merely the first of many steps he needed to take to secure their safety. Unfortunately, Khari had become a major obstacle to the rest of them. 
 
    “You know what I mean. We don’t have the resources. The grain fields we have are fallow during this time of year and our stores were meant to sustain the Roterralar only. We’ve several hundred mouths to feed now. The clans respect you. You need to convince them to leave.” 
 
    “All the clans, or just those who followed Kaiden?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Khari didn’t respond, though her expression answered the question. 
 
    Gavin sighed, out loud this time. It had only been a few weeks since Kaiden had tried to destroy them all. But not a single day had passed yet that Khari hadn’t tried to get the clans to leave and go back to the way things were, or hadn’t protested his continued insistence that the Heltorin and Londik be allowed voice in their meetings. At least, that’s how Gavin took her complaints. 
 
    She didn’t understand. No one did. Gavin wasn’t sure he himself even understood completely. But he did know one thing, at least: they couldn’t simply go back to the way things had been. That life was over. They had to change. He often asked himself why she’d volunteered the Roterralar Warren in the first place if she hated having it full. 
 
    “There are a few patrols out already,” he said, ignoring her request. “Several have been directed to gather what they can from the old warrens. They’ll bring back more grain and whatever else they can find there. Others are searching for the herds scattered by the Oasis rains.” 
 
    “So the storms haven’t stopped, then?” 
 
    Gavin shook his head. 
 
    The rains were customary for the Oasis during the Dormancy. Nine months of near constant rainfall, centralized over that one location. Gavin had always found that singularity of rain odd, but now the rains were spreading out over the entire desert, spreading water to sand so devoid of moisture it had become a desiccated hell. It was changing. Returning to life. 
 
    Khari sniffed and brushed her short, greying hair back. The wounds on her hand and face were almost healed, only faint lines of darkness nearly hidden in the wrinkles of her flesh. 
 
    “We’ll hope they come back with something, then,” she said. “Still, I do not think it will be enough.” 
 
    When Gavin didn’t respond, Khari inclined her head slightly and turned back the way she had come, vanishing around a corner within a few moments. 
 
    Gavin shook his head and resumed his walk. The woman chafed under the current situation. The Roterralar had existed as a hidden entity for far too long. They were used to their autonomy and independence. That had to change. Everything had to change. 
 
    Running a hand through his hair, Gavin resumed his course, heading deep into the bowels of the Roterralar Warren. Actually, it was more than that, now. It was the Warren for the entire Rahuli people. It really was large enough to hold the entire populace of the desert, but—Gavin hated admitting it, even to himself—it most likely wouldn’t support them all. 
 
    Tensions were already high between the clans. They’d gathered into three effective groups (since no clan was large enough on its own anymore to pose any sort of organized threat), with Gavin, the remaining half-dozen outcasts, and the surviving Roterralar outside them all. The only thing that kept them together at this point was Gavin himself, and that was a tenuous hold at best. They honored him for freeing them from Taren’s oppression and so gave heed to his words. Some of the time, at least. They didn’t understand that Taren himself was only a puppet, a little man pulled along by Kaiden’s strings. 
 
    Gavin rounded a corner and entered a passage that ended in a thick wooden door. Two guards, both members of the Roterralar clan, stood in front of the door. They both held axes in hand, though not conventional ones. These had blades of black stone. Though Kaiden hadn’t shown any signs of trying to escape, they couldn’t take any chances. No one was allowed to bring metal around the man. Gavin knew it was a gesture in futility—there was metal in the very sandstone walls themselves—but they had to do something, didn’t they? 
 
    The guards nodded toward him as he neared. Gavin entered the lightless room, holding aloft an oil lantern fashioned completely of glass provided by one of the guards to chase away some of the darkness. The door creaked softly on its modified hinges as it shut behind him, the guard outside locking him in as he’d been instructed. Light from the lantern glinted off metal in the walls and illuminated the thick leather bonds holding a disheveled man. Kaiden didn’t look up when Gavin entered. 
 
    Gavin hung the glass lantern on a wooden hook near the door and picked up the chair resting beneath it. The air was heavy with the scent of sweat, urine, and refuse, which only grew stronger the closer he got to the prisoner. Gavin was no stranger to the stench of human misery, but he stopped short a few feet away from the man, placed the chair in the loose sand, and took a seat. His nose wouldn’t let him get any closer. 
 
    “Good morning, Kaiden,” Gavin whispered. 
 
    The man didn’t stir. He was imprisoned here on Gavin’s orders, though there were many within the Warren who wanted the man’s death, Khari being chief among them. He’d been able to persuade most of them that the man was more valuable to them alive. After Kaiden had tried to kill them all by drawing the genesauri monsters to the Oasis itself, it had become clear that the man hadn’t really wanted them all dead. He’d wanted to lead them. By destroying the Roterralar and crushing the resistance within the Rahuli people themselves, he would set himself up to be their united leader. The survivors needed to know why. 
 
    “Not very talkative today?” Gavin asked, keeping his voice light and conversational. “That’s alright. I’ll do the talking then.” Gavin smiled and then scratched at his chin, as if lost in thought. “Why would someone kill their own brethren? I guess there could be lots of reasons. I once knew two brothers who both loved the same woman. The older brother wasn’t very attractive and the woman fancied the younger one. So the older brother killed him. Seems logical if you look at it from the older brother’s perspective. Not right, but logical.” 
 
    Kaiden didn’t stir. His matted grey hair hung over his face like a curtain, hiding his prematurely aged features. He’d recovered much faster than Lhaurel, who was still unconscious, but Kaiden’s mind appeared to be just as broken. “But it wasn’t over a woman. Hmm—neither you nor Sarial seem like the type to act out in a rage. Must have been something else then.” 
 
    In truth, Gavin was appalled at the very thought of siblings killing one another. He’d grown up with only his family to protect and support him. Family was life, protection, and happiness. A man without a family was a man broken. A man alone. 
 
    “Did Tieran attack you, and you were only defending yourself by calling the karundin to eat him? A joke gone wrong? I hear Tieran was one to make light of serious things.” 
 
    No one knew if the story Kaiden had told the Roterralar—that the karundin had killed the rest of his party, of which Tieran’s twin Sarial had been a part—was actually true or if Kaiden had done the deed himself. 
 
    “What were you and Sarial up to, Kaiden?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Gavin let the words hang in the air, fading like the light in a dying man’s eyes. Khari and the majority of the Roterralar believed the only motivation behind Kaiden’s actions had been revenge and a selfish desire to save only those he cared about, his own clan and their ally. While that was a powerful motivator, there was more to it. The intricate alliances with Taren and the plots to unite the clans under a single ruler spoke of something far larger at hand. 
 
    His grandmother had taught Gavin to question, to attempt to understand, because knowledge and understanding were the key to power. He hadn’t always been the best student of her teachings, but those had stuck with him and were heightened by his natural curiosity. What Kaiden did left too many unanswered questions. 
 
    Kaiden shifted, drawing Gavin’s full attention in an instant. The man didn’t look up but he spoke for the first time that Gavin could remember. The man’s voice was raspy and thin, barely more than a whisper, but there was a steel to it that rocked Gavin to the core. 
 
    “A father stands before the mouth of a small cave, family huddled behind him as the genesauri come. In his hands he holds a sword, his last defense against that which shall destroy them. The genesauri charge, a pack of sailfins intent on killing them all. Death comes for them. Pain beyond reckoning will descend upon the family of this man.” 
 
    Kaiden paused for a moment, rocking back and forth in a small circular motion. 
 
    “A father stands before the mouth of a small cave, family dead behind him, slain by his blade. Death and pain come for him then. But the pain is sweet.” 
 
    Gavin stood up, knocking the chair to the sand in his haste. He stepped forward in one long stride, knelt, and grabbed Kaiden’s shoulders, trying to force the man to look up. Kaiden’s eyes were closed. 
 
    “What are you so afraid of?” 
 
    Kaiden didn’t respond, no matter how many times Gavin repeated the question. After a time, Gavin let go of the man’s shoulders and retrieved the fallen chair. Shaking his head, Gavin returned the chair to its spot, picked up the lantern, and knocked on the door to signal the guard to let him out. Kaiden’s last words rang in his mind. But the pain is sweet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cobb was waiting for Gavin when he awoke the next morning, the older man leaning against his ubiquitous cane. Cobb’s expression was unreadable, but the man’s free hand held Gavin’s greatsword. 
 
    “Sir,” Cobb said, proffering the sword. Gavin took it with a nod, sitting up and starting to get dressed, his thoughts returning briefly to Kaiden’s words from the previous day. 
 
    Gavin hadn’t been appointed to any real position of leadership, exactly, though most of the clans themselves treated him with respect, even if their current leaders didn’t. Without much encouragement—or any at all, for that matter—Cobb had appointed himself some sort of combination of servant and guard to Gavin, advising him on military matters and adding an overall sense of decorum to Gavin’s life. 
 
    He’d also added a certain level of solemnity to the situation as well. The clans had just been through an epoch where a tyrant had attempted to have them all killed, saving only his chosen few. Gavin knew part of the reason Cobb stayed so close to him was to ensure that another tyrant didn’t do the same thing. The clans respected Cobb and so did Gavin. Trust, however, was a level of surety that only came over time. 
 
    “What news, Cobb?” Gavin asked, belting on the greatsword. Aside from acting as steward and guard, the man was amazingly bureaucratic and efficient when it came to the little day-to-day tasks. Gavin hadn’t realized just how important the man would become when he’d saved him and Lhaurel from Taren in the tunnels hidden within the Oasis walls. 
 
    “Genlin’s patrol returned with some grain and part of the flock from the Frierd Warren,” the man said in his rough growl. “That will give us a few more weeks.” He gestured with his cane toward the door. 
 
    Gavin followed the man out and started down the hall, walking slightly slower than he normally would to accommodate Cobb’s slight limp. He focused on the man, turning his thoughts away from Kaiden’s graphic metaphor from the day before. 
 
    “The clans are growing restless, sir,” Cobb said as they walked. “Old alliances and past slights aren’t easily forgotten now the genesauri are gone.” 
 
    Gavin nodded. Though Khari had been less direct with her arguments the day before, she’d meant the same thing. The clans had centuries of divisive bitterness to fall back on. A few weeks weren’t going to overcome that. Gavin honestly wasn’t sure it could be overcome. Especially not where Evrouin and his new clan were concerned. They had formed up from the remnants of those who had followed Kaiden and turned on their own. No one trusted them and no one had forgiven them—not even Gavin, but he’d managed to convince the other clans to give them a second chance. They couldn’t afford continued in-fighting. Not anymore. 
 
    “Have you given much thought to my request, sir?” Cobb’s cane thumped away in the sand as they turned down a passage that would lead them back into the heart of the Warren. 
 
    “Yes, Cobb. I’ve given it a lot of thought.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I need to give it some more.” 
 
    Cobb grumbled something under his breath. Gavin almost smiled. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir. Nothing. The clan leaders have requested your presence for the morning assembly. They want to leave and you’re the most outspoken against it. Should I tell them you’ll be there?” 
 
    Gavin sighed, but nodded. Gavin thought he’d hated the life of an outcast, always being shunned from anything permanent or habitable. Now that he had a home, there was something he discovered he hated even more: politics. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A few hours later, Gavin sat with his back straight, expression calm and confident, though his stomach threatened to empty itself. The various representatives of the seven clans, plus Khari representing both the Roterralar and the mystics, filed into the room, taking seats around the massive wooden table. 
 
    Cobb cleared his throat and suggested he take his seat. Gavin reluctantly complied, taking a seat at the head of the table opposite the door. 
 
    As always, Gavin took time to study the massive wooden table for a moment. That much wood hadn’t been seen in one place in living memory. The Oasis had trees and wood, but the table did not have the same color or grain as the Oasis trees. The table was a dark, deep brown that shone as if with oil or polish, though Cobb had assured him that it hadn’t seen cloth or oil in years. It was a natural luster. Cobb cleared his throat again and Gavin looked up, pushing aside his contemplations of the table. He doubted anyone would have noticed his momentary distraction. Years performing as a storyteller had schooled his expressions for the most part, and given him an ability to feign one emotion, or interest, while actually feeling or thinking something else entirely. At least, that’s what the training had been meant to do. Gavin didn’t always succeed at it. 
 
    “So,” Evrouin said, “what pointless debate are we going to have today?” 
 
    Gavin frowned at the man. 
 
    Evrouin was the Warlord of the Heltorin clan, one of the two that had fully supported Kaiden in his attempted coup, even going so far as to feign their own demise. Gavin had convinced the other clan leaders to pardon both the Heltorin and their allies the Londik but sometimes, like each time Evrouin countered his every suggestion, he questioned that decision. 
 
    “We have several items to discuss, Evrouin,” Gavin replied. “Please refrain from commentary until we’ve discussed the agenda or it is your turn to speak. The other leaders agreed to have you here despite your history. Don’t make them regret that decision.” 
 
    Evrouin snorted, but retained his silence. Gavin nodded for Cobb to start the meeting. 
 
    “There has been a lot of talk about allowing the clans to return home,” Cobb said. “Gavin would like to address his response to all of you at once, so there are no more questions when this is through.” Cobb glanced sharply toward Evrouin. 
 
    “Really?” Alia said from Gavin’s right. Gavin still found it odd that the Sidena, of all the clans, would be the ones to embrace the changes the most readily. A female clan leader? Then again, they’d been hit the hardest by what had happened. 
 
    Alia continued, “Why would anyone want to leave? We’ve got enough water and food for all of us and the accommodations are more than adequate.” 
 
    Ejjoran was the first to reply. “Of course you’d like the way things are. You Sidena have always liked living off what others have gathered for you. How about you go back with the other women and tend the children?” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Alia said with a snort. 
 
    The following responses were drowned out in a chorus of shouts and arguments, springing up like a sailfin pack through the sand. 
 
    “Enough!” Gavin said, using his stage voice to cut through the din. “Until we know for certain the genesauri are truly gone, we can’t risk sending any of the clans back to their warrens. Since the Oasis is lost to us now, this is the only place we can assure some measure of safety.” 
 
    The various clan leaders glowered at one another, barely hearing Gavin’s response. Across from him, Khari met his eye. She’d assured him the genesauri were gone. Though he had no way of knowing whether or not she spoke the truth, he believed her. But that wouldn’t stop him from using it as a reason to keep the clans together. It was only in unity they would survive. Kaiden’s words echoed in his mind. 
 
    “What about food?” Khari said into the silence that followed. “There’s not enough for all of us. The Roterralar don’t have enough stores to support the entire Rahuli people for an extended period of time.” 
 
    Of course you’d be the one to bring that up again. Several of the other leaders shot her half-concealed glares. The look Evrouin shot her shone with the same disdain he’d leveled at Alia only moments before when insulting her. 
 
    “We have sufficient for our needs,” Gavin replied with a level voice. “The patrols bring in more and more each day.” 
 
    Khari raised an eyebrow, but gave no response. 
 
    “We can increase patrols now,” Cobb said. “The strange weather patterns and winds are causing some minor issues, but the Roterralar seem to be adjusting to it.” 
 
    Gavin nodded his thanks. 
 
    “More excuses from the mighty Roterralar,” Evrouin said in a whisper that nonetheless carried. “I fail to see what that old man is doing here anyway. But at least he’s upfront about his involvement. The rest of you are acting like women and hiding behind the actions of other men, and women too, for that matter. Maybe you should all put on shufari. Or give over leadership of your clan to someone who’ll lead it the right way.” 
 
    “What was that?” Khari demanded, half rising. Gavin raised a hand to try and placate her, but before he could answer other voices spoke up. 
 
    “How many are dead because you hid here?” Asselin asked with a sneer. He represented the Londik, though he had showed up to fewer and fewer of the meetings of late. Evrouin was slowly taking leadership of several of the clans, the Londik among them. “It was one of yours behind all this.” Asselin gestured vaguely at the walls, though everyone understood his meaning. “You’re no ally of mine, nor any of us.” 
 
    Gavin stood up before anyone else could respond, though Khari looked murderous. 
 
    “Fighting between us leads nowhere,” he said. “We’re not getting anything accomplished today, it seems. Each time we leave these meetings without anything getting resolved is just another day of chaos, bitterness, and anger we can’t afford. We need unity, not in-fighting. We will meet again in two days at the noon hour if no one objects.” 
 
    No one argued. Gavin ground his teeth together, though he was careful not to allow the set of his jaw to show his irritation. These meetings always degenerated into arguments and posturing. Maybe Cobb was right. 
 
    The various clan leaders exited the room, only a few pausing to nod toward Gavin. Gavin tried not to get irritated at the slight. 
 
    Alia and Khari chatted softly as they left. Gavin had noticed the two of them spending more and more time together recently. The Roterralar ways were definitely having an effect on some, at least. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, Cobb,” Gavin said with a sigh, dropping back into his seat. “They’re not ready to be united. Not yet. They can’t seem to leave the past where it belongs.” 
 
    Cobb grunted. “That much is obvious. And why should they? Evrouin and his lot betrayed them, boy. Why should we trust them now?” 
 
    “We can’t just let them leave. We don’t even have the remotest understanding of what’s going on now. The Oasis is gone. This land is changing.” 
 
    Cobb grunted again and took a seat near Gavin, carefully bending his bad leg under the table and dropping his cane onto the table. 
 
    “Life is change, boy,” Cobb said. “And what these people need is change. They can’t live together until they learn to respect one another, or at least have a mutual respect for the same thing. Some of the clans are starting to follow a different way, women are starting to lead, they’re all still in shock from what happened. They need time apart to think and nurse their wounds. They need to find themselves again.” 
 
    Gavin massaged his temples. Meetings of clan leaders always left him with a bit of a headache. There was a reason his grandmother always handled the negotiations between the outcasts and clan leaders. She was much better at this than he. At least, she had been. Gavin hoped he wasn’t disappointing her too badly, wherever she was now. He hoped, also, that she’d made it into the highest level of hell along with all the other good and honorable people. 
 
    He motioned for Cobb to continue. 
 
    “As long as you have the same end in sight, you can work with people who get to that end differently.” Cobb reached down and kneaded the muscle in his thigh, wincing slightly at the pain. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do.” 
 
    “You can’t do it with all of them all at once.” Cobb said, a note of exasperation creeping into his voice. “I’ve told you that already. The longer you keep them all here, the greater the risk they’ll be at each other’s throats. There’s already fighting and injuries, mostly against the old Roterralar, but some of the clans who’ve been blood enemies for ages are fighting like two children over a crust of bread. How long before there’s a killing?” 
 
    The headache swelled. 
 
    “I’ll think about it some more,” Gavin said, getting to his feet. “But we can’t have the Roterralar bullied any more than we can let the clans separate and go their own ways right now. Go to the dissenters, you know who they are, remind them that the Roterralar are also the mystics. It is never wise to anger those more powerful that you are. I—I need to think.” 
 
    Cobb nodded, but didn’t rise. “Think quickly, sir. These here are like an old waterskin. Being here has swelled them all to the point where they simply don’t have the strength to resist the mounting pressure.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and exited, once again massaging his aching temples.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Squaring to the Stone 
 
    “This text will not stray into the religious beliefs of those calling themselves the Orinai, nor argue the theological ideologies and logical fallacies discussed by the hypocritical race, but it shall suffice to say that the Progression paths used in the Orinai religious circles . . . are contingent upon the nine Iterations outlined on the Schema.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Samsin, thirteenth incarnation of Samsinorna, reveled in the storm raging around him. He stood atop a stone platform near the edge of the Northern Dominion, calling down the rains to water the smokeweed fields of Nikanor’s plantation. 
 
    One of the slaves clambered up behind him, slipping on the platform’s slick rock. 
 
    “Great One,” the slave shouted, “this is destroying the fields. You must stop.” 
 
    Without even looking, Samsin backhanded the slave across the face. At well over seven feet tall and nearly twice as broad as the much smaller slave, Samsin struck with enough force to twist and break the slave’s neck and send the broken body sailing out over the edge of the platform. Samsin heard the faint sound of the body hitting the ground as if from a far greater distance. 
 
    Lightning struck the ground around him, charging the air. Samsin drew in the charge, using it to fuel both himself and the storm. While it took great strength of will and energy to start up a storm of this magnitude, once started, the storm itself both replenished and augmented the creator’s internal power. It was the beauty of being an Orinai of that strength and power, not that it did him much good in avoiding this current torture. 
 
    “You know you’ll have to pay for all this.” The voice was a deep rumble, almost the sound of thunder. 
 
    Samsin turned his head, the wind tossing his long, white-blond hair in front of his eyes. Almost as tall as Samsin was himself, but much more solid, Nikanor stood in almost the exact same spot the slave had, though Nikanor’s bare feet were a matter of choice, rather than station. His black hair lay plastered to his square-jawed face, tinges of grey visible through the rain. 
 
    “I can replace a few slaves as easily as the wind tosses leaves across the sky,” Samsin said. He turned back to the storm, raising his arms into the air. 
 
    “I was not discussing their price in gold.” 
 
    Samsin snorted. Typical response from Nikanor. Earth Wards all tended to be pacifists, and believers in the Progression of Honor to get to a higher Iteration. It was ironic, considering the Earth Ward’s next Iteration, the Vulcanist, was the most erratic of all magic users. And the most decidedly vicious. No wonder the Seven Sisters so frequently had to put them down. 
 
    “Spare me your preaching.” Samsin grudgingly admired the Earth Ward’s dogged determination though. Even after everything Samsin had done, Nikanor still tried. 
 
    Nikanor strode up to him with deliberate steps. He took a position next to Samsin, feet placed wide and arms clasped behind his back. Squaring off with the earth, they called it. Samsin almost snorted again. 
 
    “Still, the crops themselves are much harder to replace than the slaves who work them,” Nikanor said in his low rumble. “When the Sisters’ taskmasters come for their quota, they will not be pleased.” 
 
    That gave Samsin pause. Thunder erupted overhead and rain pelted his face. 
 
    “Fine,” he finally snapped. 
 
    Reaching outward, Samsin pulled in the threads of energy still crackling in the air. Energy streamed into him. The storm streamed into him. His blood raced with it, his skin tingled, his hair stood almost erect. With a roar, Samsin reached out with his power, gripped the storm, and dispersed it into a fine mist which exploded outward, covering the plantation, the slave huts clustered at their edge and over fifty square miles in a thick fog. Samsin let his arms drop, unable to keep them up any longer. 
 
    “Was that necessary?” Nikanor asked. The man’s voice was even and held no overt judgment in it, but Samsin knew there was condemnation behind it. It was Nikanor’s way. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Sisters’ Council denied your request to return to the Southern Dominion.” It was not a question. 
 
    “What of it?” Samsin strode over the wet rock and slid down the ladder to the ground below. Nikanor followed, but took each rung on his way down. Samsin didn’t look at the mangled body on the ground near them. 
 
    Muted sounds drifted through the fog. The sound of mourning slaves. The sound of Samsin’s continued hell. How much longer did he have to suffer here? 
 
    “The more petulant you act, the longer you will stay here,” Nikanor said as if reading Samsin’s thoughts. 
 
    Nikanor strode purposefully through the fog. Samsin followed slightly behind him, his pace much slower and more careful. The Earth Ward didn’t need his eyes to see. His bare feet could sense the vibrations in the earth and he used that as often as his eyes to traverse distances. Samsin, on the other hand, didn’t have that ability. 
 
    “I will not lie in my missives to the Sisters.” 
 
    Samsin ground his teeth together to keep himself from responding. The man was so storms-cursed honorable. It bothered Samsin that the Ward pairs so often ended up with such dissimilar Progressions. He and Nikanor were of equal rank, despite the decade Nikanor had in age over him, so there was nothing Samsin could do to get him to change his ways, either with political or religious maneuverings. Yet stubborn tenacity was something their Progressions shared. More than once Samsin had considered killing the man—distasteful as that was—but killing Nikanor wouldn’t end him; he’d simply be reincarnated as a babe of equal status somewhere within the Dominions. And the act would definitely give Samsin another incarnation as a Storm Ward. Why did he have to end up here anyway? Storms take this place. Storms take the light-blinded Progressions. 
 
    It took Samsin a moment to realize Nikanor was no longer walking. He almost bumped into the man. Nikanor had resumed the squared earth posture. Samsin unclenched his teeth, a barbed comment forming on his lips, when he stopped and swallowed the words. Was that an actual expression on Nikanor’s face? 
 
    “What?” Samsin asked. 
 
    Nikanor’s face drained of color. 
 
    “The Rahuli live,” Nikanor whispered. “They’re still alive.” 
 
    Samsin blinked. It took him a long moment to recognize the words Nikanor had spoken. “Children’s stories. We left the Arena behind almost a thousand years ago. As a child, I almost believed in slaves that could create monsters and kill one of the Sisters. Whatever really happened, the Rahuli cannot be alive a thousand years later.” 
 
    Nikanor spun on him and the earth rumbled slightly under Samsin’s feet. “They live. We’ve been summoned. I felt it in the earth.” 
 
    Felt the message? Stone Talking wasn’t uncommon, most Earth Wards could do it, but if Nikanor really had felt the message that meant . . . 
 
    “Was the message meant for someone?” Samsin asked, licking his lips. Though he already knew the answer, he still winced when Nikanor said it aloud. 
 
    “It was sent to the Seven Sisters.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The bath water was still just a touch short of the perfect temperature. Samsin gestured for one of the slaves to bring in more water. He needed the heat. He needed the steam. Baths helped him think and he severely needed some serious contemplation. 
 
    The slaves left, giving him a small bow before closing the wooden door behind them. Samsin pursed his lips and tapped a finger to his chin. 
 
    Samsin sighed and slipped lower in the titled basin. When he’d first arrived at the plantation nearly a year ago, there hadn’t been more than a few ramshackle rooms loosely tied together by some halls. The slaves had hardly given a Great One of his stature the respect he’d deserved. And, worst of all, there hadn’t even been a bath. That was fine for a back-country Earth Ward like Nikanor. Samsin required a higher standard of living. He’d been quick to rectify all three situations. 
 
    The manorhouse in which they now lived was, by the standards of the slave people in the Northern Dominion and the majority of the Ward Partners who tended them here, opulent beyond reasoning. To Samsin it was barely adequate. Samsin added some scented perfumes to the bath water. 
 
    Still, the bath chamber is rather pleasant. 
 
    Ceramic tiles covered the walls in colorful patterns, matching the latest fashions in the Southern Dominion. Reliefs covered the ceiling, depicting the sea and the magnificent storms which graced it. And the bath itself, a massive construction deep enough to cover Samsin up to the neck if he stood upright in the deep end, was more than a little lavish. A walkway surrounded it on every edge so the slaves or bathers could walk around to every side. 
 
    The door to the bathing chamber opened and then closed again. Through the steam, Samsin couldn’t make out who it was, but assumed it was the slaves returning with his heated water. 
 
    “That was fast,” he said, sighing and closing his eyes. “I will see you get rewarded for your efforts.” 
 
    There was no response. Slaves rarely spoke, which was fine with Samsin, but they were required to respond when spoken to. Samsin opened his eyes, temper flaring. 
 
    Nikanor stood at the edge of the pool, arms folded across his massive chest. “This is your third bath in as many days,” he said. 
 
    “It amazes me that you can say that with the tone you do. Storm’s breath, how can you sit in that filth for weeks at a time?” Samsin closed his eyes again and leaned back against the edge of the pool. 
 
    “It takes the slaves hours to fill the bath, and then another few to heat it. They have better things to be about.” 
 
    “Better than serving their master? I think not. You should really consider changing the color of the house slaves’ robes. That same drab brown for both them and the plantation slaves. It makes me feel like I’m always dirty, even when I’m not.” 
 
    “And what will a color change?” 
 
    “The perception of cleanliness is almost as good as the reality.” 
 
    Samsin breathed in the sweet, perfumed air. The steam in the air warmed him as much as the water did. Though his particular powers were not directly related to the water, they were connected, and—well, why shouldn’t he like baths? 
 
    “The slaves are still trying to recover from the destruction of your storm. You know, you were only supposed to water the fields, not attempt to destroy them.” 
 
    Samsin heard Nikanor take a few steps closer to him. The door opened and the temperature in the bath rose as slaves poured large cauldrons of boiling water into the far end of the bath. Samsin sighed in contentment. The door closed. 
 
    “I gave you more than enough coin to cover the cost,” Samsin said. 
 
    “Coin has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Coin is everything,” Samsin said. “Coin can replace anything you’ve lost. It is the power to build, to conquer, and to claim victory in the great game of life. Everything comes from coin.” 
 
    Nikanor was silent for long enough that Samsin opened his eyes and lifted his head. 
 
    “Can coin buy you a new life?” Nikanor asked, his deep rumble of a voice slow and methodical. “Can it help you reach the next Iteration?” 
 
    Samsin narrowed his eyes. “Don’t preach to me, Nikanor. You should know better by now. I do not believe in your ways.” 
 
    Nikanor gave a slight nod. “They’re just questions.” 
 
    Samsin snorted, settling back into the bath. “Why are you here, Nikanor? You didn’t come this close to a bath just to lecture me about the virtues of your Progression.” 
 
    “It’s been almost a week since we received the message from the Sharani Desert,” Nikanor began. 
 
    Samsin sat back up in his bath, a chill not from the water making him shiver. He felt a dull ache blossom at the base of his neck and down his shoulders. 
 
    “Are you sure it was from them?” Samsin asked. 
 
    “Another man would take insult at the number of times you’ve asked that. Yes, I am absolutely sure.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t you contacted the relays before now? Why haven’t you sent a message to the Sisters? I know you’ve sent a missive within the last week. You didn’t mention it, did you?” 
 
    Nikanor’s silence was all the answer Samsin needed. He sighed and decided the bath was over. 
 
    “I know you’ve been thinking about this, Nikanor. Tell me what you’re planning.” Samsin walked up the steps and grabbed a robe, not bothering to towel off. 
 
    Nikanor stared off into the distance, unmoving. 
 
    “What?” Samsin demanded. 
 
    Nikanor turned to him. “I’m not going to tell the Sisters.” 
 
    Of all the answers Nikanor could have given, that was the one Samsin had least expected. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nikanor said. “I’m sure of what the message said, but—well—it could be some sort of trick. We need to be absolutely sure before we involve the Sisters.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Nikanor ignored that. “I want to go there.” 
 
    Samsin nearly choked. “You want to do what?” 
 
    “I want to go there. We need to see if the Sharani penal colony does still exist.” 
 
    “You do understand you’re totally mad, right?” Samsin asked. 
 
    Nikanor gave him a flat look. From the solid man, it was almost a glare. 
 
    “Do you want to be the one who makes the Sisters go up into those mountains without absolute proof there is something there to be found?” 
 
    That stopped Samsin cold. No, he didn’t. The wrath of the Sisters was what kept the Dominions in line. 
 
    “You still can’t seriously want to go all the way up there,” Samsin protested. “I mean, it’s just so far. You know how many slave mines have been lost up there? There’s a reason it’s an unclaimed portion of the continental territory. Why they ever decided to build the Arena there I’ll never know.” 
 
    “So the slaves wouldn’t escape,” Nikanor said. “Or so the stories say. And yes, I really intend to go there. I hoped you would come with me.” 
 
    For perhaps only the second time in Samsin’s life, he was at a complete loss for words. Nikanor thought he’d want to go on some foolish quest to chase down a quasi-legendary Arena built so that the Orinai could watch the slave people kill each other? What in the seven hells had Samsin ever done to warrant that conclusion? 
 
    “You must be mad,” Samsin said. “You can’t really be serious, can you?” 
 
    Nikanor remained silent. He was serious, as serious as Samsin had ever seen him. It wasn’t like Nikanor to do anything rash or foolhardy. What could possibly motivate him to attempt something which so contradicted his very nature? 
 
    “Can you give me some time to think about it?” Samsin asked. He knew no other answer would dissuade Nikanor from his course. The man was typically slow to come to any conclusion, but once he did, it was almost impossible to sway him. Almost. 
 
    “Of course,” Nikanor said, turning from him and opening the door. “We will discuss this again later.” 
 
    Samsin massaged the back of his neck as the door swung shut. He knew he’d only bought himself time. Nikanor was not easily moved, but it was possible to change his mind, if Samsin could present a solid, logical argument. Nikanor was a decent enough fellow, for an Earth Ward. He ran a prosperous plantation, despite the enormous number of slaves he used. He’d come around. Eventually. He had to. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Samsin sat alone in his bedroom, perched on the end of his plush canopy bed. The purple silk sheets lay in a crumpled mess at the foot of the bed, the curtains tossed back on one side. A single oil lantern cast a pale orange glow around the room. A large window set into the main part of one wall showed black, reflecting the night. 
 
    Samsin reached out a long-fingered hand and gently brushed it over the mural painted on the wall near the foot of his bed. It was a crude depiction of the sea, a blue-green splash of color highlighted by a distant red sun and brown splotches of ships. 
 
    The Sisters had sent him here as part of the regular rotation of Storm Wards. If one was lucky, an entire incarnation, and entire life at the same Iteration, may pass without having to serve in one of the frontier plantations. Unfortunately, Samsin had not been one oft favored by luck. At least his tenure here would be a decade at most—not that much time in the grand spectrum of his lives as an Orinai. He longed to return to the sea, where life was simple and storms came naturally. The sea was a fickle mistress, full of rage, and emotions, and power—the perfect lover for a Storm Ward. The sea made decisions simple. Chance her waves and you would either live or die. She mastered you, or you mastered her. 
 
    But this . . . 
 
    Two days had passed since Nikanor had confronted him in the bathing chambers. The Earth Ward hadn’t brought up the subject again, not once, but he had gone about making preparations for a journey. The solid man had set aside rations, gathered supplies for a long journey, even sent out to the next plantation over for some woolen cloth for protection against the cold. No, Nikanor hadn’t approached Samsin since, but his intent was still clear. 
 
    The man was a fool. Nikanor had even appointed a steward among the slaves. A steward. What good was that going to do? Samsin would watch over the plantation. To appoint a steward to tend to the affairs of the plantation was an insult to Samsin’s honor, a jab at Samsin’s power. True, Nikanor owned the plantation and the slaves. He was their true master. Still, the slight stung. Samsin wasn’t going with him. 
 
    Then why can’t you sleep? a small voice asked in the back of Samsin’s mind. 
 
    Samsin stood up. He ignored the questioning voice, though he couldn’t really deny it, and strode into his sitting room. He poured himself a glass of wine from a bottle and slouched into cushioned purple chair. The chair groaned under his weight. Samsin sniffed. The chair was shoddy work, put together by plantation slaves. Unlike the slaves in the Southern or Central Dominions, these slaves knew nothing of how to reinforce furniture to account for his greater height and girth. Nikanor preferred stone to wooden furniture, so his slaves knew little at all of carpentry. 
 
    Samsin sighed and took a sip of the wine. Flavor exploded across his tongue, a mixture of fruits and berries common to the lush orchards of Samsin’s native town. Usually, the fragrant wine made his stay here bearable and was worth the exorbitant cost of shipping. This time, it did little to lighten his dour mood. 
 
    Why? 
 
    That was the real question. Why did it matter if the Sharani Arena had remnants of the slaves and prisoners still there? Why would the Sisters even care, and why would Nikanor care that they cared? It didn’t matter. 
 
    Samsin downed the rest of his wine and walked over to his writing desk. 
 
    Of all the furniture in the sitting room, it was probably the least used. It has several drawers for parchment and ink, some others for sealing wax and various other sundry and generally useless items. Instead of a chair, a tall stool sat behind the desk. It was heavy, clunky, and not at all comfortable. This, more than any other thing, kept Samsin from using the desk much at all. But the storm was on the horizon. 
 
    He took a seat at the table and lit the candle with a striker sitting next to it. He fished out a sheet of heavy parchment, quill, and a bottle of ink and set them on the desk. Then he began to write. The Sisters had to know. He couldn’t let Nikanor run off on this foolish quest. Samsin’s family had enough influence that even if the information proved fruitless, Samsin would only get an extension on his tenure here. Nikanor, on the other hand, might end up dead or worse. He had no family to speak of and no other influence outside the success of his plantation, which was not inconsiderable. 
 
    The missive finished, Samsin set the page aside and wrote out two more copies in his thick, blocky scrawl. He then rolled the parchments up and took out the sealing wax—purple, to match the importance of the information. He set it in the flame and pulled out one of his family’s signets. They were gaudy things, even for Samsin, but it was one of the most recognizable seals within the Orinai. It was a pity his family was divided in their Progression beliefs or else they could have been the most powerful of all the families. The wax ready, Samsin pressed it to the parchment, sealing it closed with a quick press of the signet on each of the scrolls. 
 
    Nikanor would be furious with him, but that wouldn’t be much different than now. The man was like the rock, changing slowly. 
 
    A knock sounded on the door. Now, who would be up at this time of night? Nikanor perhaps? No, Nikanor slept in his stark stonework room detached from the manor itself. Samsin got to his feet and walked toward the door. He wasn’t in the mood to discuss this with Nikanor tonight. Samsin had made his decision. He opened the door just a crack, letting in the light of a lantern. A slave, Nikanor’s steward, stood in the doorway. 
 
    Samsin squinted against the glare to get a good look at him. “How dare you disturb—” Samsin began, flushing with irritation, but the slave cut him off. A dangerous move. 
 
    “Great One,” he said. “Master Nikanor has gone. He bade me tell you.” 
 
    “Gone?” Samsin asked, forgetting his temper in a moment of confusion. “What do you mean gone?” 
 
    The slave went to respond at the same time that cold realization drowned Samsin in ice. 
 
    “He went to—” the slave began. 
 
    “How long has he been gone?” Samsin said over the top of the slave, swinging the door wide. 
 
    The slave took a step back. Samsin realized he must look a fright, clad only in breeches and towering a good two feet above the slave, but he didn’t care. Samsin moved forward to match the slave’s step. 
 
    “He left when the sun went down,” the slave stammered. “I was to tell you when you awoke, but I thought . . .” The slave trailed off. 
 
    “What did you think?” 
 
    The slave swallowed. “I thought maybe you could save him, Great One. From himself, I mean. He’s—he’s not acting like himself.” 
 
    Samsin raised his hand, which was clenched into a fist, to strike the slave for such blatant disrespect, but then hesitated, his hand upraised. The slave faced him, not moving, back straight, jaw firmed into a hard line. Where had the fear gone? 
 
    Samsin found himself lowering his fist. “Fetch me the pack Nikanor had made up for me,” he said. “Bring it here and be silent about it.” 
 
    The slave gave a small nod—another disrespectful familiarity—and hurried away down the hall. 
 
    Samsin turned back into his room and shut the door behind him. What was he doing? Let Nikanor run off into the mountains on his own. Samsin couldn’t decide if he was angrier with himself for caring that Nikanor was being a fool, or with the fool himself. 
 
    Samsin pushed those thoughts aside. He had to stop Nikanor, go after him, and bring him back if he could. The idiot would get himself killed in the high mountains without a Storm Ward to warn him of coming gales. 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    Samsin grabbed some clothes from his armoire and shoved them into a satchel, before donning traveling clothes and a thick, dark green cloak. Next, he strode into an adjoining room and grabbed the spear he kept there. The weapon was almost as tall as he was, haft made of a light metal unable to be manipulated by any of the lesser magic users. The blade, as wide as his palm and as long as his forearm, was of reinforced, sea-green glass. He’d rarely had cause to use it out here, though it had seen great use aboard the ships of the Southern Dominion in his younger years. Taking it, Samsin returned to the room just as another knock came at the door. 
 
    “Enter,” Samsin barked, slinging the satchel over his shoulder. 
 
    The slave steward entered, struggling with the weight of the pack that was obviously too large for him. Samsin strode over and took it from him with one hand, then set the spear against the wall and shouldered the pack. The slave stepped back, looking anxious. Samsin turned back to his writing desk and snatched the three missives he’d written earlier from the desktop. He turned back to the slave and pushed the large scrolls into the man’s hands. 
 
    “If we’re not back in three days, send these along to the next relay point. They will know what to do with them.” 
 
    The slave nodded, but Samsin held his gaze. 
 
    “If you don’t do this, or if the missives don’t get to where they’re going,” Samsin said, “it will be your life.” 
 
    “Yes, Great One.” 
 
    Samsin nodded and, with a heavy sigh, strode out of his rooms after Nikanor.
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    Chapter 4: Outcast 
 
    “Quantification begins with the Schema, which is the simplest representation of the three elements upon which the mystic abilities are based . . . In simple terms, each element has three levels of power, an Iteration of the first, second, or third tier moving up from the least power to the greatest.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Khari entered the healing chambers, taking comfort in the sound of the small gurgling spring in the corner of the room. The political machinations of the clans, and Gavin’s farce of leadership, grated on her like the sounds of metal against rock. The tension eased as she turned to check on Lhaurel’s sleeping form. 
 
    Despite eating regular meals of softened foods—which Lhaurel accomplished surprisingly well without rising—Lhaurel had lost weight. Her pale skin pulled tight against her skull, making it appear as if there were no skin at all, just bone. Her hair and nails were just as unnaturally red as they’d been before. 
 
    Where Kaiden had started to recover, Lhaurel hadn’t. Khari had no idea why. Nothing she tried helped. 
 
    A soft knock sounded at the door and Farah entered. The girl nodded respectfully toward the Matron and glanced at Lhaurel, then her gaze flitted away just as quickly. 
 
    “Yes, Farah?” 
 
    “I finished the weapons,” Farah said, pulling a pair of red-glass knives from behind her back. “I was just on my way to the eyrie when I noticed you in here.” 
 
    Khari took one of the knives, intrigued. She’d seen what Kaiden had done to Makin, how easily the mystic had killed the greatest warrior Khari had ever known. Having a weapon that couldn’t be manipulated by any of the mystic powers was imperative. The knife was blocky and looked cumbersome, but the balance was perfect and the edge— 
 
    “Ouch!” Khari grunted, pulling her finger away. 
 
    A small rivulet of blood welled from the tip of her forefinger, dripping down into the knuckle creases of her hand. Lhaurel stirred in the cot near them. 
 
    “It’s sharper than any steel blade we have,” Farah explained. 
 
    “Good.” Khari tried to ignore the throbbing wound, but failed. Blood started pooling in her palm. Khari handed Farah back the knife. “Make more. At least a score.” 
 
    “That’s what Beryl said as well.” Farah nodded while trying to hide a small grin. 
 
    Khari made a small dismissive gesture and the girl left. 
 
    Khari walked up to the cot and fished under the frame for the box of bandages underneath it. As she bent over, she noticed Lhaurel had stopped thrashing. Khari sat up and studied the girl, who lay still and calm as a pool of water. Some small amount of color had returned to Lhaurel’s face. Khari’s brows came together over her nose. 
 
    Pursing her lips, Khari absently pulled a bandage from the box in her hand. She’d need to wrap the finger before it got irritated. She turned back to tending her hand, and then froze. 
 
    The blood was gone. 
 
    There’d been a pool of blood in her palm only moments before. The cut on her finger looked as if it had already had several days to heal. Khari stood up straight, mind racing. Wetta healing didn’t work on the wetta themselves. And Khari hadn’t felt anything at all, hadn’t even accessed her powers. 
 
    Lhaurel stirred, drawing Khari’s gaze. She looked so much better. She— 
 
    Khari looked from her hand and then back to Lhaurel. Could she have . . . 
 
    Khari pulled a dagger from her belt and pricked one of her other fingers enough to draw blood. It pooled on her finger and then began to run down toward her palm. Lhaurel stirred. 
 
    The blood turned to mist, then vanished, the cut healing partially before her eyes. Immediately Khari looked to Lhaurel. Even more color had returned to Lhaurel’s cheeks and she’d entered into a deeper slumber, a true sleep, not the tempestuous unconsciousness she’d been in before. 
 
    It was the blood. 
 
    Khari looked down at Lhaurel, hand still held in the air before her. What was she? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin entered the eyrie with a hesitant step and stopped only a few feet into the room. He’d seen the aevians flying in the great battle of the Oasis—the storyteller within him wanted to give it a grand name, but hadn’t come up with anything yet—but this was the first time he’d actually set foot within the eyrie itself. 
 
    This was majesty. 
 
    “Here now. You can’t be here without the Matron’s permission.” 
 
    Gavin turned to regard the speaker, expecting to see an older woman glaring down at him in that imperious, grandmotherly way. Instead, a willowy young woman, perhaps only seventeen or eighteen years old, stood a dozen or so feet away, hands on hips. With startling blond hair and deep blue eyes regarding him from the middle of a stern expression, she was as far from old and grandmotherly as a woman could get. A simple earring adorned one of her ears high up on the lobe. 
 
    “My name is Gavin.” It was a stupid thing to say, but it was already out of his mouth. 
 
    “That’s nice. Does Khari know you’re here?” 
 
    Gavin cocked his head to the side. Did she not know who he was? “Not exactly, no. I mean, she told me I should familiarize myself with the eyrie so I’d know more about the subject when it comes up in gatherings, but that was a couple days ago. She hasn’t said anything specific recently . . .” 
 
    Gavin trailed off, noticing the edges of the woman’s mouth twitching. Was she making sport of him? 
 
    “And you are?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Farah,” she said, mouth moving into a soft smile. “The Matron told me you might be stopping by, but I expected you to be older.” 
 
    “Why’d you go through all that if you already knew who I was?” 
 
    Farah shrugged and smiled, one corner of her mouth twisting upward into a half smirk. “Honestly, it was kinda fun to see you squirm.” 
 
    Gavin had to consciously keep himself from rolling his eyes. At least she was nice to look at. 
 
    “Do you normally stop everyone at the door?” he asked. 
 
    “Khari fears some of the Rahuli may try and steal aevians. I told her we should let them try, especially the Heltorin or Londik, but she didn’t want to have to explain the thieves’ deaths to their families this soon after—well, after the Oasis.” 
 
    Gavin looked over at the closest aevian. It was small, at least in comparison with its larger companions, though it still stood well over six feet tall. One look at the foot-long talons and the wickedly hooked yellow beak was enough for Gavin to understand Khari’s fear. 
 
    “Well, can I look around? Is it safe?” he asked. 
 
    Farah shrugged, though her smile didn’t slip. “Just don’t make any sudden moves when you’re close to a group.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Gavin promised. 
 
    He walked toward the middle of the eyrie floor, though he shot a few sidelong glances back at Farah as he walked. She watched him, but went back to her work, which had apparently been dressing goat carcasses. 
 
    Gavin studied the aevians, watching the playfulness of the smaller ones and the regal nobility of the massive, white-plumed specimens which nested high up on the side of the eyrie wall. He was surprised and a little taken aback at the intelligence he saw in them and the fierce social hierarchy. Studying them, watching them interact with one another, Gavin was almost able to push aside the sense of gloom that had been troubling him. With all the problems going on with the Rahuli right now, the logistics issues, the rivalry and resentment between the clans, and the ominous message from Kaiden, Gavin’s life had become steeped in omnipresent stress. 
 
    Gavin strode over to a massive, oddly-shaped opening in the side of the eyrie. The opening was high up the side of the plateau that contained the Warren. A sheer drop down onto the sands, yet it afforded a nearly perfect view of the entire Sharani Desert. 
 
    He could see the distant smudge that was the Forbiddence, which ringed the desert sands. He’d never seen it up close, but there wasn’t a place in the Sharani Desert you could go without seeing it. And there, to the southeast, lay the broken remnants of the Oasis. Clouds blackened the sky above it, and—though Gavin couldn’t see it from here—he knew rain fell with abandon. And, for the first time in living memory, those storms were drifting outside the Oasis. The deep red sands were getting stained maroon by the pooling water, plants were starting to grow where they hadn’t been before, and—even more than that—no sign of the genesauri had been found. 
 
    “They tell me you’re a relampago,” Farah said. 
 
    Gavin hadn’t heard her approach. He turned, finding the young woman only a few feet away regarding him with deep, blue eyes. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A relampago,” she repeated more slowly. “You can manipulate energy.” 
 
    She held up a hand. Gavin felt something drawn toward the woman, like thousands of ants rushing across the sand, and white sparks suddenly crackled along Farah’s upraised hand. 
 
    Gavin swallowed, remembering the battle with Taren. He had manipulated energy then, though he hadn’t had the time nor any real desire to delve into it. There was so much else going on, so many other things to keep track of, for him to worry about something that, frankly, scared him just a little. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Farah snorted and the white sparks disappeared. Gavin felt them returning to the sands like water spilled on the ground. 
 
    “You either are, or you aren’t, outcast. There is no guessing.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t respond, watching a massive white aevian crouched on a crag. The aevian looked down over the eyrie with an imperious gaze. It rebuffed any of its fellows who approached, chasing them off with a few muted shrieks and ruffled feathers. 
 
    “What’s with that one?” Gavin said, gesturing with his chin toward the aevian. “Is he sick or something?” 
 
    Farah looked where Gavin had gestured and then sighed. 
 
    “That’s the prior Warlord’s aevian. It’s rare for an aevian to outlive its rider, but it does happen from time to time.” Farah’s voice held great pity in it. “I wish that one hadn’t.” 
 
    Gavin frowned, turning to look at her directly. Farah made a sour face. “He is understandably moody, but he’s also the master of the eyrie. The aevians are leery of him and unsure what to do. It doesn’t help that they’re going through some tough rationing right now with food.” 
 
    Gavin hadn’t thought about the aevians facing the same shortages in food the Rahuli were. “The Roterralar didn’t have nearly the size goat herd it would need to support this many aevians when I got here,” Gavin said. 
 
    “They ate the genesauri before,” Farah said it as if the answer should have been obvious. 
 
    Gavin shook his head. One more problem to add to the growing pile. 
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t notice that you changed the topic. You’re a relampago. Since I’m the only other one now, I think I’ll end up being the one to train you.” 
 
    Gavin arched an eyebrow at her. 
 
    She grinned. Gavin found the look ominous. 
 
    “There are more important things to worry about for now,” Gavin said, looking away. “Thank you for letting me take a look around. I’ll probably be back a few more times.” 
 
    Farah shrugged. “That’s fine. Don’t wait too long though.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. 
 
    “On the training,” Farah clarified. “Once used for the first time, your powers will get harder and harder to control the longer you wait to begin training.” 
 
    “Just give me some time to get my feet under me.” 
 
    Farah shrugged and walked back to the carcasses near the door. As he left, Gavin found himself looking back over his shoulder at her. He certainly would be back soon. 
 
    Gavin only made it down the first side passage when shouts echoed down from the hallway above. Gavin’s pulse quickened and he broke into a run. Echoes made the direction of the shouts hard to discern, but the sounds grew louder the further down the passage Gavin got. The voices were angry, shouting curses like arrows. 
 
    Gavin rounded a corner and the scene resolved before him. Two groups of men formed two halves of a ring around an additional pair in the center of the group. The center pair circled one another on light feet, swords out. One of the men—Gavin thought he was one of the Heltorin by the distinct tattoo on the man’s cheek—had a long cut on one arm, which dripped blood onto the sandy floor. His opponent, a short man with both a sword and a dagger, Gavin did not recognize. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Gavin demanded, shouting to be heard over the jibes and jeers lobbied by both sides. 
 
    One of the onlookers glanced at Gavin and then snorted. “This isn’t any of your business, outcast. Keep on walking.” 
 
    The Heltorin man parried a blow from the dagger-wielder, then stepped away, taking up a defensive posture. Dagger-wielder grinned and followed the man. 
 
    Gavin pushed forward, intending to step between the two men, but two of the watchers grabbed him by the arms before he could get by them. Gavin struggled, but their grips were firm. If there’d only been one of them, Gavin could have—but there were two and he didn’t want to start a second fight while trying to stop a first. 
 
    Dagger-wielder batted aside a parry with his sword and struck the Heltorin man a glancing block across the chest with a quick follow-through strike with the dagger. The Heltorin man growled and continued to back up, but was stopped by the ring of men. 
 
    Dagger-wielder grinned wickedly. “You’re not nearly so tough when you’re not hiding away while the rest of us die, are you, Heltorin?” 
 
    The Heltorin spat at his feet. 
 
    Dagger-wielder’s face scrunched together in a mask of fury. This was going to turn into a bloodbath and quickly. The Heltorin man was clearly outmatched and none of his companions were going to step in to defend him. They wouldn’t impugn his honor. They would avenge him if—no, when he fell—but they wouldn’t step in before. 
 
    This wasn’t the first conflict between the Heltorin and Londik and the other clans, but this was the first that had escalated to this level. Normally Gavin’s reputation from the Oasis was enough to calm a situation, but not anymore. He didn’t have time to consider the implications of that. 
 
    Gavin had to do something. Acting on instinct, Gavin reach out into the walls and sandy floor and pulled. He felt the energy gathering, like thousands of ants. The two holding his arms yelped as white energy crackled up Gavin’s arms. They released him and jumped away and Gavin rushed forward, grabbing Dagger-wielder by the back of his shirt and hauling him backward before he could land a blow on the Heltorin. Caught unaware, Dagger-wielder stumbled and Gavin was able to step in front of him, between the two men. 
 
    The energy faded. 
 
    For a moment, everything was still. Dagger-wielder stared up at him in confusion and anger, the onlookers equally as stunned, some even with looks of fear at the overt display of magic. Then, Gavin felt a sword-tip placed against the side of his neck. 
 
    Gavin turned slowly until he faced the Heltorin man, who held his sword to Gavin’s neck. Gavin almost smiled at the irony of having saved this man’s life only to have him threaten Gavin’s own, but smiling would only make him even angrier. 
 
    “Wrong move, friend,” the man said, his voice as cold as the blade at Gavin’s neck. 
 
    “There’s no need for this,” Gavin said, carefully. “If the two of you need to fight it out, you can just as easily use fists as blades. You’ll still both know who’s the stronger.” 
 
    The man sneered and, behind Gavin, Dagger-wielder snorted. 
 
    “You’re an outcast. You know nothing of honor,” the Heltorin man said. “The only way you beat Taren at all in the end was because of trickery. You’re in league with the Roterralar devils. You’re one of their mystic pets.” 
 
    Gavin swallowed, forming his words carefully. The ring of men closed in around him, united suddenly in their dislike of him. Gavin licked his lips, wondering how he’d managed to get in this situation. 
 
    “Enough of us died in the Oasis. Can we really afford any more deaths?” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. Gavin saw it in the set of the man’s jaw, the sudden change of posture. Gavin reached out to the walls around him, consciously attempting to replicate his act of only a few moments before. Nothing happened. In that moment, Gavin felt his mouth dry with fear. He tried again as the pressure increased on his neck, the blade cutting into flesh. Again, nothing happened. The energy remained elusive. 
 
    “I really wouldn’t kill him,” a passionless voice said. 
 
    Gavin turned his head to look toward the speaker. His face was lined and his hair was greying, though his frame held the muscles and power of a much younger man. His arms were bigger around than most men’s legs, his chest a barrel of corded muscle straining against a thick, leather vest. He held a number of scrolls under one arm. And there was something about his skin. Was it covered with metal flecks? 
 
    “None of you know how to mind your own business, do you?” one of the onlookers said. 
 
    The man grunted and made an odd gesture with one hand. The sword at Gavin’s neck lifted and flew out of its owner’s hand. The Heltorin man yelped softly as the weapon flew away from him and came to rest in the air in front of the well-muscled stranger. 
 
    The man reached up and wrapped a hand around the sword’s hilt. “As I said, I really wouldn’t kill him.” He put the sword’s point against the ground and leaned on it like a cane. “Don’t try it.” 
 
    The last was directed at Dagger-wielder, who had shifted as if he were going to try something. His weapons flew free of his grip as well and came to rest at the older man’s feet. All was quiet for a few moments, even more silent than when Gavin had interrupted earlier. Then the onlookers and two combatants turned to leave. 
 
    “Some day you won’t have another of your devil friends to protect you,” the Heltorin man hissed at Gavin, then he followed his companions down the hall and out of sight. 
 
    Gavin clenched and unclenched his hands as moisture returned to his mouth. He suppressed the soft tremble which threatened to make his legs lose stability and turned to look at the mysterious man. 
 
    “Thanks for that.” 
 
    The man grunted. “Try not to die.” He started walking, dropping the sword he’d been holding onto the floor with the others. Gavin noticed the limp with interest. 
 
    “Wait,” Gavin said, holding out a hand. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Beryl.” He kept on walking. 
 
    “Wait. Thank you. I’m Gavin.” Gavin hurried after the man. 
 
    “I know,” Beryl said. “Learn to fight. Now leave me alone.” 
 
    Gavin stopped in his tracks. What had he done to deserve that? 
 
    Beryl continued walking, limping down the hall until he was lost from sight. Gavin pursed his lips and absently ran a hand over the spot on his neck where the sword had rested. 
 
    Farah was right. He needed to learn more about his powers. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Almost an hour later, Gavin strode into the greatroom of the Roterralar Warren and—not for the first time—felt a slight sense of awe at the grandeur and sheer size of the place. Khari constantly complained that the Warren couldn’t house the entire population of the Rahuli people. Gavin disagreed. Even with the remaining clans each claiming their own tier of rooms, there was plenty of evidence to show that this place was built for far more people than it currently housed. The issues, as Khari always pointed out, were feeding, clothing, and maintaining a civil relationship between the five hundred current inhabitants. Even housing segregation wasn’t proving an effective measure to maintaining that civility. 
 
    He drew a few stares as he entered, but Gavin ignored them for the most part. Several of the clans looked at him with awe after his defeat of Taren at the Oasis. Gavin was slightly uncomfortable under the weight of that understanding, but he knew he needed the notoriety if he was to lead this people. 
 
    He turned to the right and climbed the steep, winding switchbacks up the side of the massive room. The outcasts, all six of them that had survived, kept to themselves at the very top tier of rooms. As much as Gavin idealistically wanted the clans to unify as one Rahuli people, it was simply wasn’t happening, as he had witnessed firsthand earlier that day. He put a hand to his neck absently, rubbing it along one side. 
 
    As Gavin walked, the families stuck out to him, as always. He tried to not notice how many families were devoid of one parent or another. The battle at the Oasis had been costly. They’d paid a terrible price, but—hopefully—the genesauri were gone. It had been worth it. The children running around or getting scolded would have the chance to grow up in a world free from the yearly terror of a Migration. There was that glittering hope shining at the end of the long tunnel of despair. 
 
    Gavin made it up the last few steps on the highest switchback, narrowing his eyes against the glare of the sun gleaming down through the massive opening in the cavern’s mouth. He’d only taken a few steps onto the landing when one of the thick wooden doors opened and Shallee poked her head out the door. 
 
    “Gavin.” She stepped out onto the landing with one hand on her swollen belly. “What brings you here?” 
 
    Gavin smiled. Despite having her husband killed before her eyes, despite the turmoil and stress and destruction of the last battle of the Oasis, Shallee had survived. And even in the face of all that, she still managed to smile. 
 
    “I just wanted to check in on you and the baby.” 
 
    Shallee gave him a flat look, though it was softened by her small smile. Perhaps a decade Gavin’s senior, Shallee was a short, squat woman with a mane of deep brown hair and discerning brown eyes. His grandmother had always spoken highly of her, and Gavin, in the weeks that had followed the fall of the Oasis, had come to rely on her insight and opinion. 
 
    “What do you really need, Gavin?” she asked. 
 
    Gavin scratched at his chin and didn’t meet her gaze. 
 
    “Everything feels like it’s slipping away,” Gavin said. “I know we’re all safe and we assume, from what Khari has told us, that the genesauri are gone. We should be happy, we should be rejoicing in our survival, but . . .” He let the sentence fade and hang there between them. 
 
    “But we don’t seem happy,” Shallee said, leaning back against the stone wall. Her gaze turned toward the greatroom floor, where women worked and children played, though each in their own little groups. Only the children intermingled and even they didn’t get away without a good scolding for doing so. 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “We are, though,” Shallee said. “Each in our own way. I’m eternally grateful that I am safe and my baby will be able to face life without the genesauri. We outcasts, we have shelter and food.” 
 
    “They still hate us, though.” 
 
    Shallee shrugged. “They don’t know us, yet. Look at you. Half the clans look at you like some sort of a savior.” 
 
    “And the other half like some sort of demon,” Gavin said with a rueful smile. 
 
    “Only because you defend those they disagree with. There is always hope, Gavin. Always. Elvira gathered us together as a people based upon only that, a simple hope. Don’t ever doubt the strength of a solitary flame.” 
 
    Gavin smiled. For some reason, despite the stress and the problems of the day, he felt better. 
 
    He turned to go. “I’ll bring you and the others some food later,” he said, speaking over one shoulder. “May death’s shadow tread lightly by you.” 
 
    “Always,” Shallee said.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Monster 
 
     “These three first tier Iterations are the honors of the Rahuli people, the smaller of the two races of men that populate this world.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel existed in memory, experiencing once more the deaths of the genesauri, the poor men and women who had fueled her helpless release of power, and the terrible fear and sense of ecstasy that had coursed through her at the time. It had seized her, pushed onward indiscriminately. Makin Qays died a thousand times in Lhaurel’s dreams. The old woman had her last moments of breath stolen a thousand times again. It was a black, soulless place—a hell greater than any of the seven levels. And she knew she deserved it. She was a monster. 
 
    Lhaurel came awake with a scream tearing from her lips like the sound of a sailfin’s keening. She sat upright, immediately feeling the terrible disorientation of the blood rushing from her head and the pain of sore, tight, and damaged muscles. She sensed the water gurgling in the spring near her, though it was a peripheral thing now, no longer the powerful weight to which she had grown accustomed. Instead, the sense of another’s sentient presence overwhelmed her. 
 
    Lhaurel spun toward the other person in the room, reaching out to her powers by instinct, to the reservoirs of blood within her own veins to fuel her magic. A chill ran through her, freezing the blood in her veins. 
 
    Khari stood near the doorway, hand on her sword hilt. The woman’s stern face was a careful mask, face expressionless, though rigid and hard. 
 
    Lhaurel let go of the magic with an effort, feeling somehow soiled for the use of it. Khari’s presence faded, though it did not vanish completely. Lhaurel could still sense her, but more like an incessant gnat at her ear than the roar of a sandtiger it had been. 
 
    “Khari,” Lhaurel croaked. She held a hand to her head, massaging her throbbing temples. A headache swelled behind her eyes and threatened to dwarf the pain of her aching muscles. 
 
    Khari edged forward. 
 
    Lhaurel knew something was off about the woman’s behavior, but she couldn’t place it. The headache swelled. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Khari asked. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t know what to say. Instead she simply shook her head. 
 
    “Do you . . .” Khari hesitated, which cut through part of the confusion caused by Lhaurel’s headache. 
 
    Khari cleared her throat and continued in a much firmer voice. “Do you remember what happened in the Oasis?” 
 
    Death. Death born from blood stolen by a murderer. Lhaurel had killed them. She’d called Kaiden a monster then, but she’d been wrong. She was the real monster. Lhaurel squeezed her eyes shut against the tears and pain. No, she wasn’t a monster, was she? 
 
    Khari must have noticed Lhaurel’s reaction because Lhaurel heard her step forward and place a hand on Lhaurel’s back. The touch was soft. 
 
    “Did you do it, Lhaurel? Did you destroy the genesauri?” 
 
    Within her pain, within her misery, Lhaurel heard the question and nodded. Of that, at least, she was sure. The genesauri were dead. Lhaurel tried to reach out, as she had in the Oasis, tried to feel the sands of the Sharani Desert and comb them for life, but the pain only intensified and she cried out softly. It was a weak sound, the sound of a newborn lamb seeking suck from its mother. 
 
    “So much blood,” Lhaurel whispered. “Blood and pain and death. Genesauri dead—all dead. People too. I felt them, felt them all.” 
 
    Tears ran down Lhaurel’s cheeks and she found Khari’s arms around her in that moment. For all the hesitation, for all the trepidation Khari had exhibited earlier, Lhaurel basked in the comfort of those arms. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” Khari said gently. “You saved us, saved us all. I don’t know how, but you did. But Lhaurel . . .” 
 
    Lhaurel tried to look up, but she simply couldn’t muster the strength. When had she gotten so weak? Her thoughts were growing more and more clouded by the moment, her headache more and more intense. 
 
    “Saralhn?” Lhaurel asked, blinking away her fatigue and focusing on Khari’s drawn, lined face. “What about Saralhn? Is she here?” 
 
    Khari’s licked her lips and Lhaurel knew the answer even before the woman spoke. “She wasn’t among the survivors. I asked about her. She died well, a true warrior. You would have been proud of her.” 
 
    Lhaurel barely felt the pain beneath the fatigue. She’d thought Saralhn dead once before. This time though, she didn’t doubt Khari’s word. 
 
    “I thought you could burn a shufari for her, when you’re up to it.” Khari’s voice sounded hesitant, as if she were worried she’d say the wrong thing. “We didn’t have a chance to mourn everyone individually, not with so many dead. But I know how important she was to you . . .” Khari trailed off. 
 
    Lhaurel nodded numbly, licking her lips. She blinked away the blurriness in her eyes. Khari cleared her throat a few times and Lhaurel focused on her, though it was growing hard to focus on anything. 
 
    “You’re not a wetta at all, are you?” 
 
    Khari’s question seemed to come from a long ways off, like the echo of someone shouting from the other side of a hallway. But despite the softness of the sound, it was piercing. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to form an answer. “No,” she said, words slurring together slightly. “I consume blood.” 
 
    Khari began a response, but Lhaurel slid back into darkness, wrapped in the comfort of Khari’s arms. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Khari placed Lhaurel back onto the cot with gentle arms, though her mind was deeply troubled. Since her discovery with the blood a few days before, Khari had kept a silent vigil over Lhaurel, trying to figure out what to do when—no if—Lhaurel awoke, to the neglect of all her other duties. 
 
    The girl was far more powerful than anyone Khari had experienced, except for maybe Beryl, but the strange smith was nowhere to be found. Khari had sent everyone available to find the man, but to no avail. For only the second time in Khari’s life, she was at a complete loss at what to do, and that thought made her extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    Lhaurel stirred in her sleep, mumbling something under her breath. Khari leaned in close, trying to hear, but the words were unintelligible. Still, Khari found she was glad Lhaurel had finally come around. 
 
    Khari and Makin had never been blessed with children, though they had tried for years. One of Khari’s biggest regrets in life, now that Makin was gone, was that his legacy would not live on in their children. Yes, Khari had seen all of the Roterralar she’d trained as surrogate children and the aevians over which she held herself responsible were an extension of that surrogacy, but they hadn’t ever really been hers. 
 
    But Lhaurel was different. Lhaurel hadn’t just been one of the Roterralar she’d trained with the sword. Lhaurel was the first and only mystic Khari had ever trained. In the few short months the girl had been a part of the Roterralar, Khari had developed a bond with her that went beyond simple teacher and student. In a way, Khari had started to look at Lhaurel as the daughter she’d never had. And that was dangerous. 
 
    How was Khari to make the decisions that were best for the Roterralar when she put the needs of a single individual over the needs of the clan? Lhaurel was clearly dangerous. She was an unknown, with impossible powers. But with Makin gone, Khari couldn’t just let Lhaurel go as well. Not if she could help it. 
 
    With a resolved expression, Khari pulled a dagger from her belt and carefully cut into one of her fingers. Most of them had small wounds from where she’d already done this a half dozen times before. A small trickle of blood ran from the wound and, within moments, Lhaurel had consumed it. Khari was careful to squeeze out a little more from her finger, to be consumed as well, but left it at that. Lhaurel’s tossing and turning subsided and she fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    With a sigh, Khari got to her feet and checked the sword at her belt. She’d taken to carrying it around with her inside the Warren ever since news of Gavin’s encounter with the Heltorin man had reached her. She at least, would not be taken so unawares. 
 
    With one last look at Lhaurel, Khari headed for the door. She was a wetta after all, and that came with certain abilities. She would find Beryl herself. She had questions that needed answers. 
 
    She reached out, using the spring in the room behind her to fuel her search. Her range was normally limited by the water she had within herself, but with an ample source so close, she could draw upon it to increase her range. It was nothing like what Lhaurel said she could do, sensing everyone, but she could sense the other mystics around her, each type with a different feel. 
 
    Lhaurel, in the room behind her, felt different now, a darker, more shadowy feeling than the simple elusive vastness that had marked her before. 
 
    Khari continued to push outward, straining against the confines of her normal range. She had only attempted something like this once before, a long time ago when she had first been broken and was newly experiencing her powers. 
 
    She felt a half dozen others throughout the passages, but none of them felt like Beryl. Khari had been surprised at how many potential mystics had come with survivors. Most of them showed the initial signs of a breaking—how could they not after the ordeal of the Oasis—but Khari had not had the time to meet with them all or even to discuss their abilities with any of the other surviving mystics. 
 
    She knew she should have, but other priorities kept arising and there was enough tension going around concerning the ordinary Roterralar that adding to it wasn’t necessarily a good idea right now. Besides, that wasn’t Khari’s responsibility—that was the job of the head of the mystics and Khari hadn’t appointed one yet. 
 
    Well, she had let Farah know that Gavin was a relampago. As the only other surviving member of that order, Farah was the only one with the capacity to train him, and he, with the way he was acting and the drive he was showing to unite the clans, he had to learn. It wasn’t something she could let slide. 
 
    There. 
 
    Khari sensed Beryl then, deep within the bowels of the Warren, in the ancient abandoned passageways beneath the main part of the Warren. 
 
    What was he doing there? 
 
    Khari felt a small flash of annoyance. No wonder none of the people she’d sent had been able to find him. 
 
    Khari ran a hand through her short hair. It was unlike Beryl to leave his forge at all, but it had been dormant for days. Now he was down in the bowels of the Warren itself, most likely alone. If she hadn’t already been looking for him, that fact alone would have made her try and find him. He was up to something. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel dreamed. 
 
    She was aware of the fact that she was dreaming, unlike the fitful nightmares she’d been trapped in before, but she saw it through the eyes of someone else. She was an observer in the dream only, unable to speak or act, but could only watch through eyes of another phantom woman. 
 
    In the dream, she strode through a long corridor lined with torches. The corridor sloped upward to a large set of steps which lead up to a massive stone door. She strode up, noticing then the second set of echoing footsteps along with her own. 
 
    The doorway swung open of its own accord, letting in a blazing burst of sunlight. 
 
    “Thank you, Beryl.” The voice came as if from Lhaurel’s mouth, though Lhaurel herself did not think or say the words. She felt the surprise though, which was noteworthy in itself. Though she couldn’t control what was happening, she was still herself, could still feel and think autonomously. 
 
    “I asked you not to call me that.” Lhaurel recognized the voice, though much of the gruff burr she was used to was absent. Why was she dreaming about Beryl? 
 
    “Why?” The woman’s voice asked. “It is your name, after all.” There was a note of something else in the words, more than just the statement itself. Playfulness? Humor, maybe? 
 
    Beryl snorted, though he was still not visible. They climbed up the last few stairs, stepping out onto a wide flat area covered in a cushy green something. 
 
    A shorter, thicker version of the grasses in the Oasis? 
 
    “It was the name of a nobody, a warrior slave, used for the amusement of your Sisters.” 
 
    The woman laughed softly. “Ah yes, but it was also the name of a hero among the slaves. And it’s the name of the man with whom I fell in love.” 
 
    If Lhaurel had control of her body, she would have started in surprise. Love? Was Beryl married? Lhaurel didn’t recall anyone ever mentioning Beryl’s wife, or even a lover. This was a strange dream. Yet something within her, a small voice of reason, whispered that this was not a dream at all. 
 
    “You are far above me, Elyana,” Beryl’s voice said as they strode across the green, squishy surface. “It is not meet that you should say such things about your Bondsman.” 
 
    “Your protests are hollow, Beryl,” the woman said, the fondness in her voice apparent now. “Or you wouldn’t call one of the Sisters by name. Come along then, my Bondsman. Let us go see what sport we have today.” 
 
    The woman turned her head and Lhaurel could finally see where they were headed. A group of people congregated near the edge of a sudden drop, the dull hum of conversation reaching Lhaurel’s ring of perception. Beryl and Elyana, the woman through which Lhaurel was experiencing this dream, walked toward the group, though the participants were like no one Lhaurel had ever seen. All men, they stood well over seven feet tall, sculpted muscles bulging beneath tight clothing. Half had blond, wispy hair, while the other half looked far more solid, as if they were rooted to the earth itself. But there was something slightly off about them too. Eyes slightly too large, bodies too well formed, features too similar one with another. Not that they all looked alike, but the tone of their skin, the chiseled perfection, even the color of their hair was identical. 
 
    The conversation died as Beryl and Elyana neared, the men all turning to regard them, each inclining their heads and clamping their right palm flat against their chests. 
 
    Who were these people? 
 
    “What is the status of events today?” Elyana asked. Her tone was more formal now, less playful. 
 
    One of the blond-haired men replied. “The Rhiofriar are ahead. It may be that one of them may prove themselves today and progress to the next Iteration.” 
 
    Several of the others, mostly those with darker hair, chuckled. 
 
    “And which family would claim him, when reborn?” 
 
    Reborn? 
 
    “The Avrefran.” 
 
    “They’ve been receiving a lot of new blood.” Elyana’s voice was contemplative, musing, but the assembled men reacted as if she had threatened them. 
 
    “The Sisters have smiled upon them,” one of the men said. Several others nodded and another one chimed in as well. “They must have followed their Progressions most notably, Honored Sister.” 
 
    Sisters? 
 
    Lhaurel was confused. This was the strangest dream she’d ever experienced. She willed herself to wake up, but nothing happened. She thought about pinching herself, but realized she couldn’t almost as soon as she’d considered it. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    “What are the odds?” Beryl asked. He was still standing behind Elyana, so Lhaurel couldn’t see him. 
 
    This got the men talking again, gently ribbing one another or else shooting each other knowing looks. “Not as good as when you were one of them, Beryl.” 
 
    One of them? 
 
    Elyana raised one hand sharply, pointing a pale, white finger at the man who had spoken. The laughter died in his throat and the man swallowed and then licked his lips before Elyana spoke. 
 
    “You will show more respect to the Bondsman of one of the Sisters,” she said in a voice of steel. “Just because I have dwelt with you for a time does not give you such familiarity. Do not forget yourself unless you wish to join those below.” 
 
    The man hastened to stammer an apology. 
 
    Lhaurel studied the finger raised in front of her gaze. Pale white skin—not a pale brown, but white, like hers after the Oasis. And the nails, they were as red as the blood within her veins. 
 
    “Too late,” Elyana hissed. Red mist—blood itself—formed in the air around the man and shimmered toward Elyana. The men around him scattered back. Blood surged toward Elyana, crackling with a strange white energy and coalescing into a ball within her outstretched hand. Then she thrust it outward. 
 
    As it flew, the red ball seemed as flame, but when it struck the man, it struck with solidity. Blood and energy splashed across his chest, throwing him over the edge of the cliff with enough force to send him several dozen spans out from the edge and into the unknown abyss beneath. 
 
    Lhaurel woke up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Khari strode along in the darkened passages of the Warren, more than a little irritated at the distance she’d had to walk already. 
 
    What was Beryl up to down here? 
 
    She sensed the lake before she saw it. She’d always known it was down here though she’d never had any desire to actually see it. The spring in the healing rooms was plenty for any clan’s needs. Yet when she rounded the corner of the passage and saw the light of distant lanterns reflecting off such a vast, indescribable pool of water, her heart skipped a beat. It was pure beauty. 
 
    Khari reached out to it with her powers, feeling the depth of it with perceptions better than sight. Here was a source of fuel for her magic beyond anything she’d ever encountered. Why hadn’t she ever made the time to come down and see this place? It was pure, unadulterated majesty. 
 
    Movement from the other side of the lake drew Khari’s attention away from the lake itself. Someone moved about and a low grumble of sound carried out over the water, like the distant hum of bees. 
 
    Khari strode out onto the narrow path through the center of the lake, marveling at the majesty of the room. It was clearly not a natural phenomenon and the grandeur of it left her somewhat breathless. 
 
    Khari’s sense of awe was replaced by confusion about halfway across the narrow walkway. She could see Beryl, busy working at a small metal table, scratching away on a scroll. Was he writing? Dozens of other scrolls lay scattered across the stone floor, bathed in the light of a half dozen lanterns which rested in a couple of the hundreds of cubby holes cut into the stone wall. 
 
    What were those? 
 
    “Beryl?” Khari called. The sound echoed wetly through the cavern. 
 
    Beryl jumped and Khari felt the ground shake beneath her feet. The metal lanterns shook and then flew into the air. Khari stumbled back, nearly falling into the lake. She reached out to the waters, feeling the flush of extra balance, strength, and poise that always came with her powers. 
 
    She steadied herself as the ground calmed. Beryl stood inches from her, eyes seeming to literally blaze with a strange orange light. How had he gotten there so fast? 
 
    “Leave,” Beryl growled. It was a deep, guttural sound unlike anything Khari had ever heard before. She took a step backward from that voice. 
 
    “What are you doing down here, Beryl?” Khari asked. She planted her feet. Whatever was going on, she needed answers. 
 
    Behind Beryl, the lanterns bobbed in the air, supported by nothing. Beryl took a step forward, limp hardly noticeable. 
 
    “It’s not ready, yet,” Beryl growled, though more softly this time. The strange glow was fading slowly from his eyes. 
 
    “What’s not ready?” Khari pressed. 
 
    “The records,” Beryl whispered. The lanterns dropped back to their places on the floor. 
 
    “Records?” What was Beryl talking about? 
 
    “I—” Beryl began, but then cut off sharply. For a moment, Khari thought he may be in pain, but then recognized the expression on Beryl’s face as one of concentration. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Beryl held up a hand and cocked his head to one side. The orange glow faded from his eyes entirely. Khari heard it. A brazen blast in the distance. The warning horn. 
 
    “A sandstorm?” 
 
    Beryl shook his head. “No, that’s the signal for an escape.” 
 
    Color drained from Khari’s face. She turned and ran back the way she had come. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Khari pushed through the throng clustered in the hallway, pushing toward where they’d kept Kaiden contained. They gave way before her grudgingly, and more than one angry, scornful voice grumbled at having to move. Still, the intense expression on her face gave her some measure of leverage against them. 
 
    She broke through the crowd, nearly stumbling over a body laying sprawled in the sands. Meseck, one of the guards who had been watching Kaiden this shift. Blood stained the stone beneath him a deeper red. 
 
    No, not again. 
 
    She’d used her powers to try and locate Kaiden as she ran, but she hadn’t found him. Still, she hadn’t truly believed it until she saw it for herself. 
 
    A few steps down, the door to Kaiden’s cell stood ajar, knocked off one leather hinge. The other guard, Orna, holding a cloth to a wound on his head, slumped there with Gavin. 
 
    “What happened?” Khari demanded, carefully stepping around Meseck. There would be time for grief later. They would burn a shufari for him this evening. They’d burned so many of those in recent times. 
 
    Someone in the crowd shouted, “It was the Heltorin and Londik. They did this.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement. “We never should have let them come back with us.” 
 
    “Traitors.” 
 
    “Murderers.” 
 
    “Enough!” Gavin shouted, rounding on them all. “None of this is helping anyone. If you want to do something useful you can start organizing search parties. Otherwise don’t you all have jobs to do?” 
 
    The onlookers muttered to themselves, several shooting Gavin dark looks, but dispersed. Khari nodded approvingly. Gavin ignored her and turned back to Orna. 
 
    “Tell us what happened, please,” Gavin said. 
 
    Orna adjusted the cloth on his forehead so he could look up at the two of them. Blood plastered his dirty-brown hair to his head. 
 
    “Me and Meseck were standing here chatting about nothing in particular when we heard a noise down the hall here.” Orna turned his head and glanced at Meseck’s body. Orna’s mouth twisted upward into a grimace. 
 
    “Master Gavin here had just left, like he does every day.” Khari cleared her throat and Orna blinked a couple times and grimaced again. “Right. Two guys showed up in the corridor. One of them threw a knife and took Meseck in the neck. He fell, and the other bloke hit me over the head with a cudgel. When I woke up, Master Gavin was here and Kaiden was, well, you can see that for yourself.” 
 
    Gavin sighed, a deep, hissing sound that contained an entire wagon-load of frustration behind it. Khari couldn’t blame him, though she wasn’t about to show such emotions in a situation like this. A leader had to be a solid base for the people in a crisis. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the attackers?” Gavin asked. “Were they tall, short, thin? Hair color? Anything that stood out about them?” 
 
    She was impressed that Gavin had thought to ask specific questions. Maybe there was some hope for him after all. She remembered when Makin had struggled to gain the respect of those he led. True, he hadn’t been trying to unite the clans, but then again, they both had to start somewhere. 
 
    “They both wore thick robes with the hoods pulled up.” Orna grimaced again and Khari bent down and put a hand on the cloth. She pulled it away to get a look at the gash on his forehead. It wasn’t deep, but head wounds bled a lot and it was already swelling up like an egg. Gathering her powers, using the water within her own body as fuel, Khari put a light hand on the wound and pushed at the skin, forcing it back together. 
 
    The flesh knit beneath her fingers and the swelling subsided. Khari felt herself growing lightheaded and released the magic, grateful that she was already kneeling. She’d need water soon. 
 
    Orna put a hand to his head and blinked in surprised. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    Khari grunted. She was too tired to say anything else. 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t remember anything else at all?” Gavin pressed, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    The kid didn’t miss much. Maybe he did have potential, if he was guided correctly. He reminded her of Makin, when he was younger. She had had to help mold him along then as well. She almost smiled as she remembered her initial reluctance to do that, as well. But she’d recognized his potential back then, however reluctantly. 
 
    “Well,” Orna said, his voice stronger now, “the one that clubbed me, he got close enough for me to see his face.” He closed his eyes as if concentrating. “He had a topknot.” 
 
    “Londik?” Khari asked. Even to herself, her voice sounded sticky and slurred, as if she’d drunk a glass of goat milk. 
 
    Orna shrugged. “That’s what it looked like. Or Mornal, maybe.” 
 
    “Stay here, please,” Gavin said. Then he turned to Khari, extending a hand to help her to her feet. Khari accepted it, surprised at the strength and callouses in that grip. She looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “I thought we could take a look in his cell. There may be something worth seeing.” 
 
    Khari nodded. Yes, that was right. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Right, she’d just healed Orna. Khari hated how she felt after using her powers. She was so weak, so fragile. 
 
    Gavin held a waterskin out to her. Khari accepted it gratefully. How had he known? 
 
    Gavin stepped forward, not waiting for Khari, and pushed the broken door to one side with care. Khari took a deep draught from the leathery-tasting water, feeling strength surge through her almost immediately. It was an odd feeling, like the one time she’d had a bucket of cold spring water poured over her head. Still, as the initial shock wore off, she felt an immediate return of all her faculties. 
 
    After stoppering the waterskin, Khari followed Gavin into the cell. 
 
    “There’s not much here,” Gavin said. 
 
    Khari nodded, taking in the room. The leather bonds had been cut. They lay in the sand where Kaiden had rested. Nothing else had been disturbed. Even the lantern still hung on its peg on the wall. 
 
    “So it was the Londik, then?” Gavin said. 
 
    Khari frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense. There’s nowhere for them to go. They must know I can find them anywhere within the Warren here.” 
 
    “Have you . . .” Gavin started, but Khari was already nodding. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I reached out to see if I could sense Kaiden, but he’s beyond my senses. Granted, I was limited, but I would guess he’s no longer in the Warren. But the questions remain.” 
 
    “Who did it and why?” 
 
    “And where are they now,” Khari added. “I’m sure we’ve traitors among us within Evrouin’s people. I don’t trust them. No one trusts them.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    Khari looked over at him. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “We’re already stretched thin just trying to bring in supplies to feed this group. We don’t have the resources to send out more search parties to try and find Kaiden. This couldn’t have happened at a worse time.” 
 
    Khari nodded, waiting for Gavin to continue. 
 
    “We also can’t just leave him. He was the cause of so much death, so much destruction. But if we accuse the Frierd as a clan of aiding him, or any of the clans for that matter, it will just cause even more tension between them. They’re already at each other’s throats. We can’t get any of them to agree on anything.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Khari asked again. 
 
    “I think we need to discuss it at the Gathering tonight. Spread the word please, Khari. I would like everyone there. We’ll burn a shufari for our fallen brother. But I’ll need your help.” 
 
    Khari frowned as she listened to Gavin’s plan. It was bold, but it just might work. If, that is, Gavin could pull it off. Looking into his eyes then, watching how he worked, Khari was surprised to discover she thought he just might.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: Chance 
 
    “The first Iteration on the Schema is that which begins with the first and simplest evolution of metal. Colloquially, the Rahuli call this Iteration the ‘magnetelorium,’ though this scholar has always expressed a particular dislike for the names given to the first tier Iterations.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Cobb leaned back against the wall of the greatroom, cursing the twinge in his bad leg. The idiot boy, Gavin, stood in the center of the room in front of a massive bonfire in which they had burned a shufari for Meseck. The entirety of the Rahuli people were either spread out on the sands in front of him or else seated on the various levels along the walkways up the walls. The boy had gotten himself into trouble twice recently without having Cobb there to help him. Now he’d gone and called this Gathering without telling him anything about it. 
 
    Fool. 
 
    “People of the Sharani Desert,” Gavin said, raising his hands to still the soft hum of conversation. The crowd quieted. 
 
    Cobb grunted. The boy had an interesting place with the people. Many of them lauded him a savior because he rallied them against Taren and those that had followed him. Others still only saw the outcast. Yet Gavin acted as if he led them even when he didn’t. At least this time the boy was wearing his greatsword. 
 
    “Who leads you?” 
 
    The question caught the crowd off guard. The silence, if anything, deepened. 
 
    “Your Warlords are dead, many of your people fallen in the Oasis. Who leads you now?” 
 
    No one answered. Cobb grunted again. He was sure someone was going to claim leadership of at least one of the clans. None did, not even that Khari woman from the Roterralar. 
 
    “Someone has entered our home and let loose the man who was the cause of so much death in the Oasis. What shall we do to respond?” 
 
    This brought a small murmur from the clans and Evrouin pushed forward to stand at the head of his group of followers. 
 
    “What are you getting at, outcast?” he said. 
 
    This caused a stir. None of Evrouin’s followers, which were composed of the remnants of the Heltorin, Londik, and Frierd clans, could see anything in Gavin outside of his status as an outcast. The others though, those who had stood with Gavin in the Oasis, they thought differently. What was the boy doing? He’d argued so passionately about easing the divide between the groups, but this was driving a wedge even deeper. 
 
    “Do you lead these people?” Gavin asked, gesturing to the group behind Evrouin. 
 
    Evrouin nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “And do you agree?” Gavin said. His question took in the people standing around Evrouin. No one objected. 
 
    Gavin turned to the others. “And the rest of you? Who leads you?” 
 
    The crowd murmured while Evrouin scoffed. After a moment, Maugier and Alia moved forward. It wasn’t really surprising. These were the same three with whom Gavin met when they all needed to discuss things in council, but it was the first time they had stood in front of the Gathering, the first time anyone had acknowledged them as their leaders. Cobb scratched at his chin. He couldn’t see where this was going at all. 
 
    “Are these your leaders?” Gavin asked the crowd. Again, no one objected. 
 
    “Well then, I declare your leaders usurpers.” 
 
    This caused an uproar. Evrouin was the most vehement in his denunciations and even Maugier and Alia looked deeply affronted. 
 
    Gavin waited until the noise had died down again. “Taren was your leader,” Gavin said, voice still calm and clear. “Whether by your choice or not, he united you under a single leader. There were no more clans.” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Evrouin said. 
 
    “He was never our leader,” Alia shouted over the noise of protesting voices. “What are you getting at, man? This is hardly the time for accusations and insults.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. “Who have I insulted? I’m merely stating facts. By the laws of the desert, by tradition, whoever defeats the old Warlord becomes the new, isn’t that right? Cobb, hasn’t this always been the case?” 
 
    Cobb froze at hearing his name. How dare the boy— 
 
    Everyone turned to look at him. Cobb was the oldest surviving Rahuli, respected and known by all here. 
 
    “Yes,” Cobb found himself saying. “That is tradition.” 
 
    “So Taren, by killing off the old Warlords, was technically the Warlord of everyone, yes? At least, according to tradition.” 
 
    “Well, yes, if you want to call it that.” Cobb shot Gavin a flat look. Why was the boy putting him in this position? 
 
    “Then, since I defeated Taren, I am the leader of this people.” 
 
    The crowd was still. The silence was such that Cobb could have cut it with a knife. Cobb himself was stunned into silence. Yes, everyone had given Gavin respect, but was the boy really claiming Taren’s title? Did he want to look like a tyrant? 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Evrouin said into the silence. “You’re an outcast. You don’t have the right to lead any of us. You’re one of those mystics. I’ve seen your powers myself.” Evrouin spat at the sand at Gavin’s feet. 
 
    “I still claim my right.” 
 
    “Why would we follow you?” Alia said. Instead of angry, she seemed thoughtful. 
 
    Gavin turned to her. “Because I know what it’s like to survive against the odds. I know how to live when all else dies. Have I led anyone astray in this last fortnight?” 
 
    “Enough of this,” Evrouin said, stepping up a few more steps and getting within a few inches of Gavin’s face. Cobb saw what was going to happen a moment before it happened and, in his mind, found a new respect for Gavin’s ability to manipulate a crowd. He saw the seeds of the plan he’d given Gavin, but this . . . 
 
    “If you claim leadership, so be it. I can too. I claim my right of challenge.” 
 
    Gavin inclined his head. “I accept.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “You’re playing with fire, boy,” Cobb said an hour or so later. “I can’t tell if you’re daft or crazy.” 
 
    “Probably a little of both,” Gavin said. He shifted from foot to foot nervously. He was tired of waiting. 
 
    Neither Alia nor Maugier had spoken up, but the implication was clear. Lack of a response validated Gavin’s claim. This was the most dangerous part of Gavin’s plan. He wondered himself if he’d done the right thing. Khari had agreed to his plan, but it had been brash. Yes, he’d been given a position of respect, but it was an impotent power. 
 
    “This was your idea, after all,” Gavin reminded Cobb. 
 
    Cobb grunted and shot him a flat look. “My idea was for you to challenge them. Not this farce of claiming Taren’s title.” 
 
    Gavin stopped dancing back and forth and turned to Cobb. “Do you really think they would have accepted my challenge if I hadn’t? Even among the clans normally, a right of challenge could only be issued by a senior warrior.” 
 
    Cobb grunted. “What’s to say they’ll respect the outcome?” 
 
    “I don’t know if they will, but it’s worth a try. I can’t keep trying to figure out how to hold them all together and find Kaiden.” 
 
    “You could have just let them all leave.” 
 
    “I intend to,” Gavin said. “You’re right, they’re not meant to live together in one place, but I’ll have their oaths before they go.” 
 
    “Why is this so important to you?” Cobb asked. The old man pointed a gnarled finger at Gavin and his brows came together over his nose. “You’re not power hungry, boy. I can see that. What game are you playing?” 
 
    “We’re all one people, Cobb,” Gavin said, shifting his weight once again. “We’re the Rahuli. Whatever Kaiden and Taren were doing, it hasn’t stopped. I can feel it. When whatever it is that is coming actually gets here, we need to stand together. They can’t do that without a leader.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what Kaiden was doing,” Cobb scoffed. “You’re basing this off the words of a madman.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t answer. He knew they had to stand united, but the biggest obstacle to it was a lack of trust between the clans. In truth, there were only three now, each united by their own leader, but they still would not work together as a whole. In the end, Gavin had relied on how his grandmother had united the outcasts, broken and divided as they’d been. She hadn’t simply forced them all together. No, she’d united them into groups first and then gave them a common cause, a common goal. In the case of the outcasts, that goal had been survival, which had unified them into almost a clan of their own. 
 
    Gavin intended to do the same here, except to divide them into their real groups he first had to lead them all. He then intended to let them govern themselves until the crisis that was coming united them. He was sure it was coming. He could feel it in every fiber of his being. They needed common threads and Gavin intended to be that thread. 
 
    “You have no means of knowing they’ll honor anything they swear to you once they leave here,” Cobb said. 
 
    Gavin nodded. “I know, but I have a plan for that too.” 
 
    Cobb shook his head, then sighed. “Your greatsword is short and wide,” he said, “he’ll use a broadsword, so you need to get inside his reach. Don’t let him get a good swing in, either. The longer reach will give him greater leverage.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Gavin said, smiling slightly at the older man’s rambling advice. 
 
    Cobb opened his mouth to protest, but just then the door opened and someone Gavin didn’t recognize poked his head into the room. 
 
    “They’re ready for you.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, smiled at Cobb, and stepped back out into the greatroom. 
 
    Someone had cleared a space to one side of the room and drawn a large circle in the sands. Evrouin waited on one side of the circle, a broadsword in hand. The rest of the Rahuli people had arranged themselves to watch the match, most having shifted up to the walkways on the higher tiers. They sat there now, legs hanging over the lip, as Gavin strode to the edge of the circle and drew his greatsword. Everything was riding on this. Everything. 
 
    Alia had been chosen to officiate the match. She was a formality only. The rules of engagement in a challenge were understood. You fought until your opponent could no longer fight. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Alia asked, looking at Gavin. 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “Are you?” Alia asked Evrouin. He nodded too, swinging his sword experimentally. 
 
    Alia raised one hand and then dropped it. 
 
    Gavin and Evrouin stepped into the ring at the same time. Simultaneously, the whole room began to shake. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Deep within the belly of the Roterralar Warren, Beryl struggled against the voice of the vulcanist. The voice reached out hungrily, pulling at the power, at the heat and strength beneath the Sharani Desert. The earth trembled as a pocket of the heat pushed upward against the metal plate which had held it back for centuries. 
 
    “No!” Beryl shouted, clasping hands to the side of his head. 
 
    He’d let too much of the voice gain purchase, he’d unleashed too much translating the scrolls. The one on which he worked now—the one detailing the traditions and magic of the Orinai, of the vulcanist and the soul stealer—had triggered the voice. It fought on now, struggling with a strength it had not displayed in over a hundred years. 
 
    “Not now,” Beryl gasped. “Not until I’m done. Think of Elyana.” 
 
    Pieces of rock broke loose from the ceiling and toppled down in to the lake with a cascade of water and sludge. The rocks croaked and groaned under the pressure pushing upward from beneath. The lake sloshed against the confining shore. 
 
    “Elyana,” Beryl breathed. 
 
    Slowly, the voice released control, allowing the heat to seep back down to its reservoir beneath the desert. The trembling slowed, then stopped altogether. Beryl, panting, picked up the table and the scrolls, reaching out with his other powers to right the lanterns. He had to finish this soon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin stumbled and nearly fell as the ground lurched, knocking him around. Screams cut through the air above the rumble of rock. On the other side of the circle, Evrouin was knocked to the ground. Gavin staggered forward, using his sword to keep his feet. He grabbed Evrouin by the forearm and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    “Go!” Gavin shouted. “See to your people. Get them out of here.” 
 
    Evrouin gave him a searching look, as if he couldn’t believe Gavin was helping him. 
 
    “Go!” Gavin shouted. His teeth clamped down on his tongue as the earth jostled and bounced him. He tasted blood. 
 
    Evrouin stumbled away into the dust. A rumble sounded from above and part of a lower tier broke free and crashed down onto the tier below, breaking it free as well. People screamed and tried to run, though they were knocked from their feet as often as not. A rock crashed to the ground near Gavin, spraying him with bits of rock and sand. 
 
    Gavin cursed and jumped backward against the wall. 
 
    Almost as quickly as it had begun, the shaking stopped. Gavin stood without moving for a long moment, coughing against the cloud of dust which blanketed the air. Then the screams and whimpers of pain hit him like the initial wave of a sandstorm. 
 
    Gavin pushed through the dust, suppressing coughs at every turn. He couldn’t see, the dust was too thick, but he pushed through it by sound. His greatsword lay forgotten behind him. Gavin reached someone in the gloom, a shadowy figure in the darkness. The shadow figure clutched at his hand and held it with an iron grip. Gavin heaved and pulled them to their feet. Even only a few inches from the shadow figure, Gavin couldn’t see who it was. They stumbled off and vanished into the gloom. 
 
    A voice rang out over the cries and moans. 
 
    “Someone help me! There’s people trapped behind these rocks!” Evrouin’s voice. 
 
    Without hesitation, Gavin pushed through the dust toward that voice. A massive jumble of rocks lay where a section of the tiered walkway had fallen down. Another shadow figure loomed out of the gloom, but this time Gavin knew it was Evrouin from the voice. 
 
    “What do you need?” Gavin called. 
 
    “Get some men. We need to shift this rock out of the way.” Evrouin grabbed a chunk of stone and tossed it aside. The dust was clearing enough that the man was almost visible. 
 
    Gavin didn’t have to go far to find people. Many were already on their way, following the sound of Evrouin’s voice. Even amidst the chaos, amidst the tragedy and disaster, Gavin marveled at the sudden change. People who were enemies, ready to kill one another only moments before, were now rallied to assist others. There was common ground between them. Gavin just had to figure out how to use it. But that would wait for another time. 
 
    Between them, Gavin and Evrouin formed the helpers into a line and began pulling stones out of the way. The rocks had buried the lower room, which was hidden beneath an overhang created by the walkway surrounding the next level up. The assembled clansmen pulled away the stones one at a time, sometimes using chisels or hammers retrieved by others to break away larger chunks for well over an hour. 
 
    In the background, Gavin vaguely noticed Khari assisting the wounded. The woman, along with Farah, moved those unable to help out of the greatroom. For a moment, they were all one united people, the Rahuli, working together for a single cause. 
 
    “I think there’s someone here,” Evrouin said suddenly. The man had taken up the point position, moving almost every stone by himself, including those which had to be broken apart. Gavin, who worked alongside him, had found himself developing a grudging respect for the man. 
 
    The dust was mostly gone now, only a single large stone blocking the way to the people trapped behind. Stepping close, only inches from Evrouin, Gavin finally heard the soft cries. Evrouin grabbed one side of the stone and heaved. It didn’t budge. Gavin reached out and grabbed the other side. Evrouin nodded and they both heaved together. 
 
    The rock toppled back. Gavin just had time to step back out of the way, pulling Evrouin along with him. The rock hit the sands with a crash. As the dust cleared, Evrouin nodded at Gavin and the two moved forward as one toward the cavern-like room which had been created by the falling rock. Someone coughed within. 
 
    A small child was closest to the opening, dust coating her hair and skin and making her look middle-aged. A small cut on her head bled down through the dust. She blinked against the light. Evrouin reached out, picked up the child, and pulled her free. She struggled for a moment, twisting to look back into the cave. 
 
    “Woman’s in there,” the child cried, coughing between each word. “Pregnant woman.” 
 
    Gavin felt a cold dread clutch at his heart and move up his throat. He ducked down and looked into the shallow cavern. A woman lay there pressed up against the wall, arms clutched protectively over her swollen belly. She was unconscious. It was Shallee. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel sensed the group approaching before she even came fully awake. The door to the healing chambers swung open as Lhaurel’s eyes did as well. Two men carried a woman between them. Their steps were short and shallow, moving as if she were a great weight. They placed her on a bed near Lhaurel’s. Khari hurried in after them, expression grim. 
 
    “Out of the way,” Khari snapped, making shooing gestures. 
 
    The two men backed away, though both stayed close. Lhaurel vaguely recognized one of them, though it took her longer than it should have to find his name. Gavin, the outcast. 
 
    Khari knelt alongside the woman, checking her pulse. Lhaurel knew it was weak. She could feel it coursing through her veins and escaping through several small cuts along her body. What was more, she could feel the child within the woman. Its own heart beat like the flurry of an insect’s wings. Was it supposed to do that? 
 
    “Gavin,” Khari said, looking up. “Run and get me some clean cloths and this woman’s husband.” 
 
    “She hasn’t any.” Gavin said, but hurried out the door. 
 
    “Evrouin,” Khari said, turning to the other man. “Do you have any children?” 
 
    The man nodded. His expression was thoughtful, yet with a sorrowful cast to the set of his mouth. He glanced at the door through which Gavin had exited. 
 
    Lhaurel, unnoticed to the side, struggled to rise. Didn’t they feel that something was wrong? Couldn’t they sense the faint heartbeat of the child within the woman? No, of course they couldn’t. 
 
    “Yes,” the man said. “I have three daughters. This woman, she isn’t going to make it, is she?” 
 
    Khari looked up at him sharply, expression harsh. “Don’t give up on her so easily. She survived the Oasis, she can survive this too.” 
 
    “And the baby?” 
 
    Khari looked away and shook her head. 
 
    Lhaurel felt the build of power within Khari before she noticed the mist forming around the woman. It was a mostly bluish, with only a faint hint of red, which Lhaurel found odd for some reason. Khari seemed to glow with a strange penumbra. Lhaurel felt the woman’s heartbeat strengthen, felt it quicken and surge. But the baby— 
 
    “The baby,” Lhaurel croaked, making Evrouin jump. “Its heart just stopped beating.” 
 
    Evrouin whirled to face her as Khari opened her eyes to regard her, profound sadness in them. 
 
    “And the woman?” Khari asked. 
 
    Lhaurel wasn’t listening. She forced herself to sit up and staggered over to the spring that gurgled in the corner of the room. Crawled was more like it. Stumbling was much too dignified a word to describe what she did. Ignoring the questions, the words, the other people, Lhaurel put her face in the water and drank deeply, following her instincts. She felt a surge of strength, albeit slight, as she swallowed the cool, slightly-salty water. 
 
    Then Lhaurel reached within herself and drew on her powers. It came easily now that she knew what it was she was doing as far as drawing on her powers was concerned. It was not simply the petal on the surface of the water that Khari had described. No, it was a forceful shifting of her very blood, an outward expulsion followed by an inward return. She gathered her power, vision slightly clouded by the red mist which formed around her. 
 
    Blood. Without it the body died. But with it— 
 
    Lhaurel stumbled over to where the woman lay on the cot, chest rising and falling with the barest of movements. Evrouin protested, but Khari held him back, though she herself looked more than a little concerned. Lhaurel placed a hand on the woman’s swollen belly. 
 
    Lhaurel reached out to the infant with her power, pushing blood through its veins. She willed the blood to pump faster, pushed at the unborn child’s heart, matching it to her own beating pulse. There was damage there, inside the child. Lhaurel could feel it within her. She pushed more blood through the veins. 
 
    Beat. The heart pulsed once on its own. Lhaurel forced her powers into the damage, pulled half-formed veins and lungs to grow faster. Beat. The heart pulsed on its own. Lhaurel withdrew her power, feeling so weak she slid backward onto the sands. Sounds returned. 
 
    “Evrouin, quick, grab her hand.” For a moment Lhaurel thought Khari was talking about her. “She’s going into labor. Lhaurel, the baby?” 
 
    “It’s safe. Beating. Healed.” Lhaurel couldn’t form a coherent sentence. 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t tell if Khari understood or not, but Lhaurel wasn’t sure it really mattered. The baby was safe. She had done something good. Maybe she wasn’t only a monster. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin sat with his back up against the wall, knees bent up under his chin. Shallee was going to be alright, the baby as well. A boy. He smiled and massaged his temples with shaking fingers. 
 
    He heard a door open and then close. Evrouin appeared before him. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Evrouin said. 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “Thank you, Evrouin,” Gavin said in a weary voice. “For your help saving them.” 
 
    “No one deserves that kind of death. Not even an outcast woman.” Evrouin took a seat on the ground next to Gavin and smiled softly, undercutting the barb. 
 
    Gavin chuckled and shook his head. “No wonder everyone hates you.” 
 
    “That’s the price of making hard choices. You have to live with the consequences, boy.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and grinned ruefully. His grandmother had said something similar on more than one occasion. 
 
    “You and I were in the middle of something when this all started, I believe,” Evrouin said. 
 
    Yes, that was right. They’d been about to complete a right of challenge. Gavin blinked and tried to get his mind back on the matters at hand. Did Evrouin want to complete the duel now? 
 
    “I may have misjudged you.” Evrouin said. “Don’t misunderstand, you still don’t have any claim as leader of the clans, but you’re an honorable man and an earnest one. Your problem is that you’re naïve.” 
 
    Gavin grunted. This wasn’t what he’d expected. 
 
    “You don’t act like a leader, not normally. People look to their leaders for strength and hope. That’s why the clans that followed Kaiden did what we did. He snuck us into the Oasis caves from the outside. He gave us hope. The others, they look to you with some measure of respect because of your fight against Taren, but you threw it away when you claimed dominion over them.” 
 
    Evrouin’s expression was focused. Despite the mildly insulting tone, it was the first time Evrouin had met and held Gavin’s gaze. There was sincerity there. 
 
    “They need to be led,” Gavin said. “All this squabbling between clans, this in-fighting, it’s not doing any of us any good. There’s change on the wind. You sensed it yourself or you never would have backed Kaiden’s plan.” 
 
    Evrouin nodded and closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the red sandstone wall. 
 
    “In that we can agree. What you did now, after the quake, it brought back some measure of the respect you’d earned before, but you lost something more important. Trust. And you have to earn that back. You have to show them, show us, that you can and will earn it back. I don’t know if you can do it, but I’m willing to give you a chance.” 
 
    Gavin wanted to protest, but Evrouin was right. It stunned Gavin to hear such calm rationality from the man he had come to see as rash and full of temper, but it made sense, in a way. He didn’t trust the man—one moment of sentimentality was not enough to earn that—but Gavin had already started forming the same conclusions himself. 
 
    “Do you have a plan on how to do that?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Evrouin grinned. Gavin found the expression slightly ominous on the stern man’s face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Lost 
 
    “The second Iteration on the Schema is that dealing with the evolution of water. Those possessed of this ability are called ‘wettas.’” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Evrouin sat on a stone bench with Alia, Maugier, and Khari in one of the smaller rooms in the hall near the healing rooms. They sat in two small groups separated by gender, with Gavin off to one side. 
 
    Alia tapped her fingers against her knee impatiently. “Why aren’t we out there looking for Kaiden?” Alia demanded. “If it wasn’t him behind the quake, who was it?” 
 
    Maugier nodded his agreement. Only just into his middle thirties, Maugier was a bit more rotund than the average Rahuli, though Gavin had never seen him slowed by the added girth. 
 
    “While I hate to agree with a woman,” he said, “but why aren’t the Roterralar already sending out patrols? If they’d just grant more of us access to those marvelous birds of theirs, we’d have found him already.” 
 
    Khari shot the man a glare, but it was Evrouin who replied. 
 
    “Why aren’t we out trying to find Kaiden?” Evrouin repeated. “Because we’re in here fighting ourselves. I think it is time to call this sandstorm for what it is. Deadly.” 
 
    Alia frowned. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that this travesty of living together needs to end. It is our biggest obstacle to getting anything done. We all get into each other’s way. No one trusts me or my people—there’s soon to be overt bloodshed over it—and the Roterralar are corrupting our women and giving them the illusion that they can lead. His gaze lingered on Alia and Khari, both of whom glared back at him in blatant defiance. 
 
    “Well, if you’d just let us . . .” Maugier began, but Evrouin cut him off. 
 
    “It is simply a way of life. We will be better apart, acting independently of one another.” 
 
    “I agree,” Alia said, “though I’m not as concerned about your people, Evrouin, as I am my own. Your people can rot for all I care.” She tossed her black locks out of her eyes with a shake of her head as Evrouin’s expression hardened and Maugier chuckled softly. “Who gets to keep this place then?” 
 
    “We do,” Khari said. The others turned to her. “This is our home. You are all here as invited guests. Whoever wants to stay can, but by doing so, they will become Roterralar.” 
 
    A strange glint came into Maugier’s eye. “Why should we leave this place to you, woman? Hiding here, playing at protection. What happened to us was your fault.” 
 
    “Do you really want to try and evict the mystics?” Gavin said, speaking for the first time. 
 
    That silenced Maugier. Evrouin glanced at Gavin quickly and gave him an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “I’m not leaving them here to hide from us all again,” Alia said. “If they give us some aevians I may consider it, but—” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen.” Khari said, voice growing hard. “Not while I still draw breath.” 
 
    Gavin sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. This was getting nowhere. Alia turned to Khari, mouth open to argue, but Gavin interrupted before she could start. 
 
    “Of course you’re not going to just leave them here. You know where they are,” Gavin said, a trace of his frustration creeping into his voice. “You’ve seen them. You can’t really think things can just go back to the way they were? There are only three real clans now, outside the Roterralar, for sand’s sake.” 
 
    Alia recoiled and Maugier looked affronted, but Gavin continued. “Instead of worrying about what they’ll do, maybe you should be asking what the two of you can do for each other. Perhaps the Roterralar could act as messengers between the clans. Maybe they could actually do the job they say they can and spend their time figuring out what happened to Kaiden, or what was going on to make him decide to kill us all. The genesauri are gone, but we’ve turned into our own enemies once more.” The words tumbled out in a rush, but Gavin wasn’t about to stop them once they’d started. 
 
    “How dare you speak to us like that!” Maugier said, his words short and intense. “First you embarrass us in front of our clans and claim dominion over us. Then you go and insult us! I won’t stand for it.” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Evrouin said, putting a hand on the large man’s arm. “Whatever you think, he speaks sense. As much as I hated them at first, the Roterralar can redeem themselves in the eyes of the people by truly serving us. Their mystics can help us find new places to live, new water sources where we can feed our herds and flocks and plant grains. They can protect us against Kaiden.” 
 
    Alia snorted at this, but Evrouin continued as if she hadn’t interrupted. 
 
    “Gavin is right. Things cannot be how they were before. We know them and they know us.” 
 
    Maugier grunted, but his expression remained sour. Alia started drumming her fingers on her knee once more. 
 
    “I think we’re all forgetting something,” she said, “the genesauri. The Roterralar claim they are gone for good, that they have all been destroyed. But what if they’re wrong?” 
 
    Silence enveloped the room as the weight of that statement sunk in. It was Khari who finally broke the silence. 
 
    “They are gone, of that I am sure. But if it will help the cause, the Roterralar will accompany each of the clans while they are on the sands to protect you. We will leave messenger birds with each of you, for you to send to us if ever there is a need.” 
 
    Gavin looked over at her. It was a generous offer, especially coming from Khari. The Matron of the Roterralar was a hard woman, one who reminded him of the strength and steel of his grandmother, who had been the one to rally the outcasts into a semblance of a clan. Mercy, servitude, and humility were not emotions Gavin expected out of her. Nor, it seemed, did the clan leaders. 
 
    “It is a plan worth considering, I think,” Evrouin said. “I propose we call another Gathering. The people are scared and they need our strength. We will talk to them about this. Enough of them are already wanting to leave, more so now after the quake.” 
 
    Both Alia and Maugier snorted. 
 
    “You think the people should decide?” Alia asked. “Evrouin, you’ve been the most vehement against letting anyone but us leaders have a decision in anything.” 
 
    Just a few short weeks ago, Evrouin would have been well within his rights to kill the woman right then and there for talking to a man with such scorn. It was a testament to the true changes that were taking place that Evrouin’s face only reddened slightly. That and everyone knew Khari’s ability with the sword. If Evrouin raised a hand against Alia, Khari would probably kill him. 
 
    “Yes, Alia, I think the people should have a say in the matter. No, I don’t think they should decide, sometimes they don’t know what’s good for themselves, but they should at least know the choices we’re contemplating. And, to be clear, I never thought you should be included in the decisions, woman, any more than you thought I should be. Just for different reasons.” 
 
    Gavin frowned at Evrouin’s words, but he didn’t want to undermine the man’s main point, which was that the people should be informed and given hope. 
 
    “Very well,” Maugier said. “Let us gather the clans together again. Let’s discuss our grand exodus.” 
 
    They stood to leave, Gavin rising with them. He was unsure of what part he was to play in all this, but they had allowed him to participate in this meeting, which was a good sign. It wasn’t what he had wanted. It wasn’t full leadership of the clans, but it was something. His plan had failed miserably, but his grandmother, Elvira, had taught him that failures were not truly defeats, they were lessons taught before a victory. 
 
    “Wait here a moment, Gavin,” Khari said. 
 
    Gavin had just reached the door, but turned back into the room. Khari gestured for him to shut the door. He looked questioningly toward Khari. Up until now, their relationship could best be described as “rocky,” so Gavin wasn’t sure what to expect. 
 
    The short woman frowned at him and pursed her lips. It was the look a butcher gave a goat prior to slaughter. 
 
    “I hate to say I told you so, but what you did earlier was brash,” Khari said. “It wouldn’t have really worked, you know, not in the way you wanted it to. The people are too leery of tyranny, still far too broken to be of much use.” Gavin waited, unsure of how to respond. This was the leader of the mystics and the Roterralar after all, and she was lecturing him about being brash. 
 
    “But you are trying,” Khari continued. “You sense the changes on the wind. You can feel what’s going on. You’re doing your best and that is all anyone can ask.” 
 
    Gavin pursed his lips. “Is there something you’re getting at?” 
 
    Khari eyed him again, that same appraising look. “Yes. I mean to make you the leader of the mystics.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin could feel the tension in the room even before the Gathering started. He sat within the crowd this time, no longer in front. Evrouin, Maugier, and Alia stood at the front of the crowd with Khari off to one side. Still, those around Gavin shot him curious or hostile looks. He breathed an inward sigh and decided he simply didn’t care at this point. Khari was giving him a chance to prove himself as a leader, and he would accept that chance. The only downside to it was he really would have to learn about the mysterious relampago powers he possessed. In truth, they were more than a little intimidating to think about. Well, Gavin thought as an image of Farah popped into his mind, that wouldn’t be all bad. 
 
    As if those thoughts had drawn her, Farah herself shoved through the crowd and stepped up alongside him. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re a bold one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Me?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Claiming rule of the clans like that,” she said. Then she smiled. “It was pretty amazing, I must say.” 
 
    Gavin returned the smile. 
 
    At the other end of the room, Evrouin got to his feet and signaled for silence. The man stood atop some of the rubble that had been moved away from the rooms in the greatroom. Repairs and cleaning were still underway throughout the Warren, but the work had halted once again for another Gathering. Evrouin had been right. Everyone was on edge, everyone was scared. More than once Gavin had heard Kaiden’s name mentioned. 
 
    “People of the Sharani Desert,” Evrouin said in a booming voice which carried all the way to the back of the room. “The time has come for us to leave this place. It can no longer be our home.” 
 
    Murmurs ran through the assembled crowd like the sand of a storm. They’d known it was coming. Most of them were nodding and whispering among themselves. A few, though, shook their heads. 
 
    Farah brought a hand to her mouth. “No,” she whispered. 
 
    Gavin turned to look at Farah as the small sound escaped her lips. 
 
    “What?” he whispered. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” she whispered back. Her blue eyes shone with wetness and her fingers rested on her ruby lips. Gavin was more than a little surprised at the level of shock the woman was displaying. 
 
    “Yes.” He didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “And do you agree?” Farah pressed. Around them, more whispers and murmurs rose between the crowd. 
 
    “Well—” Gavin hesitated. What they’d discussed as leaders was in confidence. He shouldn’t be telling her anything about it. But then again—“No, we need to stay together, but I don’t see how we can do so. I think this is best thing we can do for now, at least until we can figure out what’s going on with Kaiden and that quake. And . . .” He trailed off and shrugged. 
 
    “Yes,” Farah said. “And.” 
 
    Gavin nodded. She could sense it too. There was something going on. The problem was, figuring out what it was. 
 
    “We, your leaders, have come to an agreement with the Roterralar,” Maugier shouted. “They will see us safely into new warrens. What say you?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, then a sound washed out over the crowd. A shout of assent. Khari moved forward then. 
 
    “Hear this. Those of you who wish to stay here among the Roterralar are welcome. You will become a part of the clan, with all the privileges that come with it.” She said, looking out over the assembled crowd. “You can become one of us, to help protect and defend all the others.” 
 
    More murmurs, though this time they were less positive. Gavin heard someone near him whisper about demons. 
 
    “What about the quake?” someone shouted. 
 
    “We believe Kaiden may have created it to cover his escape.” Evrouin said. “Part of what we will do when out on the sands once more is to assist in looking for him. We can only do so much, but the Roterralar will help us.” 
 
    “Do you trust them?” someone else from the crowd asked. 
 
    It was Alia who answered. “We don’t need to trust them. If they attempt to go back to the way things were, we know where they live. We can come back here and enact justice.” 
 
    “Do you think anyone will choose to stay?” Farah asked, turning to Gavin. 
 
    Behind them, the clan leaders began issuing orders and making the preparations to leave. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel sat back in her bed, knees pulled up against her arms. Near her, the infant cried softly until his mother, the outcast woman, hooked the child to her breast. Lhaurel smiled softly at the noises of the baby eating hungrily in great gulps. The woman glanced over at her and smiled. 
 
    “So you’re awake,” she said. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t say anything. She didn’t feel like talking right now. 
 
    “They call me Shallee,” the woman said with a small smile. “They tell me you saved my child.” 
 
    Again, Lhaurel remained silent. It was better not to say anything, not to draw attention to herself. 
 
    “Thank you,” Shallee said. “In fact, I think I owe you even more thanks. Gavin speaks most highly of you. He says you saved his life once already too.” 
 
    If she spoke, the woman was sure to think of her as a monster, see her how Lhaurel saw herself. Instead, Lhaurel nodded. There was a cheeriness to the woman’s voice that Lhaurel simply found herself unable to resist. Lhaurel shifted to get a better look at her. The movement brought her hands into view and Lhaurel noticed the red stain of her fingernails. She closed her hands into fists. A part of her recalled the memories of people dying, of the genesauri exploding into pools of red around her, part of her remembered the insane, wonderful ecstasy of that much power channeling through her. Part of her longed to hold all that power again, no matter the cost. That part of her was the monster. 
 
    “Khari says you should be feeling better soon. She left you a cane if you want to try using it.” Shallee nodded toward the door. A metal cane rested there, more of a walking stick than a cane, almost as tall as Lhaurel was herself. Lhaurel contemplated going over and picking it up, but she lacked the strength to stand. 
 
    “Did you feel the quake earlier?” Shallee asked after a long moment of silence. Lhaurel figured she was one of those people who simply like to fill all the empty space she could with sound. That was one way of living, at least. 
 
    Lhaurel nodded. 
 
    “They say it was Kaiden.” 
 
    Kaiden. The name rocked Lhaurel to the core. Kaiden. He was the cause of all this—it was his fault she’d become a monster. Lhaurel sucked in a deep breath, feeling a strange surge of energy. Red mist formed around her. Where had that come from? Lhaurel gasped as awareness sprang through her. Her senses swelled outward and she felt not only the woman and child near her, but the whole Warren came alive. She felt everyone in the greatroom above, from the smallest child to the oldest adult. She felt the goat herds, the sheep, and the few remaining cattle in the narrow grain fields up above. She felt them all. Part of her hungered to take them all, to pull at their blood as she had the genesauri and revel in the power they would provide. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped and pushed the power away. No! She wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t. 
 
    “Lhaurel?” Shallee asked. The baby was crying softly again. 
 
    “Kaiden.” Lhaurel repeated. It wasn’t a question as much as a plea. 
 
    “I overheard them talking. Kaiden escaped his cell here—one of the guards was killed. They think he did something to cause that quake and cover his escape.” 
 
    Kaiden. Lhaurel struggled to her feet. The effort was enormous, but the residual effects from using her powers gave her just enough energy and capacity to make it standing, one hand against the wall to give her support. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Shallee asked. 
 
    Lhaurel ignored her. Kaiden was loose. The man who had been responsible for so much death and destruction, the man she had once thought she may grow to love. He was loose. She supported herself along the wall until she got to the cane. Grabbing it, she used it to help her to the door. 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” 
 
    Lhaurel flung open the door and limped into the hall. In the back of her mind, she knew what she was doing was foolish, but she didn’t stop herself. She kept right on walking. She had to stop after only a few steps and take a brief rest, but she kept at it. If Kaiden was loose, she couldn’t do anything else except what she had already done before. She would find him and stop him. And this time, she would make sure he was dead before moving on. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The clans were in the middle of preparations to leave, gathering the supplies they claimed were theirs and working—reluctantly in many cases—together to make the logistical plans to expedite their departure. Gavin sighed and ran a hand through his hair. It was a testament to the failure of his plan that he was left out of any other decisions, relegated to the sidelines. How had he gone wrong? 
 
    Instead of one unified people, they were four divided clans. Well, really three clans and a fourth messenger corps, if the three clan leaders had anything to say about it. Three clans. That was all that was left of the seven clans of the Sharani Desert. Three from seven. 
 
    At least there were that many. At least he still had some influence with the clans, portions of them at least. And Khari was giving him a chance to—as she put it—learn true leadership as the head of the mystic order. He was certainly leery about that. He knew next to nothing of his power, even less about the other two . . . and then there was Lhaurel. She wasn’t any of the three known types. 
 
    When the woman had shown up in the greatroom, hobbling on that cane, Khari had taken into her with such harsh words that Gavin himself had cringed. They were off somewhere now, discussing things. Gavin had little desire to know what about. 
 
    “Well, get up then, Gavin.” Gavin turned to regard Farah, who leaned against the wall next to the door. 
 
    “How’d you find me?” He asked, turning back to face the wall. 
 
    “I followed your trail of broken dreams and shattered hopes. It led me right here.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head and breathed out a heavy sigh. “Very funny, Farah.” 
 
    “No, what’s funny is that you’re in here moping instead of working to gain back the trust and respect you lost with your stunt earlier. You don’t give up just because a sandstorm blows. You fight it, with everything you have. Get up and act like a leader.” 
 
    The words hit him and echoed in his mind, merging with similar words his grandmother had instilled within him. The true test of leadership, the true test of a man, she’d say, was not how he acted during victory but how he came back from defeat. 
 
    Gavin pushed the melancholy back and got to his feet. 
 
    “Alright. I guess you’d better show me how to start using these powers, then,” he said. 
 
    Farah smiled, which banished a portion of the shadows within Gavin’s mind. “That I can do.” 
 
    She gestured for him to follow and pushed off from the doorway. Gavin followed, grabbing his greatsword before leaving his rooms. He had a habit of leaving it behind. Actually, Gavin mused as he followed Farah down a side passage, it was more of a lack of habit than a particular proclivity for leaving it behind. He’d never owned a sword before, though his grandmother had taught him the forms with sticks and the odd sword which could be found among the outcasts. 
 
    Farah led him down the hall and down another passage, dodging around various Rahuli in the middle of preparing to leave. Gavin had already memorized the well-used passages within the Warren and knew where they were headed and so he was not surprised when Farah reached one of the doors to the eyrie and stepped inside. Gavin followed behind. 
 
    As always, the sheer size and majesty of the room seeped into Gavin like the icy drizzle of an Oasis rain. Aevians flitted from crag to crag along the walls. The creatures chirped and cried to one another and the wind whistled through the cavernous opening opposite them. 
 
    There was an odd smell in the air, more than the pungency that came from the birds themselves. This was a deeper scent, something familiar . . . 
 
    “Can you smell that?” Farah asked with a sniff. “What is it?” 
 
    Gavin took a deep breath. He knew that smell if only— 
 
    “It’s the smell of wet,” Gavin said. He fell into a jog and passed the confused Farah. He reached the eyrie opening on the side of the plateau and looked out over the sands. Clouds blackened the sky to the east. Rain pelted the sands and killed dunes, melting them into crimson pools. 
 
    Farah walked up beside him. 
 
    “It’s a nice smell, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Sands!” she swore. “Have you ever seen—?” She didn’t finish the thought. 
 
    Lightning flashed so close Gavin could feel it sizzling through the air. The hair on his arms stood on end. Thunder crashed overhead almost instantly. The floor rumbled and the aevians fell silent. Only the sound of the rain remained. 
 
    Something scraped against rock and sand. Gavin turned his head to look behind them and his eyes widened. The solitary aevian he’d seen earlier stood less than a hand's breadth behind them, close enough that his hooked beak hovered only about a foot above Gavin’s head. 
 
    “Don’t spook him,” Farah whispered. There was a note of surprise in her voice, though it was somewhat dampened by the whisper. 
 
    Gavin swallowed and carefully turned back around to look out at the rains. The aevian shuffled to the side a few spans and hopped up onto the lip of the opening, talons digging into the soft sandstone. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Gavin whispered, trying hard to keep his attention on the storm. 
 
    “Watching the storm,” Farah said. “He’s probably just as curious as we are.” 
 
    More lightning flashed. Gavin felt it and sucked in a sharp breath. The storms were raging across the sands. Things were changing. Ever since the battle of the Oasis, the weather itself had changed. Gavin sometimes wondered if the death of the genesauri had caused it, but he couldn’t see what they had to do with it. There was no logical connection. 
 
    “Well, let’s get started then, Farah.” Gavin said, turning away from the storm. “This storm isn’t going anywhere soon.” 
 
    Farah didn’t follow him at first. She lingered near the opening, looking out across the sands. Her blonde hair streamed out around her, tossed on the wind. After a few moments, she finally threw up her hands, sighed, and turned away from the storm. 
 
    “Maybe this will keep the clans here longer.” She said, striding toward Gavin. 
 
    “They’re too resilient, too set on leaving for a little water to stop them now.” 
 
    “Two days ago you were vehemently opposed to anyone leaving the Warren. Now you’re all for it. What changed?” 
 
    “I’m not all for it.” Gavin said. “I claimed leadership of them all, but I knew it wasn’t going to work with everyone all together here, especially not the Heltorin and Londik.” 
 
    “For good reason, I expect.” Farah said. “They’re traitors to their own people.” 
 
    “They did what they thought was best. They only wanted to survive. Kaiden offered them something they didn’t have. Safety and hope.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we should just forgive them, then? We should just forget that they fought against us and probably killed our friends and family?” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all,” Gavin began, but Farah cut him off. 
 
    “Then what are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying they did what they had to do to survive. In the end, they’re still Rahuli. They’re just like us. Maybe they deserve another chance.” 
 
    “‘Just like us?’ So you’d turn against the other outcasts if it was needed for you to survive? You’d run and hide while others died? If that’s what you’re saying, then I don’t know why I’m wasting my time trying to train you.” 
 
    Gavin opened and closed his mouth half a dozen times, unsure how he was supposed to respond. Was this one of those “women’s moments” he’d heard the other outcast men joke about with each other? 
 
    “That’s clearly not what I’m saying. What’s put you into such a bad mood?” 
 
    Farah stared daggers at him. “You have, obviously.” 
 
    With that, Farah turned on her heel and strode off across the eyrie floor. Gavin was so confused he didn’t even think to stop her until she was already gone, vanished through the doorway. He simply stood there, unmoving, looking at the slightly swinging door. He tried to figure out what he’d said that set her off so badly, but couldn’t think of anything. 
 
    A small noise to the side made Gavin jump. The massive white aevian, Makin Qays’s aevian, stood regarding him from a few spans away, beak clicking as the creature opened and closed it while making a soft chirping noise. If Gavin didn’t know any better, he would have thought the creature was laughing at him. 
 
    “Gavin!” 
 
    Gavin almost winced at the sounds of Khari’s voice behind him. He turned to see the short woman stalking toward him across the sandy floor. Even as small as she was, Gavin still found her mildly intimidating, especially with the grey streaks highlighting her brown hair. She reminded him strongly of his grandmother. 
 
    “What did you say to Farah?” she demanded. “I just passed her in the hall and she looked a mess.” 
 
    Gavin held up his hands. “I didn’t say anything. We were talking about how she thought the storm might delay the clans leaving and I disagreed.” 
 
    Khari gave him a penetrating look. “What else?” 
 
    “We talked about the Heltorin and how they were only doing what they thought they had to do to survive. They’re Rahuli, just like us. Then it got strange. She started accusing me of abandoning people to save my own skin. I don’t know what I said.” 
 
    Khari sighed and shook her head. “You shouldn’t assume that just because you’ve decided to put what happened in the Oasis behind you, that everyone else has, or ever will, for that matter.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. 
 
    “Farah’s family was killed in the battle of the Oasis, her mother and two of her brothers. She did the best she could to protect them, but some of the Heltorin and Londik with Kaiden cornered them against the Oasis walls. A group of sailfins tore them all apart before Farah could get to them.” 
 
    Gavin licked his lips then swallowed. Some measure of understanding flitted through his mind. 
 
    “What does that have to do with wanting the clans to stay here?” he asked. 
 
    “An enemy is easier to watch when you have them within your own walls,” Khari said, “and for her, having the clans united gives meaning to her family’s death. If they leave, not only will she no longer be able to watch over those she considers traitors, but it also means her family died for nothing. Everything will go back to the way things were.” 
 
    “How is that?” Gavin asked. “Nothing will go back to the way things were. Everything has changed.” 
 
    The emotions, the anger and resentment, he understood. But this? 
 
    “I didn’t say it was rational,” Khari said. “Emotions rarely are in the moment. Do you think what you did in the Oasis by rallying the clans was rational? That was pure emotion then too.” 
 
    Gavin blew out his breath in one long sigh. “I don’t understand any of this. I mean, I’m right. Everything is changing. They are Rahuli too.” 
 
    Khari considered him for a moment, then smirked. “You haven’t spent much time around women your own age, have you?” 
 
    Gavin snorted. “I had loads of time to learn about those while wandering the desert, didn’t I? There were so many young, unmarried outcast women available to talk to.” 
 
    Khari rolled her eyes. “I’ve had about enough of that sarcasm. Go find her. Fix it.” 
 
    “Fix it? How am I supposed to fix it?” 
 
    Khari’s smirk widened into a grin. “You of all people should understand her, Gavin. She’s lost everyone she ever cared about. She’s lonely and afraid to let anyone else in. I think you have some experience with those emotions, as an outcast.” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand through his hair and nodded. He did understand those emotions. He remembered how he felt after his grandmother died and, even more than that when his parents had died. Those were deep, powerful memories. How was he supposed to help Farah overcome something like that? He didn’t even know where to start, though he found himself sincerely wanting to try. That shared experience was somewhere to start, at least. 
 
    “Was there something else you needed?” Gavin asked. “Or did you only come here because of Farah?” 
 
    “I was looking for Beryl,” Khari said. “The clan leaders are asking for access to the armory, but the door to Beryl’s smithy is locked. I can’t seem to find him anywhere.” 
 
    “The last I saw of him was the other day when he broke up that fight between the Heltorin. In fact, that’s the only time I’ve seen him.” 
 
    Khari shrugged. “No matter. I’ll find him eventually. That storm will delay the departure a little, so we’ve got time. Now go on, find Farah. She’s the only one left to teach you about your powers. I can’t afford for you to build rifts already.” 
 
    Gavin sighed, but did as he was told. Behind him, the aevian clicked its beak and laughed at him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: Reconciliation 
 
    “The next Iteration is that involving the element of energy. Those possessed of this power are called ‘relampago,’ which is a fine and altogether adequate description of their abilities.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    It took well over an hour for Gavin to find where Farah had gone. He’d had to ask several people to get a general direction at first, but he’d eventually found her in one of the wide canyon-like caverns in which the Roterralar grew their grains. She looked up at him when he entered. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. Her eyes were red, her face puffy. Gavin felt a fool, but he also had a new understanding of her situation. Khari was right, he needed to make this right. 
 
    “I came to apologize,” he said. 
 
    She sniffed. “How’d you find me?” 
 
    Gavin grinned. “I followed your trail of broken dreams and shattered hopes.” 
 
    Farah chuckled softly. She wiped a hand under her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “I didn’t know about your family.” Gavin began, but Farah held up a hand. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said. “I’m just a little emotional today, especially when it comes to the clans leaving. It was wrong of me to take it out on you.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “I apologize either way.” 
 
    Farah rolled her eyes and held out a hand for Gavin to help her to her feet. “Sometimes you can be an idiot, Gavin, but at least you’re an earnest one.” 
 
    “Idiot?” He pulled her to her feet. She was surprisingly light, even for her slight frame. 
 
    “Yep,” she said. “Dumb as a post, but we’ll fix that. Come on, I think I owe you a lesson or two about those powers of yours.” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t sure how he felt about being called an idiot, but Farah seemed in better spirits now, so that was something. Even with tear stains down her cheeks, she was still quite pretty. It seemed she changed moods quickly though and Gavin wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to that. 
 
    Farah stepped away from him a few paces and then turned around to face him. Her face pulled together in concentration and Gavin felt something building around him. It was that same feeling he’d felt before, like ants crawling across his skin. Crackling white energy burst from both Farah’s hands, which sprayed the surrounding area in amorphous white light. 
 
    She raised one of her hands. “This is what we manipulate. Energy. A common misconception is that we create it, but that is a lie. We simply gather it from around us and then redirect it where we want it to go.” 
 
    “We gather it from around us then,” Gavin said. “That’s what I’m feeling just before you use the power?” 
 
    Farah nodded. “There is a lot of extra energy in the sands. The energy we use is the energy of movement, of resistance. The more something moves against something else, the more energy it builds up. What we do is harness that energy through our bodies, draw it in, and then direct it out.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, she gestured with one hand and a faint crackling bolt lanced from her fingers. 
 
    Gavin jumped back, even though the energy was not directed at him and it vanished only a handspan from her fingers. He felt it dissipating, but it was a distant echo beneath the thunder of his beating heart. He immediately corrected his expression, falling back on his acting training to allow him to mask his emotions. Farah grinned at him anyway. 
 
    “So how do you gather it in?” Gavin asked, ignoring the look of humor on Farah’s face. 
 
    “You reach out and will it to come into you.” 
 
    Gavin raised an eyebrow at her. “That’s probably the most descriptive thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Farah shrugged. “That’s all I can say. It takes practice, long repeated hours of constant practice. It took me a year before I could summon the energy at will every time. You just have to practice.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and then raised his hands out from the side of his body. He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, willing the energy to coalesce and come to him. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Direct your thoughts downward, into the sandstone and walls,” Farah said. “You have to gather the energy, so focus on the areas where it would collect.” 
 
    Gavin adjusted his focus, pushing his thoughts toward the sand and rock beneath his feet. Again, nothing happened. He strained, pulling hard and forcing his will outward. For half a second he thought he felt something, a brief moment of sudden tingling, but then it was gone. 
 
    He sighed and opened his eyes. “Practice,” he said. “Lots of practice.” 
 
    Farah smiled. “That’s right. Lots and lots of practice.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his forehead. “What can you tell me about the other magic users?” 
 
    Farah shrugged. “Not much. There are two others, the wetta and the magnetelorium. Wettas can manipulate and find water. Magneteloriums manipulate metal.” 
 
    “That just confirms what I already know. Are there more of one than the other? How many mystics are there, altogether?” 
 
    “Counting you and Beryl there are five of us now. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Only five?” For some reason Gavin had thought there were more of them. Why did five people need their own leader? 
 
    “There used to be more. Four relampago fell in the battle for the Oasis. Kaiden is a mystic, but he’s not one of us. Sarial, well, she’s gone now too, for all we know. You left her in the cell inside the Oasis walls. I bet she’s dead by now.” There was no pity in the woman’s voice. 
 
    “And do new mystics surface often?” 
 
    “Why all the questions?” Farah asked. “Is there something you’re getting at?” 
 
    Gavin shook his head. “Just curious is all. Do we get new mystics often?” 
 
    Farah half shrugged and shook her head. “Not that often. I was born here and I can only remember Kaiden and Lhaurel besides me.” 
 
    “Then how do you sustain yourselves? I mean, I thought . . .” Gavin trailed off. 
 
    “You thought all the Roterralar were mystics?” Farah supplied with a smile. “Not even close. Some of us are born mystics and some of us aren’t. I know Khari mentioned she’d felt some unbroken potentials among the clans. Hopefully she’ll convince some of them to stay.” 
 
    “Unbroken potentials?” He was coming to the conclusion that there was a lot about this he didn’t know. How did Khari expect him to lead a group of people he knew nothing about? Part of him whispered that he’d just attempted to rule all the clans and he knew nothing about them, but he ignored that voice. 
 
    Farah nodded and took a seat. “I guess I should start at the beginning. You’re already broken so I didn’t talk about any of that. I’m new at this, so bear with me.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and sat down with her on the sands. He was genuinely curious about the people he was supposed to be leading and also hoped that focusing on something other than Farah’s loss would be good for her. 
 
    “What we do, using magic, isn’t something our minds or bodies do naturally. From what was explained to me, our minds and bodies put up barriers to that power. It is only by breaking through those barriers that the power itself can escape through the cracks and be used.” 
 
    Gavin frowned in concentration. “So how does one break those barriers?” 
 
    “Usually, trauma of some kind, though it differs from person to person.” 
 
    “Why would our bodies put up barriers like that?” 
 
    Farah shrugged. “No one really knows. My theory is that the body knows when it is doing something it was not originally intended to do, or at least, when it is going to do something that will change it. It’s a means of self-preservation, I think.” 
 
    “Change it?” 
 
    “Nothing comes without a cost of some kind. Using magic changes the body. I was born with brown hair, but the more I use my powers, the lighter it becomes.” Farah said, running a hand through her blonde locks. “You can see even clearer examples with Lhaurel and Beryl. Both of them have had drastic changes come over them from using their powers.” 
 
    Gavin leaned back against the wall, troubled. He’d thought that his powers could be some sort of amazing weapon, but it seemed the weapon was two edged. Any strike against the enemy also cut him too. It made sense, though, that there was a cost. Every choice had consequences, every action had a reaction. 
 
    “Khari wants you to take Sarial’s place, doesn’t she?” Farah asked quietly. 
 
    Gavin turned to look at her, expression carefully neutral. Farah wasn’t looking at him. Instead she looked down at the ground and stirred the sand with one finger. 
 
    “It makes sense. You’re a leader. The clans respect you, even after your idiot stunt.” 
 
    Wait, was Farah jealous? Gavin struggled to keep his confusion and annoyance from marring his neutral mask. Did this woman’s emotions ever make sense? He looked over at her. She glanced up at him and then nodded slightly before returning to her sketches in the sand. No, not jealous, not entirely at least. Part of it was laced with understanding and respect. 
 
    “I’m here to learn, Farah.” Gavin said. “Not take over anything. You’re right. I need to know about my powers and I need to understand this people better than I currently do. Help me?” 
 
    Farah was silent for a long while and Gavin wondered what he’d done wrong this time. Then Farah flicked the sand away with a swipe of her hand and got to her feet. 
 
    “Of course I’ll help you. What else are friends for?” 
 
    “We’re friends now?” Gavin asked. “Not that I’m objecting, but usually the pretty girls run away from the outcast boys. They don’t become friends with them.” 
 
    “Of course we’re friends,” she said with a small smile, extending a hand to help him to his feet. She was surprisingly strong and her hand warm. Gavin was mildly surprised at how glad he was that she’d agreed. “But if I’m to help you, those aren’t the only things you’ll need help with. Come with me.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A few minutes later they were back in the eyrie once more, Farah leading the way. Gavin looked around, half hoping to find Khari so he could ask her something that had been bothering him since Farah’s explanation, but she wasn’t there. He filed the question away for later. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Farah smiled. Gavin was coming to realize that the smile wasn’t always a good thing. Sometimes that beautiful smile was the mask for something devious. 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to be one of the Roterralar, you’ll need to be able to ride one of these.” She whistled sharply. 
 
    One of the smaller aevians leapt from a nearby outcropping of rock and flew over to her, the motion creating a small cloud of dust that made Gavin cough. The aevian gave a small chirp and ruffled its feathers as it bent low to let Farah scratch it beneath the beak. 
 
    Gavin swallowed, unsure of what to do. Even his training as a storyteller failed him. The aevians were amazing, majestic creatures which Gavin found more than a little intimidating, but also completely fascinating. They were more than mere beasts, he could tell that. The aevians allowed the Roterralar to ride them more as an agreement between equals than any specific training on the part of the Roterralar. 
 
    “You can touch him,” Farah said. “He’ll let you.” 
 
    Gavin walked forward with small, careful steps. The aevian turned his head and regarded him with ebony eyes rimmed with gold. 
 
    “What’s his name?” Gavin asked, softly. 
 
    “We don’t tell others the names of our aevians. It’s sacred.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, accepting that response until he noticed Farah was laughing softly. Maybe being friends with her wasn’t such a good idea. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and stretched out his hand to stroke the brown and gold feathers of the creature before him. It was surprisingly warm to the touch. 
 
    “His name is Talyshan,” she said, stifling a smile. “He’s a kistriel, smallest of the four aevian species.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, though there was so much new information bouncing around in his mind he wasn’t sure he would remember the name. But he would never forget how he felt in that moment. 
 
    “So what do I do?” Gavin asked. He felt Talyshan’s strength beneath his fingers, felt the power of muscles and recognized the fierce warrior spirit contained within him. 
 
    “Well, normally we’d have you feed them for a couple months and see you develop any sort of special bond with one of them,” Farah said. “But that won’t really do for you. For now, I think I’ll just show you how to care for them and teach you some things about the different species.” 
 
    “Which is the strongest, little lady?” a gruff voice asked. 
 
    Gavin and Farah both turned in the direction from which the voice had originated. A group of a half dozen men stood in front of one of the doors that lead into and out of the eyrie itself. None of them appeared much older than Gavin, though they all bore the lean toughness of those who had seen their fair share of fighting. All wore swords belted at waists of slung across their backs. 
 
    “Who in the sands are you?” Farah demanded. “You know you’re not allowed in here.” 
 
    One of the men, the same one who spoke before, grinned widely. There was a large gap between his two front teeth. 
 
    “Well, little lady, me and the boys here, we was thinking that these here birds would help us out quite a bit once we was back out on the sands again, didn’t we boys?” There were murmurs of assent from the other men. Gap-tooth continued, “So we decided we should take a couple with us.” 
 
    Behind Gavin, Talyshan made a strange hissing noise, the sound of water hitting flame and turning instantly to steam. Farah set her feet and threw back her head, chin raised. Gavin dropped a hand onto the hilt of his greatsword. 
 
    Farah hissed in an exact imitation of the sound Talyshan had made. “I’d like to see you try it.” 
 
    The group of men chuckled and Gap-tooth swaggered forward a few steps. He dropped a hand onto the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “What’s a pretty little thing like you going to do?” he said, eyes flicking over to Gavin for a moment before sliding back over Farah’s curvaceous form. “You don’t even have a sword. All you’ve got to help you is this cretin.” He looked her up and down pointedly and his gap-toothed grin widened. 
 
    Gavin drew his greatsword in one fluid motion. The hiss of metal against leather almost seemed to echo in the deafening silence that followed. 
 
    Gap-tooth turned a lazy gaze toward him. “Put that away, boy,” he said. “Afore you get hurt.” 
 
    Gavin raised the tip of his greatsword, holding it steady at chest height. The tip did not waver. He took two steps to the side, which placed him directly in front of Farah and Talyshan. The aevian hissed as the group of men with Gap-tooth chuckled and one of them—a short, wiry fellow—nudged Gap-tooth with his elbow. Gap-tooth shook his head and slowly turned to face Gavin directly. He raised one hand toward his shoulder and drew the long, double-edged sword slung across it. 
 
    “Well now, boy. We was thinking this would be something simple, come to the eyrie with just the girl here, take some of these here giant birds, and fly away afore anyone could think twice. Simple and easy it was. But this.” He grinned at Gavin, the expression highlighting the man’s youth. “This will be much more fun.” 
 
    “I’d like to have seen that,” Farah said with a laugh from behind Gavin. “If you think stealing aevians was going to be simple.” 
 
    Gap-tooth glanced in her direction, but returned his attention to Gavin almost immediately. Gavin, for his part, never removed his gaze from Gap-tooth’s face. Somewhere in the back of his mind he acknowledged the minute tendrils of fear working up his spine, but he suppressed them. He was more irritated than anything. He set his feet and felt his muscles relax, though only to the point of readiness, not laxness. It was the same steely determination which had allowed him to climb the Oasis walls when others had failed. 
 
    Gap-tooth frowned at him. “Not all of us was happy how you tried to take control of us earlier, boy.” He took a step to the left and allowed his companions—none of which had yet drawn their weapons—to fan out behind him. “You insulted us, tried to take our honor from us. Now we’ll see who’s really the best.” 
 
    Gavin said nothing. His grandmother had taught him sword forms, had shown him how to defend himself. Through conversations with Khari and some of the others, he’d come to suspect that what his grandmother had taught him were not the same techniques the Rahuli generally learned, but they were familiar to him and so he dropped into a ready stance, feet planted shoulder-width apart, right foot pivoted slightly to give him stability and the sword held up by his head, blade extended outward and tip toward his opponent. He felt a rush of anticipation wash through him as he waited. 
 
    “Stop this,” Farah said. “One word and I’ll have every aevian in this place down on all of you in moments. Try fighting off hundreds of talons the size of swords and see who wins.” 
 
    Gap-tooth’s companions glanced around, but didn’t move. Gap-tooth himself didn’t even move his gaze from Gavin. Gavin didn’t know if Farah was bluffing or not, but he wasn’t about to let her get into the middle of all this. He stepped forward, blade spinning back and down before spinning back up in a dizzying blur. 
 
    Gap-tooth reacted sluggishly, just barely getting his blade up in time to knock Gavin’s strike aside. Gavin allowed his blade to follow the momentum of the parry, then pivoted on one foot and swung back in with wide, sweeping motions. His blade was shorter, but far wider than Gap-tooth’s, so he stepped in closer with each swing, negating the advantage. The man, for his part, was able to parry the majority of Gavin’s blows, only allowing Gavin through his defenses once, during which Gavin scored a small hit on the man’s leg. 
 
    Talyshan hissed and made a soft screeching noise as the fight backed in his direction. 
 
    “It’s a pity you’ll have to die,” Gap-tooth said grudgingly, “but I’ll take great pleasure in taking that blade from your dead grip, boy.” 
 
    Gavin sucked in a breath and batted aside Gap-tooth’s blade, his earlier irritation bleeding into outrage. There wasn’t enough time for a follow-through stroke, so he was forced to take a step backward. His foot slipped on a patch of loose sand and Gavin found himself suddenly off balance. His foot slid backward, forcing him to swing his arms—and consequently his sword—awkwardly to keep his footing. 
 
    Gap-tooth cried something inarticulate and darted forward, sword held high as if to swing down at Gavin in a mighty overhead chop. Gavin scrambled to bring his sword back around to parry the blow, but even as he did so he knew he wouldn’t get it raised in time. 
 
    Gap-tooth’s eyes narrowed in triumph as he swung down with his blade, then his eyes went wide with fear as a massive, white something obscured Gavin’s view of the other man. 
 
    Gavin scrambled backward, the hand holding his blade hitting the ground and bruising his fingers as they were pressed against the rock. He hit the ground and crawled backward. The huge white aevian Gavin had studied earlier, the one that had been the old Warlord’s mount, flapped massive wings, scattering sand and dust into the air. Talons flashed in the sunlight and someone screamed, a deep, piercing sound of pure pain laced with terror. Gavin’s eyes darted back and forth in search of Farah, finally finding her standing off to one side, a pair of reddish-colored knives in her hands, though none of the assailants were near her. 
 
    Gavin leapt to his feet and dashed forward, ignoring the pain of his bruised fingers and the throbbing muscles in his right leg. He scrambled around the aevian, which had settled somewhat, though its figure was still obscured by the dust in the air. Gap-tooth lay on the ground. Blood dripped from a pair of long, deep cuts across the man’s chest. Gap-tooth’s sword lay in the sand near his limp fingers. The aevian made a hard, chirping noise and ruffled his feathers as Gavin rushed toward Gap-tooth’s prone form—the man’s companions were nowhere to be seen—but the creature did not stop Gavin from kneeling by the fallen man’s side and checking his wounds. Gap-tooth’s eyes were open, but they were staring up into the sky, seeing nothing more than the eternal fog of death. Blood dripped down the man’s side and into the sand. A slow drip, each drop taking longer to fall than the last. 
 
    Gavin used his free hand to push himself from his knees and back onto his feet. He felt numb inside, though he had encountered death before. He had courted, more than once, his own death as he would a lover, but this was different. This was a death that was completely and totally unnecessary, a pointless death. Why had the man threatened them? Why couldn’t he have simply gone along with the rest of his clan and left peacefully to make a new start out in the desert? This was what his earlier stunt had been trying to avoid—there was so much death, so much fighting already in the history of the Rahuli people, their recent history most notably. If he’d been able to unite them, if he’d been able to become their ruler, perhaps he could have prevented this. 
 
    Gavin pushed those thoughts aside. It was done. There was nothing to be done about it now. The water was spilt, the sands drinking it up before any of it could be saved. There was nothing left to do except attempt to locate more water. 
 
    He glanced up and into the eyes of the giant aevian. Black orbs, each the size of Gavin’s balled fist, regarded him without blinking. The creature’s wickedly hooked beak seemed to glisten with a deep red luster, though there was no wet blood on it. That lay drying on the aevian’s foot-long talons. Gavin stood there, gaze locked with that of the aevian, for what seemed like an eternity. Then, with a sudden shriek, the creature spread its wings and launched into the air. 
 
    Gavin ducked, but was still struck by one of the wings as the aevian flew into the air. The force of the blow nearly stunned him, but he kept his feet and watched the enormous creature speed through the air and alight high along the wall in its usual spot above the other aevians. 
 
    “I did warn them it wouldn’t be as simple as they thought,” Farah said, walking up beside him. 
 
    Gavin turned to regard her. The young woman looked down at Gap-tooth’s body, expression unreadable. But there was more to reading a person’s emotions than simply an expression. Her shoulders were set, arms rigid, posture erect. 
 
    “You think he got was he deserved,” Gavin said, finally breaking the silence and sheathing his greatsword. 
 
    Farah shrugged. “Whether I do or not makes no difference, really. He’s dead now.” 
 
    Gavin disagreed. How one reacted to situations one could not change were often the defining moments of character, at least according to his grandmother, but he didn’t press the issue. 
 
    Part of him agreed with her, honestly. The man had been warned. And Gavin wasn’t about to argue with one of the few people who showed him any sort of friendship. Not when so many others were against him. 
 
    “Do you know who he is?” Gavin asked, finally pulling his gaze away from the aevian and turning back to look down at Gap-tooth’s still form. 
 
    Farah shook her head. “No, but I think it’s safe to assume he was either a Londik or a Heltorin.” 
 
    “Assuming is never safe,” Gavin said, feeling an odd weight settle onto his shoulders. “I have a feeling his death is simply going to make our lives even more difficult.” 
 
    Farah didn’t disagree. 
 
    “Thank you, by the way,” Gavin said. 
 
    Farah looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. “For?” 
 
    “For helping.” 
 
    Farah grinned.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Samsin’s Folly 
 
    “Though this scholar mentioned earlier that he would not venture into religious speculation when none is warranted, he would also be unduly lax in his dissertation on this subject were he not to include the fact that these two races are, by their very nature, linked by the Progressions and each successive Iteration upon that path.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Nikanor was a storms-cursed, light-blinded idiot, Samsin decided, despite running a good plantation. After his third time tripping over a bunch of loose rocks that morning, Samsin had just about decided to turn around and head back for the manor. Leave that idiot to freeze to death in the mountains. He’d deserve it after everything he’d put Samsin through. 
 
    Though the sun hadn’t even risen past the horizon when Samsin had left the manor that morning, Nikanor’s path had been simple enough to follow. As an Earth Ward, Nikanor kept to the areas with the most stone, and so Samsin had followed the paved roadway. By the time the sun had risen, Samsin had found the signs of Nikanor’s path and he now followed those as well as the road—if one could call it that. After centuries of infrequent use, the cobblestones had broken up or come loose, as Samsin’s throbbing ankle could testify. 
 
    Samsin scowled and stopped for a brief rest, leaning against his spear. Sweat ran down his face and his hair lay plastered against his cheek. Samsin fished out a handkerchief and mopped away the sweat. On the deck of a ship after a fight with another crew over shipping territories, when the heat of battle forced the moisture out to mingle with the salty spray—that was a deserving sweat. But this was just the opposite. Samsin sniffed and tossed the soaked cloth aside. Fool Nikanor. 
 
    Samsin groaned and pushed himself back upright. The sun was already almost at its zenith and he was no closer to catching Nikanor. He fished some stale food out of his pack and ate while he walked. How low had he come, to actually want to eat and move at the same time? How barbaric. He shuddered to think what his fellow Storm Wards would say if they saw him eating tasteless dried meat and bread while walking through a deserted, godless place such as this. Samsin ground his teeth together against the indignity, but kept on walking. 
 
    Around noon, Samsin saw signs that Nikanor had stopped for at least an hour. The remnants of a fire rested in a shallow depression near the side of the trail, hollowed out in the stone by Nikanor’s powers. It only took Samsin a few moments to realize that Nikanor had left the remains out on purpose for Samsin to find. The Earth Ward could just have easily pulled the earth and stone back into the pit in order to cover the evidence of the fire, but he hadn’t. That meant two things. First, that Nikanor knew he was being followed. Second, that he wanted to be. 
 
    Samsin almost turned around right then. But then if he’d wanted to turn back, he never should have left in the first place. As much as Nikanor irritated him, as much as the Earth Ward represented everything which Samsin didn’t, Samsin had grown to like the man, even if he did want to strangle him sometimes. 
 
    He growled, pushing the emotionally charged thoughts aside. He was going to bring Nikanor back, that was it, nothing more. It was the right thing to do. It was the pragmatic thing to do. 
 
    That was all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Night began to fall with terrifying swiftness. Samsin felt the heat sapped from the air along with the light. He felt a brief moment of panic before pride shoved it down and strangled it into submission. He’d fully expected to have found Nikanor by now and be halfway back to the plantation, but the man had remained elusive. 
 
    Samsin groaned and stepped to the side of the path into a thick stand of trees, their waxy, broad leaves forming some measure of protection against the elements. There was a storm coming, only a few hours away. Samsin had contemplated simply dismissing the storm, but decided against it. The weather systems were interconnected, each storm in this part of the world having an effect on every other part as well. That was why he’d taken several weeks to coax together the storm he’d called down to water the plantation earlier. 
 
    He sighed and unshouldered his pack, grateful to have the weight off his shoulders, not that it was especially heavy. It was the indignity of the thing. Slaves wore packs and bore burdens, slaves and other beast of burden. Samsin was a Storm Ward, for wind’s sake, an Orinai. 
 
    He sniffed and fished in his pack for a striker. Indignities piled on top of indignities. 
 
    “Usually,” said a voice from the darkness, “one gathers wood before trying to start a fire.” 
 
    Samsin reached for his spear before his mind caught up with his actions and he realized who was speaking. Nikanor stepped out of the shadows between the trees. Samsin scowled, but Nikanor had the indecency to look pleased with himself. Pleased. 
 
    “What in the seven hells are you doing?” Samsin hissed. 
 
    Nikanor removed his pack—it was even larger than Samsin’s—and took a seat in the dirt. “Sitting,” he said. 
 
    “You storms-cursed son of a—” Samsin began, but the curse degenerated into simple splutters and inarticulate sounds. 
 
    Nikanor chuckled softly. “I’ll go get some firewood.” 
 
    “You’ll stay right there!” Samsin thundered. “I’ve spent an entire day chasing you down, you idiot! I walked all the way here. I’ve got blisters on my feet and I’m wearing ripped clothing. I carried my own pack, for storm’s sake!” 
 
    Nikanor’s expression didn’t change, which infuriated Samsin even more. 
 
    “What are you trying to prove, Nikanor? Why didn’t you just send the message?” 
 
    Samsin seethed, feeling a storm raging within himself. The wind picked up around him, tossing leaves and debris into the air. 
 
    Nikanor raised an eyebrow, which only served to irritate Samsin even further. 
 
    “Don’t sit there with your judgmental looks saying nothing, Nikanor. Speak!” 
 
    “Peace, Samsin,” Nikanor said. “All will be explained in due time.” 
 
    “No, not in due time. Now.” Samsin wrapped his will around the storm within, containing it to manageable levels, which stilled the external winds. 
 
    Nikanor didn’t answer immediately. Darkness fell over them like a thick blanket, bringing with it a symphony of sound. Night insects buzzed, clicked and chirped. Night birds hooted or screamed their victory to the air as they captured prey or made some other conquest. Samsin shivered as a chill settled over him. 
 
    Finally, Nikanor spoke. “I will answer your questions, Samsin. It is far too dark now to do any traveling. Let me gather some wood and start a fire, then we will talk.” 
 
    Samsin grunted, his frustration and anger spent. If he had to wait a little bit for answers, at least he’d be warm when they came. 
 
    Nikanor got to his feet while Samsin dug in his pack for the thick cloak he knew would be in there. He found it and donned the heavy garment as Nikanor vanished into the darkness. The cloth itched, but it immediately warmed him. 
 
    Nikanor returned a few minutes later with an armload of branches. Within a few minutes he had a fire going, using his power to create a shallow depression in the earth for the flames. Samsin held out his hands to the fire, more grateful than he’d care to admit. 
 
    “Alright then, Nikanor,” Samsin said. “Speak.” 
 
    “What is it you want to know?” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Nikanor shrugged. “I have to know.” 
 
    “Come on, Nikanor. There’s more to it than that. I’ve seen you take a month to decide where to plant vegetables. You decided to do this in less than a day. You’ve only been waiting on the preparations to be done.” 
 
    Nikanor shrugged. “I have to know. You know the stories of the Sharani Arena, Samsin. We all heard them as children. We see remnants of the society from that time in all the big cities, the monoliths to the Orinai magic users and the murals of the great wars. Slaves drove out the greatest warriors of an age, Samsin. Slaves. Slaves and prisoners, the dregs of the Orinai society, drove out the best of us. You can’t tell me you don’t want to know if those stories are true.” 
 
    Samsin snorted. “They’re just stories, Nikanor. You’d have me believe one of the Seven Sisters turned on the other six? You’d have me believe that two of the greatest magic users ever decided to kill one of the remaining Sisters in support of the slaves and outcasts?” 
 
    Nikanor shrugged. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me. Storms above, the stories say they created monsters out of their own children to drive us out. My mother used to threaten to turn me into a monster when I refused to go to bed at night. They’re just stories.” 
 
    “Are they?” Nikanor asked. 
 
    Samsin opened his mouth and then closed it again. Two little words, completely insignificant on their own, but they created doubt. No, they augmented the doubt Samsin was surprised to recognize was already there. 
 
    “By the seven hells,” Samsin swore. “Curse you and your fool ideas. I’m not one of you. Even if the stories are true, what will it prove? As soon as the Sisters find out that they’re still alive up here, they’ll send the entire army to destroy them. Storms above, man, they’ll probably come up here themselves and obliterate the entire place. You realize Sellia was supposedly there when it happened.” 
 
    Nikanor blinked, obviously startled. “You use the Sister’s name and you warn me about idiocy?” 
 
    Samsin shifted uncomfortably, but didn’t answer Nikanor’s implied question. Samsin’s family worked directly with the Seven Sisters in some areas of political overlap. He had grown used to referring to many of them by their names rather than their title. For someone on the fringes of the political spectrum, that familiarity was borderline treasonous. For Samsin, it was a testament to political clout, even if it only worked some of the time. 
 
    “Have you ever seen them, Nikanor? The Sisters, I mean?” Samsin asked. 
 
    Nikanor shook his head. 
 
    Samsin shuddered. “They call it a second tier Iteration, but it is so much more than that. When they consume the blood of another magic user, they gain their powers for a time—they gain life, and strength, and power. All the powers are interconnected within their own element, but the blood mages have access to all three. You should thank the storms there’s only seven of them.” 
 
    “I know,” Nikanor said softly. “But I’m going anyway. I have to know for myself, Samsin. I—” He trailed off. 
 
    Samsin ran a hand through his hair and sighed. The fire crackled and popped, dying down as it consumed its fuel. 
 
    “I want no part of this insanity, Nikanor,” Samsin finally hissed. “You don’t even know where it is. The location has been lost to time. All we know is that it was beyond the Hemlin pass up in the mountains.” 
 
    Nikanor shrugged. “I’m still going anyway. I’ll find it.” 
 
    Samsin frowned at the tone. “You know where it is, don’t you?” 
 
    Nikanor looked away. “And if I do?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Nikanor shook his head. “If you want to know, you’ll have to accompany me. You wouldn’t want your missives to the Sisters to leave out that important detail, would you?” 
 
    For a moment, Samsin felt a spike of alarm. How did Nikanor know he’d written those letters to the Sisters? Then he got ahold of his emotions. 
 
    “So you do intend to tell them then?” Samsin asked. 
 
    “Of course. But only after I’ve seen it for myself. You may have the political clout to send them speculation as fact, but I do not. If I can go there and bring back proof, there will be no risk to me or mine. I—” Nikanor hesitated. “I know you don’t care about me or mine, but you’ve lived here among us for three years. This is my home—these lands, my lands. They’re a part of me, as the storms are a part of you. If I can protect my lands, my possessions, I will.” 
 
    The plantation Nikanor owned was pithy by Samsin’s standard, barely adequate to be called a hovel, even with the lovely bath he’d had built, but it was Nikanor’s home. It was all he had, passed down from generation to generation, Earth Ward to Earth Ward. Nikanor wasn’t being foolish—well, not entirely foolish—he was being protective. 
 
    If Samsin didn’t know better, he would have objected to the implication in Nikanor’s words, that if some contingent of the Sisters came to investigate and found nothing, they’d take their wrath out on the wrongful accuser, but that much was undeniable. The complex political game of the cities kept the elite safe from the Sisters’ machinations. Nikanor though, was nothing in the grand scheme of the game, easily replaced. 
 
    Samsin swore. “And you had to go and drag me into this. You realize that if they are really still there and the Sisters find out we didn’t tell them, we’re both just as dead, right?” 
 
    Nikanor actually smiled. “Well, then I’m glad you went behind my back and sent those missives anyway. My steward will send them when we’re not back in two days.” Samsin blinked. “You think I didn’t know? I told my steward to tell you I’d left even though I hadn’t. I wanted to see what you’d do.” 
 
    “You little sneak,” Samsin hissed. In truth, Samsin was mildly impressed. Such deception was a duplicity he expected from some of the Orinai in the city, not a country farmer, and especially not from an Earth Ward. 
 
    “He’ll send the missives. It will take them almost a month to get to the Sisters, which will give us plenty of time to get there and back.” 
 
    Samsin grunted. Nikanor really had thought this out. And played him like a harp. Perhaps Samsin had underestimated him. 
 
    Nikanor added more fuel to the fire, allowing the silence to stretch between them. The flames licked at the wood, consuming it with a hunger Samsin found reminiscent of a storm. 
 
    “Sleep on it, then,” Nikanor said, pulling a blanket from his pack and lying down next to the fire. “Let me know what you decide in the morning.” 
 
    Long after Nikanor had fallen asleep, Samsin sat up in the night, his thoughts wandering with the smoke from the dying fire. When he finally did lie down onto the ground, wrapped in a blanket near the red coals of the fire, he didn’t even feel the discomfort, nor dwell on the indignity of it. Instead, he slipped off to sleep and allowed his thoughts to become dreams, walking him along the paths of prior incarnations, seeking advice and answers. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Samsin came awake, cursing the ache in his shoulders—and Nikanor too, just for good measure—to the seven hells and back again. He sat up with a groan. Wind tousled his hair and wafted the deep, earthen, disgusting scents of the outdoors into his nose. The storm he’d sensed earlier was burgeoning on the horizon and he was tempted to send it away no matter the long-term effects it would have, but he eventually dismissed the idea. He was still far enough away from the Sharani Arena and the deep magics there, but he didn’t want to chance upsetting the delicate balance of the weather system here, not so soon after the last storm. Besides, Nikanor deserved to be wet and as miserable as he. 
 
    “Sleep well?” Nikanor asked. 
 
    The Earth Ward was already awake—of course he was—but the man stood a few paces away, eyes closed, bare feet planted shoulder width apart, arms clasped behind his back. And the storms-cursed idiot was smiling. Smiling. 
 
    “No, I did not sleep well, you light-blinded fool,” Samsin snapped, getting to his feet and brushing detritus from his clothes. 
 
    Nikanor chuckled, but didn’t open his eyes. The laugh was the sound of boulders rolling down a hill. Samsin picked a twig from his cloak and threw it at the man. Nikanor had the indecency to chuckle some more. 
 
    “Shall we go then?” 
 
    The question cut through Samsin’s irritation, replacing it with annoyance. That was it? He was just going to cut through the preamble, ignore breakfast entirely, and ask the question itself? Samsin considered not answering just to spite the man. 
 
    Nikanor opened one eye and peered over at him. The effect was almost comical on the stocky, well-muscled man, but Samsin didn’t smile. If anything, the motion made Samsin even more annoyed. 
 
    “Can’t we at least have breakfast before discussing this?” Samsin asked. 
 
    Nikanor shrugged and opened his other eye. He reached down to the packs and fished around for a while before coming back up with a small pouch and a metal pot. Samsin sniffed and pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders. How did Nikanor manage not to freeze in just his loose pants and vest? 
 
    Nikanor started a flame using the embers of the prior night’s fire and Samsin rummaged through his pack, sorting through the contents and trying to make up his mind. Actually, if he was honest with himself, he was trying to dissuade himself from the course he’d already chosen. He didn’t know when he’d decided to go with Nikanor on his suicidal quest, or why he even cared, but he did care and he was going. 
 
    It was like the rudder of ship, so small in comparison to the rest of the craft, but its motion moved the entire vessel with ease. Somewhere along the way, Samsin’s rudder had been shifted and, despite the protests of both the smarter and wiser parts of him, the vessel would shift as well. 
 
    By the time the sun broached the horizon, Samsin sat on a stone near the fire, nursing a warmed cup of mulled wine and staring down into his empty bowl of gruel. The pot was empty too. It had been a tasteless mess, even with the soggy dried fruit Nikanor had slipped into it, but even with that, Samsin felt a little better now that he had a full stomach. Granted, he was dirty, smelly, tired, and in great need of an hour-long soak in the bath, but he felt better. The wine didn’t hurt anything either. 
 
    “Shall we go then?” Nikanor repeated, breaking the silence that had stretched between them during the entire meal. 
 
    “You’re an idiot. You know that, right?” 
 
    Nikanor simply looked at him. Samsin downed the remaining contents of his metal cup—about half the cup—in one gulp. 
 
    “Well, let’s go then.” 
 
    Nikanor’s face split into the widest grin Samsin had ever seen on the man. It was like looking at a boulder splitting. Samsin scowled at him and the grin vanished, but the damage was done. He’d said it and he kept his word when given, at least most of the time. Technically he’d only implied acquiescence through his statement, but that was overly pedantic. Samsin didn’t like taking victory through technicalities, even though it was something his chosen Progression found favorable. 
 
    Nikanor made quick work of dousing the fire, actually smothering it by shifting the earth over it and making it appear as if the stones had swallowed the flame entirely. The dirty dishes were washed—by Nikanor—and returned to their places in the packs, and then they shouldered their packs. Samsin almost groaned at the protest his shoulders and back gave him as he raised his pack. Almost. He wasn’t about to give Nikanor that satisfaction. 
 
    He grabbed his short spear and readied it to use as a walking staff. He glanced over at Nikanor and noticed that the man had pulled a massive war hammer from somewhere. 
 
    “Where’d you get that?” Samsin asked, studying the weapon. 
 
    It was made entirely of metal, including the haft, though it looked darker than the hammer’s head. Only as thick as two of Samsin’s fingers together, the haft looked far too thin to be able to support the massive, wide, block-like head at the hammer’s top, but Samsin had learned long ago that where Earth Wards were concerned, anything metal could be deceiving. There was intricate scrollwork or writing on the hammer’s head, etched into the surface, but he wasn’t close enough to make it out. He honestly couldn’t remember seeing it anywhere on the plantation. 
 
    “I fashioned it while you were sleeping last night,” Nikanor said. He glanced to the northwest, to the mountain peaks poking above the trees against the distant horizon. Samsin shivered, grateful it was still full summer and there was no white covering those peaks. 
 
    “Only you would spend the time you should have been sleeping doing actual work,” Samsin said. 
 
    Nikanor glanced at him and frowned slightly. Samsin narrowed his eyes, wondering what had sparked the response from the normally unshakeable man. 
 
    “One of us had to keep the watch,” Nikanor said, then picked up the hammer and placed it on his shoulder. 
 
    He started walking, not bothering to see if Samsin followed or not. Samsin did follow, once again questioning his decision to come along, though now for entirely different reasons. His grip on the spear was a white-knuckled one. 
 
    What followed was the most grueling, exhausting, all-consuming day of hellish torment Samsin had ever endured. Nikanor set a hard pace, and they did not stop for lunch or any other breaks outside of a few brief respites barely worthy of the name. The storm, actually more a mild spattering of rain, broke just after the sun reached its zenith in the sky, but Nikanor did not slow. Like an intractable boulder rolling down a hill, Nikanor ploughed on late into the evening, ignoring Samsin’s protests. When Samsin went to sleep that night—after taking a short stint at watch—sleep came to him quickly, like an eager lover, and he almost didn’t mind the discomfort of the rocks beneath him. 
 
    The next fortnight was worse. 
 
    At the base of the mountains, Samsin finally broke. He shrugged out of his pack and threw it to the ground and flapped down next to it. Nikanor, already far ahead of him, kept walking for a good distance, even to the point of clambering up a sizeable portion of the mountain slope, before he noticed Samsin wasn’t following anymore. 
 
    “You go on ahead,” Samsin shouted. “I’m not taking one more step toward that insufferable hell hole.” 
 
    Samsin didn’t wait to see how Nikanor replied. Instead he closed his eyes and leaned back against a rock, honestly not caring that it was hard, cold, and uncomfortable. Exhaustion, irritation, and resignation had killed many of his previous objections. He pulled the cowl of his cloak up over his face to block out the sun, ignoring the dank pungent smell of his own body sweat and the lingering wetness from the rain a few days before. 
 
    The sound of rocks and dirt being crunched underfoot reached Samsin’s ears, but he ignored it. Nikanor could go swallow the sea for all Samsin cared. He needed a few minutes rest at the very least. 
 
    A deep, putrid smell assaulted Samsin’s nose. Samsin’s eyes snapped open. “Nikanor, are you a child . . . ?” The rest of his words died on his lips. 
 
    Glistening teeth reflected the light before him, sitting within the gaping maw of a massive, white-and-black-striped feline. Well over fifteen feet long and as big around as a mead barrel, its thick, furred length rippled with muscles. If Samsin had been standing, the creature’s head would have come up to his chest. Long front and hind legs clenched and unclenched as claws were extended and retracted. Purple eyes regarded Samsin beneath heavy, thickly muscled brows. 
 
    In that split second of realization, Samsin registered those details. In the next, halfway between one breath and the next, he reacted by instinct and rolled to the side, his spear clattering against the rocks that dug into his skin and pummeled his flesh. The massive cat roared, the sound thunderous so close to Samsin’s ears. The world was a twisting, spinning mess, but Samsin managed to right himself and leap to his feet. The only thought in his mind was to run, to get away from the monster at his back. 
 
    Something slammed into his back and he fell forward, arms outstretched. White hot pain lanced through his shoulders and he felt blood seep down his back a moment before he crashed to the ground. The weight of the creature—by now Samsin had realized it was the massive cat which had tackled him to the ground—blasted the air from his lungs and he thought he felt one of his ribs crack, though he couldn’t be sure. His vision swam and he instinctively threw his hands up over the back of his head. He reached out for his powers, to the magic within him, but there was little to grab on to. There was no latent energy built up in the ground, nor was there much in the air. Samsin strained to gather what he could from the air, but before he could do so, his concentration was shattered by the weight lifting off his back. The sudden release was like the afterimage of a lightning strike in a storm, the momentary pause before the thunder. 
 
    The thunder never came. 
 
    Samsin blinked rapidly and sucked in deep, cold lungfuls of air. He groaned and struggled to his hands and knees. Hearing returned to him and he heard someone shouting near him. Was that Nikanor? 
 
    “Get up, Samsin, stones break you!” Nikanor’s voice bellowed, though the sound seemed to echo in Samsin’s ears. “Get your fat, lazy butt off the ground.” 
 
    A defiant roar cut off anything else Nikanor said. Samsin took Nikanor’s shouted advice, however, and forced himself to his feet. He ran a few steps before chancing a look back over his shoulder. Nikanor stood between him and the massive cat, feet planted wide and arms outstretched. His hammer glinted in the sun a few feet away, though he didn’t glance toward it. Samsin stopped and turned around to witness the spectacle. 
 
    The feline roared and swatted one forepaw at Nikanor, though it was far short of the mark. Samsin noted with marked interest that the cat was favoring its back-left paw, which looked like it had been crushed by a boulder . . . or a hammer. 
 
    Suddenly, the cat lunged forward. Nikanor, instead of dodging to one side or the other, stepped forward and embraced the beast. He disappeared beneath a mound of fur and flesh. 
 
    Something welled up within Samsin, a deep, powerful need to act, to move, to win. The pain vanished and he broke into a run. Long, powerful strides ate the ground, but he passed by the roiling mass of fur, teeth, and arms without giving it much of a glance. Instead, he slid to a stop a few spans beyond it, dirt, rocks, and gravel flying into the air. He stooped and scooped up his spear, pulling in the lingering energy it had built up when it had skidded across the ground. The energy gave him strength, gave him clarity of thought. 
 
    He shouted some inarticulate cry before he charged at the mound of black-and-white-striped flesh, spear tip leading the way. An instant before his blade made contact, Samsin shifted the angle of the jab upward, careful to not let the two-foot-long blade slide in the direction of Nikanor, who was still beneath the beast. The spear blade sunk into flesh, cutting through as easily as a fork through well-done fish. 
 
    The cat roared and arched its back. The spear bucked and twisted in Samsin’s grip as the cat flailed, paws scrabbling futilely against the ground. The cat pulled free of the spear and scrambled back a few paces. 
 
    Samsin glanced down at Nikanor once, a fleeting, split-second look which steeled Samsin’s resolve. Nikanor was one large, tattered mess of cut flesh and seeping blood. Samsin stepped over Nikanor and took a stance between the fallen man and the growling feline. He only half recognized the stance he had adopted, a solid, unmovable imitation of Nikanor’s squaring to the earth. 
 
    The cat growled and charged. Samsin held his spear steady. The cat slammed into the spear, blade burying itself into the creature’s chest. Samsin released the pent-up energy he’d been holding, sending a crackling bolt along the spear itself and into the creature while he pushed back against the cat’s momentum. The cat convulsed as the bolt hit it, and Samsin heaved to one side, knocking the creature to the ground and releasing the spear. The cat did not rise, its dead, unseeing eyes only a few inches from Nikanor’s still form. 
 
    Samsin stood there, lungs heaving and breath coming in ragged gasps, feeling the glory of conquest thrum through him. This was true power. For a long moment he stood there, exultant, then the adrenaline started to fade, his pulse began to slow, and his ribs protested each breath by shooting him with pain. He took a step toward Nikanor and felt a rocking pain shoot up his leg. He could walk on it, but it was painful. He took another few steps and tested his ribs with one hand. He didn’t think anything was broken, thankfully. 
 
    He knelt next to Nikanor and did a quick check of the damage. The wounds were deep and crisscrossed Nikanor’s chest. His shirt hung in tatters, glued to his skin by the welling blood. Samsin knew little about healing, he was neither a wetta nor a blood mage, but he knew he needed to stop the bleeding first and foremost. He limped over to his pack—he had no idea where Nikanor’s had ended up—and pulled out a blanket, a small flask of wine, and one of his shirts. The shirt he tore into long strips and then he limped back over to Nikanor. He pulled the man’s shirt away, careful to not make any of the cuts worse than they already were. Nikanor’s chest rose and fell, a good sign, though his eyes remained firmly shut. 
 
    Grimacing through his own pain, Samsin unstopped the flask and poured most of the wine over the wounds. The amber wine mingled with the still-wet blood, darkening as it formed a new, unified liquid and dripped onto the rocks below. He knew he needed to clean them out and hoped the alcohol would work for that. When he’d been injured before, that’s what the slave healers had used, though it had been a much more caustic alcohol than wine. 
 
    Nikanor stirred, grunting and blinking rapidly. He sucked in a deep breath, face contorted and a grimace twisting his lips to the side. His eyes flickered open, though they remained unfocused and distant for a long moment. 
 
    “Nikanor?” Samsin asked. 
 
    Nikanor blinked a few times and then his eyes focused on Samsin’s face, a few feet above his own. 
 
    “That hurts,” he grunted. 
 
    Samsin couldn’t help himself. He laughed, a deep, rolling, absurd laugh which took a lot of his tension and worry with it. The pain and burgeoning exhaustion remained, but the world seemed a little brighter all of sudden. 
 
    “What did you have to go and save me for?” Samsin said, folding the blanket carefully and placing it over Nikanor’s chest. 
 
    Nikanor winced and grunted, but didn’t protest. “Why wouldn’t I?” he said, letting his breath out in a long hiss. “I couldn’t let a friend die when I could do something about it.” 
 
    Samsin didn’t answer for a long time. Instead he busied himself by tying the blanket down with the strips off his shirt. That done, he looked down at Nikanor with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I don’t follow your Progression, Nikanor. I am not a man of honor, you know that. You had no reason to save me. I am not your friend.” 
 
    Nikanor grunted and shifted, but didn’t try to get up. “Every life is worth protecting. I see Honor in you, even if you don’t. No one is simply one thing. Power, Conquest, Honor, Strength—the Progressions overlap to some degree.” 
 
    “Bah!” Samsin snapped. “No preaching, Nikanor. This is all your fault. Yours and your precious honor’s.” 
 
    “Deny it if you will, but the cat did not die on its own. I am alive only because someone, in turn, saved me.” 
 
    Samsin didn’t have an answer for that. Nikanor considered him a friend? It didn’t make any sense. But then again, Samsin had saved Nikanor too. He was right, storms take it. 
 
    He shook his head and then took the rest of the wine and poured it over his bloody shoulders. Pain blossomed and flashed down his back and he almost screamed, but he held himself to a simple grunt. If Nikanor could keep it contained, so could he. 
 
    “What now, Nikanor?” Samsin asked, a trace of annoyance and cynicism creeping into his voice. “We’re a fortnight from the plantation and who knows how far from the end of your storming quest.” 
 
    “We go on,” Nikanor said, gritting his teeth and pushing himself up. Samsin would have protested, but Nikanor’s answer outweighed the admonition. 
 
    “Why in the seven hells should we?” Samsin said. “You can barely move. You need to rest and heal, not go gallivanting off through the mountains after children’s stories!” 
 
    “One might even think you care,” Nikanor said. His breath came in ragged gasps, but it steadied before he continued. “Use your head for a minute, Samsin. I know all about your scheming back in the Southern Dominion, about your family’s dealings, power, and position. You’ve got brains. Use them. I’m injured. Seriously. I’ll get gangrene or blood poisoning before we ever made it back to the plantation. You will too, I’d imagine. If we stay here, some animal will come along and kill us both. There are more rock tigers around here, I’m sure. They hunt in pairs or sets of pairs. Our only chance is to press forward and hope the Sharani Arena really is there and they have means to help us.” 
 
    “And why would they?” Samsin asked. 
 
    We’re doomed either way. Samsin licked his lips as the realization settled into him. 
 
    Nikanor shook his head. “I don’t know, but we’ll figure something out. Here, bring me your spear, I’ll use it as a crutch.” 
 
    Half an hour later, they were walking again, Samsin half supporting Nikanor as they limped along. Samsin carried Nikanor’s hammer, which was surprisingly light, and a small sack tied at his waist. Everything else was left behind.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Hints of Discovery 
 
    “The two races are one and the same, just changed by the powers within them, though the Seven Sisters would not have their devotees recall such.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel leaned against her cane, supporting herself in the shadows of one of the less-used passages through the Warren. She remembered a time when having to hide, having to remain in the shadows, was a question of survival, something which she’d had to do to protect herself from her clan’s rules and traditions. Lhaurel had proven her own strength, her own capacity to be more than what tradition dictated that she be. But now that same strength had made her a monster. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and started walking again, ignoring the dull ache. Lhaurel felt weak, and a constant headache throbbed behind her temples, but she wasn’t about to stay down there in that room any longer, not with Kaiden out on the sands again. Khari had been less than helpful when Lhaurel had confronted her earlier, telling her to go back to the healing chambers and rest. But Lhaurel found no more comfort there. She needed to be up and moving, doing something. 
 
    As she walked, her robes caught on a promontory of rock that stuck out from the wall. The small amount of resistance would not normally have slowed her in the slightest, but this time it nearly stopped her in her tracks. She sighed, stopped, and pulled it free with effort. Lhaurel sensed Khari approaching a moment before the sound of the woman’s steps announced her approach. 
 
    “What are you doing out of bed?” Khari demanded. Her voice was firm, which wasn’t unusual, but there was an edge to it now, something almost harsh. 
 
    “Walking.” 
 
    Khari folded her arms beneath her breasts. “You should be in bed, resting.” 
 
    “And you should be helping the clans get ready to leave,” Lhaurel retorted. “So how about we call it even?” 
 
    Khari’s frown deepened, but she didn’t dispute it. 
 
    “What are you up to, then?” Lhaurel asked. Even though she’d never admit it out loud, she was grateful for the extended rest. Even the few short steps she’d taken were enough to deplete what little energy she had left. 
 
    “I don’t see that it’s any of your concern.” 
 
    Lhaurel shrugged. “Well, you’re down this way for a reason. I’m the only one down here so unless you’re really here just to lecture me about rest, there’s something else you want.” 
 
    Khari unfolded her arms and let them drop to her sides. “You’ve gained a bit of acerbity to that tongue of yours since the Oasis.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “Bitterness and bite,” Khari explained. “But no matter. You’re right. I need your help to find Beryl.” 
 
    Lhaurel frowned. “My help? He’s a mystic. Can’t you just find him yourself?” She didn’t mean for it to sound as bad as it did when it came out of her mouth, but it was too late to take it back. 
 
    “Usually yes, but I think he knows a way to block my search or he’s too far away for me to find him.” Khari hesitated. “I thought maybe you could locate him.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and shifted her weight against her cane. She felt her pulse quicken and the headache swelled within her mind, building pressure like a water urn left out in the sun too long. She had kept a tight hold on that side of her powers since she’d healed Shallee and the baby. It was too tempting, too much of an alluring sense of omnipotence, for her to let it loose. 
 
    “What do you need him for?” Lhaurel asked to buy time. 
 
    “The clans need weapons, but Beryl has locked the door to the smithy and armory. There’s no keyhole to get in, so he must have sealed it with his magnetelorium powers. He’s the only one who can get in. I looked for him, but couldn’t sense him anywhere.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t speak for a long moment. In truth, she was glad the clans were leaving. She couldn’t bear their scrutiny, especially the remnants of the Sidena clan from which she had come. They’d thought her dead, they’d left her to die when the genesauri Migration had come earlier than expected. To find her not only alive but part of a hidden clan they had come to resent and possessing a power they considered to be from one of the seven hells, was more than sufficient fuel for the looks of hatred and fear she saw on their faces. Lhaurel longed for the anonymity she would be able to gain among just the Roterralar again. 
 
    “I don’t know how much I can do,” Lhaurel said. “I don’t seem to have as good a grasp on my abilities as I thought. And I’m . . . well, water doesn’t really work to help me as much as it does you.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed, unable to articulate the truth. She wasn’t a wetta. She was something far more sinister, far more powerful. Khari made as if to reach out a hand, then hesitated and let it drop. 
 
    “I know,” Khari said. “You’re a blood mystic.” 
 
    Lhaurel started. “How do you know?” 
 
    Khari held up her hand. Half a dozen small cuts stood out on her fingers, some half healed and others rather fresh. Lhaurel looked questioningly at Khari. 
 
    “The first time was an accident,” Khari whispered. “I cut myself while talking to Farah. Then the blood vanished and you started looking healthier. After that it was intentional, a little at a time to ease your body back to health.” 
 
    Lhaurel brought a hand to her mouth, the fingers trembling. The room started to blacken around the edges. 
 
    Khari was at her side in an instant, supporting her. “It was my choice, Lhaurel,” Khari said more firmly. “You’re safe, you’re healing on your own now.” 
 
    Lhaurel allowed herself to sink to the ground. The cane dropped with a faint metallic click. She dropped her head into her hands against the waves of emotion. 
 
    “I’m a monster,” Lhaurel whispered. 
 
    Khari’s arms formed a firm circle around Lhaurel’s shoulders. Even in the midst of her turmoil, Lhaurel was surprised by the show of intimacy from the woman, but at the same time, she needed the stability and comfort. 
 
    “You’re not,” Khari whispered. “You saved us all, didn’t you? You saved that baby. I don’t know how you did it, but you did.” 
 
    “I killed them, Khari.” The words ripped from Lhaurel’s lips as if of their own volition, though the admission came with a wave of relief at having exposed the burdens which had plagued her. 
 
    “The genesauri?” 
 
    “All of them, but not just them. I felt the people dying. I—I died with them. Some of them died earlier than they should have. I used them to fuel my power to kill the genesauri.” Lhaurel bit her lip so hard it almost bled, but it kept her silent. 
 
    Khari’s grip shifted around Lhaurel’s shoulders and, for a moment, Lhaurel thought Khari was about to pull away. She didn’t blame her. Lhaurel was a monster, a murderer, a demon. But Khari didn’t pull away. Instead she pulled Lhaurel even closer. 
 
    “What is the test of honor?” Khari whispered in her ear. “To uphold the flame or to snuff it out?” 
 
    Lhaurel waited, unsure how to respond. 
 
    Khari continued after a momentary pause. “Sometimes, to extinguish the flame is a greater show of honor.” 
 
    Lhaurel cried and found herself hugging Khari back. After a long moment, they broke apart. Another long moment of silence followed, each woman taking a moment to wipe away tears and get their emotions under control, or at least, Lhaurel hoped that was what Khari was doing. 
 
    “Can you—” Khari began, but Lhaurel was already nodding. Khari had sacrificed for her, had provided her with blood. Lhaurel knew how dangerous that was, knew it by the way her nails still showed with a dull red luster and her hair shone a bright, vibrant hue. Khari was lucky she hadn’t become like the genesauri, a broken, empty husk. Lhaurel owed her something at least. 
 
    “I will find him,” she said. 
 
    Lhaurel took a step back and reached within herself, drawing on her powers. A chill washed over her, though she recognized it for what it was now as red mist formed around her and she felt her consciousness expand outward. It was not dread so much as her body’s reaction to sending her blood out into the air to mingle with the elements around her. 
 
    She reached out with her mind and felt Khari’s presence blossom near her. She felt the tribes scurrying about the Warren like ants in a hill. A woman in the greatroom cut herself on a rock. Lhaurel felt her pain, felt the blood. Part of her leapt at the fuel, pulling toward it, but Lhaurel screamed and ripped her mind away, her only thought to channel her mind elsewhere—anywhere but where the blood dripped into the sand. 
 
    Her mind sped downward through the rock. Her mind hit a vastness there. The lake. There within that great vastness of power, Lhaurel found something else, something equally as vast and powerful, something she had not felt before. 
 
    “Beryl,” she whispered, and released the magic. She opened her eyes and looked over at Khari, whose brow was crinkled in concern. “I’ve found him.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Lhaurel and Khari had reached the massive underground lake beneath the Roterralar Warren, Lhaurel had come to utterly despise both her cane and her weakened, useless body. Having to stop every hundred feet or so and rest, or else walk at a pace normally reserved for the aged or crippled, made Lhaurel feel like an invalid, especially since Khari waited with her instead of forging ahead. 
 
    More than once, Khari had insisted Lhaurel return to the healing chambers and rest, but Lhaurel had refused. She was done sitting on the sidelines. The longer she rested there, doing nothing, the more she dwelt on what she had done and what she was becoming. That, and she had to listen to Shallee prattle on about useless domestic things. Lhaurel liked the woman, but did she have to be so blatantly happy all the time? 
 
    Lhaurel and Khari stepped out onto the narrow walkway through the center of the lake. It was dimly lit, only a single lantern glowing like a miniature eye on the other side of the pathway. 
 
    “Beryl was down here before,” Khari whispered. “Working with some scrolls. But I sensed him then, while he was working down here. I couldn’t this time.” 
 
    Khari’s voice echoed through the chamber, the sound dampened and warped by its reverberation off the water’s surface. Lhaurel felt down into the depths, a hundred spans of clear water. There was a current to it, down in the depths, though it was slow and had centuries of mineral deposits within it making it mildly saline. 
 
    The light grew stronger, revealing Beryl seated in front of the massive cubby system cut into the far wall. A pile of scrolls rested near him, sealing in glass cylinders. He glanced around as they approached, his eyes seeming to flash with orange lantern light. 
 
    “You should have seen this place when it was made,” Beryl said, his voice soft. “There are three of them altogether. One here, one beneath the Oasis, and one that’s long since been lost to the sands unless the winds have uncovered it again. Elyana said the lakes were all connected, a part of one long water runoff. I never did understand her explanation on how that was possible.” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced over at Khari, seeing her own confusion mirrored in the woman’s expression. There was something familiar about that name though. Elyana, why was that name so familiar? She’d heard it somewhere before, recently even. Beryl started talking again before Lhaurel could figure it out. 
 
    “Now look at it. It’s been forgotten and abandoned, just like the knowledge it contains. Just like us. It is fitting, I imagine, that ignorance is banished at the same time as will be our abandonment.” 
 
    Khari approached Beryl, her step hesitant and one hand held out as if to touch him. 
 
    “Are you alright, Beryl?” she asked. “What are you doing down here?” 
 
    “What is the test of honor?” Beryl muttered as if to himself. 
 
    “Beryl?” Lhaurel asked, starting to worry. The words he was speaking, his tone, his voice, they reminded her of Kaiden, when he had stood atop the Oasis walls while the Rahuli died below him. She shuddered at the memory. 
 
    Beryl started and blinked rapidly, as if coming awake. He got to his feet, brushing aside Khari’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. The gruffness Lhaurel was accustomed to had returned to his voice. 
 
    Khari looked over at Lhaurel, brow even more furrowed than it had been before. Lhaurel silently agreed with the expression. Beryl was odd. He always had been. But this was the first time Lhaurel had ever really questioned his sanity. 
 
    “We came to find you, Beryl. The clans are leaving and they need access to the armory, but it’s sealed.” 
 
    “Leaving?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They can’t leave,” Beryl said. “Not yet. When was this decided?” 
 
    “Days ago, Beryl. They would have been gone already if we’d known where to find you,” Khari said. 
 
    Beryl ignored the implied question. “Arms, yes, they’ll need to be armed.” Light glinted off the metal flecks embedded in his skin as he scratched at his chin. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    He started walking back the way they had entered, his limp more pronounced than it had ever been. He made it a few shuffle-steps forward, then stopped and turned around. 
 
    “Help me with these,” he said, grabbing an armload of the glass cylinders. 
 
    “What are they?” Khari asked. Despite the question, she moved forward and picked up a number of the cylinders. Lhaurel walked up and grabbed the remaining ones, thankfully able to carry them in one arm and still use her cane. 
 
    “They’re what drove Kaiden to do what he did,” Beryl said, striding away at a rapid pace. “He found the scrolls and learned their secrets. You should do the same.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at Khari, seeing the color drain from her face. 
 
    “He did spend a lot of time down here,” Lhaurel muttered. “He showed me the lake and the scrolls once. This is where he came after that time when we lost Tieran. But, I mean, Beryl’s got to be lying, doesn’t he?” 
 
    They both stared at each other for a long moment, then hurried after Beryl. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel sat at the stone table, reading the scroll for perhaps the dozenth time. She massaged her temples, trying and failing to banish the headache, soreness, and confusion that threatened to consume her. Each scroll she read only added to her confusion. It didn’t help that she was a slow reader, having to study each word as she read it. 
 
    She sighed and leaned back, giving up trying to understand. Khari had left with Beryl to oversee the distribution of weaponry, though she had mentioned something about a disturbance in the eyrie as well. Beryl seemed impatient, adamant, and focused on arming the clans before they left. He worked with a powerful intensity, as he always had, but there was something else behind it, something she and Khari had noted and discussed in hushed whispers behind the man’s back. Fear. 
 
    But Lhaurel didn’t understand what Beryl’s fear had to do with these scrolls. And how could discussion of magic have motivated Kaiden to murder hundreds? Granted, what was discussed in these scrolls was revelatory, even life changing. There were nine types of magic, not just the three they’d thought before. At the heart of them all were a group called the Seven Sisters, who were, according to the scrolls, the only blood mages around. The ways magic itself could be used, the power in each successive Iteration—as the text called it—it was stunning, but it wasn’t a motivation any more than a candle was as bright as the sun. And who were the Orinai? 
 
    The writings referenced them as if they were their own people, not the Rahuli, but Lhaurel had never heard of them before, nor had Khari when Lhaurel had asked her about it. Beryl himself was close-lipped, instead focusing on the task of arming the clans. It was this hyper-focus which had finally driven Khari to go with him. Perhaps once that was completed he would be more forthcoming with information. 
 
    Lhaurel was so tired. She sighed and got to her feet with effort, reaching for her cane. Her hand shook and bumped the tray of roast lamb and cheese which lay half-finished on the table next to her. She cursed, and wrapped her hand around the cane, using it to steady herself. Her stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Fine then,” she said aloud, reaching for the food. She normally wasn’t very partial to lamb or cheese for that matter, preferring bread and the actual goat milk itself to the meat and cheese, but she ate anyway. She didn’t feel guilty doing so, despite the tight rations they were forced to endure. What remained was hers, left for her after Khari had finished. 
 
    The food settled Lhaurel’s stomach and stilled her shaking, but it did nothing to sate her weariness. She needed sleep for that. She left the tray on the table next to the scrolls, and left the room, locking the door behind her. Khari had the other key if she needed to get back in. Placing her key in a pocket, Lhaurel began the long, halting journey back to the healing chambers.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Blasphemy 
 
    “The Schema is easily recognizable since it is a large square inscribed with nine smaller squares. Each column begins with the lowest specific power or Iteration and each row is an evolution in power from that.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
     “I’ll have that bird’s head on the end of a spear before I leave,” Maugier growled between clenched teeth. “Or by the sands there will be Roterralar blood spilt this day!” 
 
    The other clan leaders—Evrouin, Alia, and Khari—gave a collective sigh and turned to Gavin, who sat next to Farah on a stone bench across from them. They’d already recounted the story of what had happened in the eyrie twice now, but Maugier insisted that they were telling lies. The dead clansman had been a relation of his. 
 
    “It was provoked,” Farah said heatedly. “They were there trying to steal an aevian.” 
 
    “Says you.” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand through his hair and sighed in frustration. “This isn’t important,” he said, tone harsh. “We should be planning where the clans are going to go and how to split up the patrols in search of Kaiden and those who helped him escape. The man is dead. I’m sorry, but nothing we discuss here is going to change that.” 
 
    “Well said,” Evrouin added before Maugier could protest. 
 
    Noticing the opportunity, Khari spoke up as well. “They invaded space where they were not allowed. They’re thieves and they got what they deserved. If they weren’t leaving already, I’d hang them all myself.” 
 
    “Kaiden is the topic of discussion here, Maugier,” Evrouin said in an obvious attempt to move the conversation away from Khari’s blunt pronouncement. “The Roterralar will provide the communication we need to coordinate our efforts to find him.” 
 
    Maugier scowled. “Why should we trust you, Evrouin? Or her? You and your allies were the ones who fought against us in the Oasis. You sided with that creature to kill us all. How do we know you’re not part of the group hiding him or that you won’t shelter him as soon as you’re away from here?” 
 
    Though Alia didn’t say anything, Gavin could tell she was thinking the same thing. That right there was the main trouble with staying together. There was no trust. Not yet at least. 
 
    “Use your brain once in a while, will you?” Khari snapped. “If the Roterralar are constantly checking in, passing messages between the clans, there’s no way they could harbor Kaiden without us knowing.” 
 
    “And if you’re the ones helping him?” Alia asked. 
 
    Khari stood up, knocking her chair to the ground with a crash. “I give you my oath, by the blood within my veins, that neither I nor any of mine are in league with Kaiden. I swear to you, to protect and defend you and your families, openly and to the best of our abilities.” Khari brought her fist down on the stone table hard enough to make Gavin wince. “And I swear to you that we will help you find Kaiden and this time, when we do, we will kill him.” 
 
    The other clan leaders sat back, stunned into silence. Even Farah put a hand to her mouth. 
 
    Khari leaned forward, expression as intense as any Gavin had ever seen. “I will have your oaths on this. If the Roterralar are to defend you, if Beryl is to arm you, you will cooperate or try to survive on your own without us.” 
 
    No more protests came, only oaths. The plans were set, the clans set in motion to leave. Khari left with them, stating that she would assist them with getting arms from Beryl before they left. For some reason, Gavin felt deflated rather than pleased. As the clan leaders left the room, Gavin couldn’t help but feel that somehow he’d failed them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The smithy was an eerie place when illuminated only by a single lantern. The forge lay dormant, completely cool. Beryl hadn’t rekindled that particular flame since he’d sent the message to the Orinai over a fortnight and a half ago. Yet light from his lantern glinted off the metal in the room, casting a myriad of shadows and lights dancing across the walls. The forge would remain dormant for now. The Rahuli had no need of new weapons, only those with which they could fight. Beryl already had plenty of those. 
 
    Beryl continued on through the smithy itself, passing the dormant forge and pressing on into the massive room beyond. Light glinted off metal weaponry, metal he had gathered from the sands, from the Forbiddence walls, from the Sharani Desert itself over the course of his life. Metal was a scarce resource in deserts, usually, but not here, not so far north into the mountains. For years, the crafting of these weapons had been his life. What would it be now? 
 
    One of the voices, the one who was always the most disparaging to his metalwork, laughed. Oh, how we have fallen, it whispered. Fallen from greatness. Why could you never let go of your past? 
 
    Beryl pushed back that voice and the memories, which seemed to well up more and more frequently now that the genesauri were gone. They didn’t understand. Elyana had never understood why he’d maintained his smith’s work either, though she had supported him in it. The feel of metal beneath a hammer, the resistance, the bending of a stubborn will by a mightier arm, those were things that had to be experienced, had to be known. There was no substitute for it. Without it, Beryl would have succumbed to the madness centuries ago. 
 
    Without really even thinking about it, Beryl reached within and lit the metals flowing within him. His power flared and he raised one hand toward the large cloth covering the opening on one side of the wall. He seized onto the thin metal wire along the edge and the spikes holding it in place and pulled. The canvas sprang away from the wall and crumpled to the ground to one side of the opening, iron spikes clanging on top of it. Light spilled into the room. Pure light. Blinding light. For a moment, Beryl forced his eyes to remain open and reveled in the pain. Then they adjusted and he blinked away the minute tears which had sprung into them. 
 
    “By the seven hells.” The sudden voice made Beryl twist about, pulling at his stiff leg. 
 
    Khari stood at the entrance to the armory, back nestled against the dormant furnace. Behind her and to one side, half a dozen others stood in open-mouthed wonder at the stunning array of weaponry. Beryl felt a momentary surge of pride at the expressions. They’d never come close to seeing a collection of weapons as grand as these—no one had outside the Roterralar. Even among the Orinai on the other side of the Forbiddence, such a display was something few ever saw, but for entirely different reasons. Weapons in the hands of another magic user, another magnetelorium, were often more deadly to their owners than to those they wished to fight. 
 
    “Take what you will,” Beryl growled, breaking the thick silence. “But no more than you need. Khari, where are those glass blades that girl was making?” 
 
    Before Khari could answer, the man who had sworn by the seven hells only moments earlier spoke up instead. 
 
    “Glass?” The mockery in his tone was as thick as rust on an ancient blade. 
 
    “Glass can’t be manipulated by magic, Evrouin,” Khari said, holding up a hand to forestall the torrent getting ready to leap from Beryl’s lips. “I’ll get you a half dozen of them before you leave.” 
 
    Evrouin grunted, then gestured for his companions to go around him and start gathering weaponry. “Get swords and axes. We don’t need any of those long spears, or those metal club-things.” 
 
    The men did as instructed, though Beryl eyed them with narrowed eyes as they rummaged through his treasures. 
 
    “Be careful with that, you son of a sailfin!” Beryl shouted at one of the men, a young fellow with a scar on one cheek, who knocked over several of the long lances the aevian riders had used against the genesauri. The boy at least had the decency to look embarrassed. 
 
    After the men finished fixing the lances and started walking back out of the armory, Beryl shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m helping these. They’re just going to die anyway,” Beryl muttered to himself. 
 
    “What was that?” Evrouin asked. The edge had come back into his voice, as if he didn’t trust Beryl at all. 
 
    Beryl met the man’s gaze and returned the look with as much disinterest as he could muster. Trust was more precious than water here in the desert. So what if this insignificant man didn’t trust him, one of the voices whispered. Any one of the voices could crush him in an instant. Beryl growled and pushed the voices back once again. 
 
    “You don’t have enough,” Beryl said, more loudly. 
 
    Evrouin’s jawline hardened, a muscle standing out in his neck. “I think we’ve got sufficient to defend ourselves.” 
 
    This time even Beryl agreed to snort in contempt. “Well, when you run into Kaiden, don’t say I didn’t give you fair warning.” 
 
    A vessel in Evrouin’s temple throbbed. “If we run into him,” Evrouin said vehemently, “he’ll die by my blade.” 
 
    Beryl grinned at him. “Well, may death’s shadow pass over you softly, then.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin entered the eyrie with determined steps. He wore his greatsword, the weapon swinging from his belt. He ignored the aevians for now, marching across the room directly to the cavernous opening on the other side of the massive chamber. Farah and Khari stood there at the edge, watching as the three groups trudged out across the sands, like water dripping down a mound after being poured from a pitcher. Aevians and their riders wheeled in the air above them, circling in patterns that followed the three divergent paths taken by the clans. 
 
    “How many decided to stay?” Gavin asked, taking up a lookout post next to Farah. She was beautiful, outlined by the sun. 
 
    Khari shook her head. “Not as many I would have hoped, but more than I expected.” 
 
    “Staying here is easier than trying to find a new home for those who have no one else left,” Farah said. She didn’t turn to look at Gavin, her gaze focused out across the sands as it had been during the rainstorm a few days before. 
 
    “How many?” Gavin asked her. 
 
    “A few score, including about a dozen that show some mystic ability. All of the outcasts stayed.” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t surprised. He’d known the outcasts wouldn’t leave. This was the best they’d ever had it in life, even with the political machinations and hatred which had been leveled against them. The number of mystics, however, was surprising. 
 
    “Will those be trained?” he asked. 
 
    Khari turned to him, an eyebrow raised. “I don’t know, will they? You’re the leader of the mystics, Gavin, not me.” 
 
    “I didn’t agree to that yet.” 
 
    “Consider yourself appointed to the position then.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth and then closed it with a snap. Khari had been in a combative mood for days now. There was no use continuing this argument. 
 
    “Fine then. Yes, they will be trained.” 
 
    “Good,” Farah said, finally turning away from the opening to face him. “I think it’s about time you learned to ride an aevian too.” 
 
    “Yes, it is about time.” 
 
    Farah whistled and Talyshan leapt from higher up the cliff face, alighting near them. There was already a harness attached to the aevian’s back, a saddle fixed into place. The creature gave a series of soft chirps and Farah smiled, walking over to him and scratching him under the chin, beak just within reach. Gavin looked a question at her. 
 
    “Talyshan is mine,” Farah said. “You’ve got to get your own if you want to come with me.” Talyshan bowed and Farah vaulted up into the saddle, pulling leads from beneath her robes and fixing them in place. Talyshan spread massive wings and leapt from the lip of the cavern’s opening. Farah whooped. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” Gavin shouted after her. 
 
    Khari chuckled. Gavin had almost forgotten she was there. There was humor in her eyes, which was nice to see though Gavin wished it hadn’t come at his expense. 
 
    “Well, I’d trying calling one if I were you,” she said. “If you’re lucky, one will come.” 
 
    Gavin gave her a flat look. Life was rarely that simple. “And how would you suggest I do that?” 
 
    “Whistle.” 
 
    “Whistle?” 
 
    Khari nodded. “We’ll see if one of them comes. Normally we’d keep you here, break you, let you help raise one and form a bond, but there are no clutches to be born right now.” 
 
    Gavin got the sense that there was something else going on here, some sort of test or joke at his expense. Putting on his best storyteller’s face, Gavin pursed his lips and let out a shrill whistle. 
 
    A few of the aevians stirred, turning to look at him, but none moved beyond that. 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    Gavin whistled again. This time, something moved at the top of the eyrie wall, a massive white aevian leapt from high up the cliffs, a screech that echoed through the chamber accompanying the dive. The white aevian, the one who had killed Maugier’s man, alighted before them, wind from the creature’s beating wings tossing sands into the air and foot-long talons clicking against the rock. 
 
    “Hello there,” Gavin breathed, feeling awed and more than a little stunned. 
 
    Gavin stepped forward, reaching out a hand that he was surprised to see was trembling slightly. Since the battle of the Oasis, since he’d seen that first wave of aevians plunging from the sky, riders on their backs, he’d secretly longed to feel the joy of flight, to feel the freedom and liberation of that experience. It was a deep-seated desire in the human soul to fly, to find freedom, to soar. 
 
    Khari’s hand shot out and gripped Gavin around the wrist in a vice-like grip. “Don’t touch him,” she growled. “He is not yours.” 
 
    Gavin took a step back, trying to free his arm from her grip, but it was like stone about his wrist. 
 
    “Let go of me, Khari,” Gavin said, keeping his voice calm. “You told me to whistle, he came.” 
 
    Above them, the aevian hissed and clicked its talons against the rock. Khari looked over at the creature and Gavin was surprised to see tears in the woman’s eyes. Tears? Khari was typically a rock-solid woman, the only emotions easily determined anger or irritation. 
 
    “He’s barely gone, Nabil,” Khari whispered. “Barely gone. You’d choose another already?” 
 
    Gavin realized what was happening in a sudden flash of understanding. Her husband had been the last one to ride the aevian, Nabil. Makin Qays had been slaughtered by Kaiden in the battle of the Oasis. He’d died with honor, though he’d never really stood much of a chance. Khari hadn’t ever shown the pain she was going through, though it was obvious now that she’d been simply masking it, allowing it to fester beneath the surface. 
 
    Her grip slackened on his wrist and Gavin pulled his arm free and stepped back, allowing Khari some space. She stepped up to the aevian, placing a hand on one of his wings and gently stroking the black-speckled feathers there. 
 
    “He was a man of honor,” Khari whispered. “A leader. You and he kept us safe for decades. You’re old, Nabil. You can rest now, you know. You don’t have to take a new rider.” 
 
    The aevian clicked his beak and make a soft series of clicks and chirps as if he was responding to Khari’s words, as if he understood. Looking up at the majestic creature, Gavin wasn’t entirely sure it couldn’t. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this? This boy, he is still young, still learning.” 
 
    Boy? 
 
    Nabil chirped, softly and lifted a wing, brushing Khari’s arm. The woman sniffed, nodded, and then rounded on Gavin. 
 
    “You treat him better than you would a lover, Gavin,” Khari said. “Or by the sands of the seven hells, I’ll make you regret it.” 
 
    Gavin swallowed and nodded. Khari seemed content with that answer for she gestured toward the aevian with one hand before turning on her heel and marching across the sands to one of the storage bins near the far wall. Gavin hesitated, unsure how to proceed from there. 
 
    The aevian, though, was far less indecisive. Nabil leaned down until they were standing with eyes level, the aevian’s beak only inches from Gavin’s nose. Gavin breathed in and out slowly, returning the scrutiny. Proud eyes met Gavin’s gaze, black orbs steeped in wisdom. Gavin swallowed again, feeling suddenly small and insignificant. 
 
    “Well, come on then,” Khari said gruffly, arriving with another saddle and destroying the moment Gavin was having with the aevian. “Pay attention while I put the saddle on here. I won’t show you how to do it again.” 
 
    Nabil blinked and shuffled back before hunkering down for Khari to place the saddle on him. Gavin paid careful attention, though he was finding it hard to focus. The saddle was worn in places and there was a bloodstain on the leather, but the straps fit Nabil without any adjustment, which lead Gavin to assume it had been the one Makin Qays had used. 
 
    Once the saddle was secured, Khari handed Gavin a harness with a few extra leads for him to put on. He did so and then turned to Khari expectantly. She raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What now?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Now you fly. You’d better be quick about it too, or else Farah will leave you behind.” 
 
    “But you haven’t even shown me anything about flying at all!” Gavin protested. “How do I get up there? How do I stay on . . .” He trailed off as Nabil shifted and stuck out a wing. 
 
    If he used that to step up . . . he stopped thinking and simply did it, putting a foot against the wing joint and launching himself up into the saddle. From there it was obvious where each lead hooked in and he strapped himself down. He glanced down at Khari, who wore an odd expression on her face, half amusement, half sorrow. 
 
    “He’ll respond to your whistles,” Khari said softly. “Whistle once and he’ll come to you. Whistle twice and he’ll return to the eyrie. Farah will teach you the others later. Now fly.” 
 
    She made a gesture and whistled sharply. Nabil launched into the sky. 
 
    Gavin reacted by instinct. He latched onto the saddle’s handle and a scream of pure joy was wrenched from his throat. His stomach turned over as Nabil climbed upward a few feet and then folded his wings to his back and began turning downward. 
 
    His stomach flipped over itself a few feet from the ground. Nabil spread his wings and beat downward to pull himself out of the dive. Momentum carried Gavin forward and he thought he was going to smack face-first into Nabil’s broad back or the saddle itself, but the tethers attached to the back of his harness held him place and he only experienced a moment of fierce vertigo as Nabil climbed back in to the air. 
 
    Wind screamed in Gavin’s ears and he felt the power in each of Nabil’s wing strokes. If Gap-tooth had been able to experience this, had been able to feel the absolute strength in each stroke of Nabil’s wings, he never would have thought he could steal one of these amazing creatures. 
 
    Nabil climbed higher, rising far faster now than he had earlier. He turned in long, slow spirals as he flapped upward. Gavin felt the warmer currents of air pushing upward as well. He looked out toward the Forbiddence. He knew it ran in a giant, impenetrable circle around the whole of the Sharani Desert, but he’d never been in a position to actually see it like this, stretching in massive arcs in all directions. Below him, looking like insects, he saw the Rahuli clansmen marching across the desert in three distinct groups, aevians and their riders winging in the air above them, though beneath Gavin and Nabil. 
 
    Nabil let out a screech and Gavin found himself giving an answering shout, screaming against the wind. He let go of the saddle and threw his hands into the air, eyes wide, a smile creasing his face. This was what he was made for. This was pure, unadulterated freedom and majesty. It was nothing like he had expected it to be. It was a hundred times, a thousand times more liberating. 
 
    After the stress, fear, and emotion of the last few weeks, after struggling to figure out how to live up to the expectations thrust upon him by his grandmother, after fighting to gain control of a people who refused to be led, this was pure liberation. The stress washed out of him, left below on the sands. The fear, the latent burning self-doubt which had wormed its way into his decisions and actions, fell victim to the joy and relief that surged through him now. 
 
    A shadow passed by the sun and Gavin searched the sky to see what had created it. Talyshan and Farah surged upward through the air near them. Gavin whooped and waved and he saw Farah laugh in return though he couldn’t hear the sound. She looked wonderful there on Talyshan’s back, hair streaming out behind her and face backlit by the sun. She smiled over at him and made a gesture for him to follow her. Gavin had no idea how to direct Nabil, but the aevian must have understood, for he followed as Farah directed Talyshan around to the left. 
 
    Nabil surged forward through the air, wings flapping hard through the air until he came up alongside Talyshan, flying parallel to the smaller aevian. A dozen spans separated the two birds as they flew. 
 
    Gavin looked down at the sands, noting the plateaus sticking up out of the sands at regular intervals. If things had been normal, some of them would have housed the Rahuli clans. Gavin had visited them infrequently, typically only when his grandmother had contracted some sort of entertainment, but even then they didn’t stay within the Warren itself. Usually they’d take shelter beneath one of the stoneways or else attempt to clandestinely live within the confines of the Oasis on little rafts. That had rarely worked long, though they’d attempted it a time or two. Living in a Warren, with the Roterralar, was a new luxury for Gavin. 
 
    Farah shouted something indecipherable and pointed toward one of the plateaus. Gavin nodded and shifted his weight that direction, mirroring the movements he’d seen Farah perform to get Talyshan to go where she wanted. Nabil moved with him, mimicking his shifting weight. 
 
    Talyshan moved into a dive. Gavin leaned forward and Nabil folded his wings and dove toward the plateau. Gavin felt a rush as his pulse raced. The ground seemed to zoom upward toward them and the wind tore at Gavin’s eyes, making them water though he forced them to stay open. He sensed Nabil preparing to pull out of the dive a moment before it happened, which gave him the chance to prepare himself. 
 
    Nabil stretched out his wings, slowing in a rush and causing Gavin’s stomach to flop. The straps holding him to the saddle strained, but held and Nabil landed on the plateau with the click of talon against stone. Talyshan landed next to them and Gavin was able to hear Farah’s wonderful bell-like laugh floating over to him. He returned the laugh, feeling the wonderful, sweet sense of relief and joy. 
 
    Farah unclipped from the saddle and leapt the several feet to the ground. Gavin did the same and leapt, much less gracefully, down to the ground. He hit the rock hard—he’d fallen a greater distance—but kept his footing and then leapt up and raced around Nabil and grabbed Farah in an exuberant embrace. Her face showed her surprise, but she didn’t pull away. Gavin let go quickly, realizing that he’d let himself get caught up in the moment, but the feel of her lingered. 
 
    “What did you think?” she asked with a grin. “You’re a natural at it.” 
 
    “That,” Gavin said, “was the most wonderful thing I’ve ever done.” He wasn’t sure if he meant the flight or the embrace, but didn’t care.
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    Chapter 12: Stories on the Sand 
 
    “The second Iteration of metal is the Earth Ward. Possessing all the abilities of the earlier Iteration, the Earth Wards are the first of the Orinai Great Ones, as they call themselves. They are masters of the living earth itself.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin looked out over the Sharani Desert a few hours later, feet hanging off the edge of the plateau, munching on a piece of flat bread and salted, dried meat. Farah sat near him, staring out over the red, shifting sands. A few storm clouds obscured a portion of the horizon, hiding a piece of the Forbiddence from view. Talyshan and Nabil rested behind them, though apart from one another. Talyshan gave the larger aevian a wide berth at all times, though it was not fear that drove him. At least Gavin didn’t think it was fear. It appeared to him that it was more deference and respect. 
 
    He’d spend a couple glorious hours adjusting to flying before Farah had signaled them to land. 
 
    “Khari wants us to complete a circuit of the Forbiddence and then swing back around to the Oasis as soon as you can handle Nabil,” Farah said. “Keep your eyes open for signs of Kaiden or those other fellows who helped him get loose.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and swallowed his food so he could speak. “Alright. How long should that take us?” 
 
    “Two or three days. You’re doing well enough now that we really should get going after them.” 
 
    Gavin froze with food halfway to his mouth. Two or three days? That meant they’d have to sleep out here, just the two of them, for at least two entire nights. As if hearing his thoughts, Farah turned to look at him. 
 
    “Don’t get any funny ideas, outcast,” she said with a grin. “You’ll sleep under your own blanket.” 
 
    “I—well—I—” Gavin stammered. “Well, of course I will.” 
 
    Farah let out a bell-like laugh and pulled her long, blonde hair back before tying it in place with a thin cord. “Well, come along then.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    They flew for a few hours, heading west. Gavin’s mouth went dry from the hot, parched air after the first hour. By the second, he was as thirsty as he had ever been in his life. Gavin studied the ground as he passed over it from above, marveling at the symmetry of it. He had never been in this part of the Sharani Desert, but it looked remarkably similar to sections through which he had traveled on foot with his grandmother and the other outcasts. The landscape below them was a mass of shifting sands, though the strange storms had left a trail, washing away the sand and leaving boulders exposed in an otherwise unbroken landscape of dunes. Where the storms had been recent, strange pathways were cut into the sand where water had run in little streams. 
 
    Farah signaled the descent and Gavin followed her down. It was a simpler process now, after having mastered the basics of directing Nabil’s flight. The large white aevian seemed to be enjoying himself and the flight. Gavin was as well. After weeks stuck inside the Roterralar Warren, making a fool of himself trying to be the leader his grandmother had wanted, it was wonderful to be out in open air again. Though dry and hot, at least it was fresh. 
 
    They landed next to a small outcropping of rocks on the sand and Gavin hopped from the saddle. He was rather ill-prepared for this trip, but Farah didn’t seem to have any more possessions with her than did he and, in all honesty, Gavin had lived with less before. Even having a complete set of clothes that all went together was a luxury he hadn’t experienced before. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know where we could get a drink?” Gavin croaked. 
 
    Farah laughed and hopped from Talyshan’s back on to the sands below. How could she laugh so clearly with her throat so dry? It was all Gavin could do to speak. He undid the leads holding him to the saddle and slid down onto the ground. His landing was much less graceful, more of a clomp than a graceful pounce, but thankfully, Farah wasn’t looking. She was busy scampering up the rock outcropping. Gavin hesitated, then followed after her. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Gavin called. 
 
    “Come on up here and see,” she said. 
 
    Gavin sighed and climbed up. By the time he arrived, Farah was leaning over a wide hole in the stone. A large red rock sat to one side. 
 
    “Give me a hand with this, will you?” Farah said when he arrived. 
 
    Curious, Gavin walked over and leaned down, noticing a rope in Farah’s hand. The rope extended down into the darkness, but light glinted off of something down in the depths. 
 
    “A well?” Gavin asked, taking the rope from Farah and hauling on it. It was heavier than he’d expected. 
 
    “Why else do you think we’d be here?” Farah asked, laughing. She leaned down next to him, her blond hair brushing his face, and reached one arm down into the well. Gavin hesitated with his pulling and breathed in her sweet scent, glad she couldn’t see his blush, but she was quickly back up and holding a largish bundle wrapped in coated leathers. 
 
    “Keep pulling, water boy,” she said, stepping to the side. 
 
    Gavin couldn’t help himself. He chuckled. It took him nearly a minute of pulling before the rope started getting wet. His hands were just starting to ache, so he enjoyed the coolness on his aching palms. He could see the bag, only a few feet below, a contraption of leather and metal, though he was positive that both had been treated with some sort of wax or other material to make them at least semi-water-resistant. He reached down, seized the bag by the handle, and pulled it free. 
 
    “Here,” Farah said, tossing him a pair of waterskins. “Fill these.” 
 
    He did so, awkwardly holding the larger bag with one hand while holding the other steady with his right. Gavin noticed Farah watching him and saw the edges of her mouth tug up into a smile, but he persisted anyway, filling them both and managing only to get a little wet in the process. Thankfully, the sun dried the spilled water away almost instantly. 
 
    “You’re not like the other men I’ve known, Gavin,” Farah said. “There are moments when you seem like one of the most honorable and decent men I’ve ever known. Then in the next breath you’re as innocent and clumsy as a small child. It’s intriguing.” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It irritated him, just a little, but at the same time she was probably right. As an outcast, he hadn’t had any time to learn what to do in large groups. He was simply doing the best he could and struggling through learning new things as a child might. 
 
    Still, he opened and closed his mouth a few times, half a dozen different responses going through his head before he settled on one. 
 
    “Do Talyshan and Nabil need any?” Gavin asked, once he had managed to stopper the last of the two waterskins. 
 
    Farah shook her head, but didn’t look up from where she was busy sorting through the remainder of the package’s contents. “No. They get all the moisture they need from the food they eat. They ate just before we left.” 
 
    “So should I just . . . ?” Gavin made a vague gesture toward the well, then realized Farah wasn’t looking at him. “Should I put this back, then?” 
 
    “Yes. And make sure you put the stone back over the top.” She was sorting the contents of the package into two piles. Gavin took a brief moment to study it—mostly foodstuffs, some knives, and other odds and ends—before lowering the bag back into the well. 
 
    “How many of these do you have out here?” Gavin asked as the rope slipped between his fingers. 
 
    “About a score or so. We lose one or two to the sands each year, but Khari is pretty good at finding new ones or locating some of the ones we’ve lost. Part of the patrols’ job is to check on these and make sure they’re all still in working order. And it keeps us from having to take as many supplies with us when we start out.” 
 
    “These would have been nice to know about,” Gavin said. “I mean, before. Finding water was the hardest part about being an outcast.” He let his gaze drift off over the sands, seeing the heat mirages distort the sky and landscape behind them. 
 
    “How did you manage that?” Farah asked. She looked up from her work and turned to face him, expression sincerely curious. “I’ve always wondered.” 
 
    Gavin blinked his eyes back into focus and grinned at the memories her question brought. 
 
    “We’d barter for water sometimes. Since trust is more precious than water, the clans didn’t have to trust us in order to trade water with us. Most refused, but we sometimes got what we needed. The Mornal were actually pretty good about it.” 
 
    “There’s no way you were able to barter for the water you need. There were what, nearly a score of you altogether?” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “Sometimes they were generous.” 
 
    “Come on, water boy. You can’t expect me to believe you survived on what you could get off the clans? They’d as soon kill you for drinking their spit as give you more than a drop of water.” She gave him a piercing flat look and Gavin shifted uncomfortably under the scrutiny. 
 
    “Well,” Gavin said, finally letting go of the rope as the bag reached the water far below, “sometimes we cheated.” 
 
    Farah raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t think it really matters much anymore, but it was the biggest secret we outcasts shared.” 
 
    A look of comprehension dawned on Farah’s face. “You violated the blood oaths, didn’t you? You went into the Oasis during the Dormancy?” The look she gave him was halfway between stunned disbelief and approval. 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “Yes, sometimes we did. We were tossed out of clans or else were children and grandchildren of those who no longer had the protection of a Warren’s walls. We didn’t take the oaths ourselves, so why should we bother honoring them?” 
 
    “But the oaths?” Farah stammered, then stopped. “You’re right. In retrospect, what are some oaths when compared to someone’s life? How’d you manage it with all the rains and flooding?” As she spoke, Farah turned back to the items she’d been arranging and began stuffing them into one of two small sacks that had also been in the package. 
 
    Gavin let out a small chuckle. “Well, that was complicated sometimes. Mostly we just collected enough water to get by and moved on. I remember once, when I was young, we tried to stay there for a few weeks.” 
 
    “Tried?” 
 
    Memories of the rains collapsing the roofs of the small huts they’d built and washing away the little rafts flitted through his mind. As a child, he’d thought it entertaining. Looking back, he realized just how desperate they’d been in order to try something like that in the first place. 
 
    “It didn’t work out so well.” 
 
    Farah shook her head, then laughed softly. “I knew there had to be something. And people called us the wayward ones.” 
 
    “We were far less memorable. I mean, how did you get away with not being spotted before? You’re riding great giant beasts through the sky, for sand’s sake.” 
 
    Farah licked her lips before answering, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “We really didn’t send out aevian patrols much during the Dormancy. When we did, we flew high enough that most people wouldn’t have noticed us. Besides, if you hadn’t seen them yourself, would you have believed anyone telling you about people riding around on giant birds?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Farah shook her head and then handed Gavin one of the sacks. “Take this and one of the skins. It should last you until tomorrow. There’s a small cave in the Forbiddence wall we’ll try and get to tonight. It’s still a couple hours out.” 
 
    Gavin took the sack and tossed Farah one of the waterskins. He set the sack aside and pushed the large stone back over the well’s mouth, grunting at the weight. He felt a small smile growing on his own face too. It felt good to laugh and to talk about fun, interesting things instead of worrying about the politics and safety of an entire people. It was almost like being with his grandmother and the other outcasts again, but better because Farah was closer to his own age and he felt comfortable around her. She was hard to understand sometimes and more than a little confusing, but there was a brightness and spirit to her that reminded him of his grandmother. His smile grew and the stone slid into place with a soft grating sound. 
 
    “I guess you outcast types aren’t as strong and hardy as you look,” Farah said, standing up and starting back down the outcropping. 
 
    Gavin stared after her, a retort half formed on his lips, then dismissed it as the sound of her soft laugh drifted up to him. She had such a pretty laugh. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sun was beginning to vanish behind the far Forbiddence wall by the time they reached the cave Farah had mentioned earlier. Talyshan and Nabil landed on a narrow ledge that jutted out in front of the cave like a small platform with irritated shrieks. Gavin craned his neck to look up toward the top of the wall, but couldn’t see where it ended. 
 
    He’d never been this close to the Forbiddence, few ever were, though it was always there, in the back of people’s minds. The Forbiddence itself was so different from the rest of the Sharani Desert. A darker, almost black rock that reached for the sky, the tip was lost from view, even from where they stood a hundred spans from the desert floor. It was thought to be a sheer, impassable expanse, though they’d also said that about the Oasis walls. Gavin had proven that particular belief false. 
 
    But this? Gavin shook his head as Farah dismounted and scurried into the cave. This wasn’t even in the same realm as the Oasis walls. These really were impassible. 
 
    Gavin unhooked and slid from the saddle, landing more gracefully this time. He stood upright and patted Nabil as he walked passed. Nabil shuffled away from his touch. 
 
    Though Gavin and Farah hadn’t spotted any signs of Kaiden or any other signs of life during their flight, Gavin felt like he’d accomplished a lot already. The stress and cares that had been piling on him were only a peripheral concern now. He’d come to terms with his own failure while on Nabil’s back and, though it had only been a few short hours since he’d first mounted the aevian, felt a deep, powerful connection with the animal. 
 
    Nabil and Talyshan hissed and shuffled awkwardly near him. Gavin stepped to one side, careful to avoid the pair. 
 
    “Is there something in there?” Gavin asked, glancing out over the sands just to make sure there wasn’t anything behind them. “The aevians are acting odd.” 
 
    “It’s the Forbiddence,” Farah said. “They don’t like it very much. It’s one of the reasons we’re here. Khari figured Kaiden would go to the one place the aevians don’t like going.” 
 
    Gavin frowned and looked up at the walls again. It was kind of . . . forbidding. 
 
    “You coming?” Farah called to him. Her voice echoed oddly as she entered the cave. 
 
    Gavin entered the cave and, for a moment, saw nothing. He blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, and just then, Farah succeeded in lighting the lantern and the sudden light blinded him. 
 
    “A little warning next time,” Gavin said as his eyes watered. 
 
    Farah shook her head, light from the lantern glinting off the two small earrings on the upper part of her left ear. 
 
    “Sorry, water boy.” She placed the glass hood over the flame and the light increased noticeably. 
 
    The lantern light illuminated the area immediately around them, and what Gavin had originally taken to be a shallow cave resolved into a cavernous chamber large enough to house a score of people comfortably. The chamber was nearly thirty feet deep and just as tall, and there were a couple of alcoves cut into the rock in which blankets were resting, and several stone benches and ceramic containers resting throughout the room. It was clearly a place where the patrols frequently visited. 
 
    “This is what you call a small cave?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Farah smiled at him, then whistled a soft series of sharp notes. The aevians bustled into the room and headed to one side of the cavern, the awkward way they walked a stark contrast to the stunning grace with which they flew. Gavin walked deeper into the cave to let them pass. Farah set the lantern on one of the stone benches and walked over to take the saddle off Talyshan. 
 
    Gavin felt the fool for not thinking about it, but covered his embarrassment by hurrying over to Nabil to do the same. Thankfully, he remembered what straps came loose and which stayed where they were. He was a little surprised to realize how much he didn’t want to continue embarrassing himself in front of Farah. Once free, Gavin laid the saddle out on one of the benches, as he’d seen Farah do with Talyshan’s. He gave it one last pat to clear off some dust, then turned around. 
 
    Farah was in the process of stripping out of her clothes. Her robes and harness already lay in a neat pile next to the saddle on the stone bench. She stood, back to him, clad only in a thin, sleeveless undershirt and a pair of skin-tight leggings that cut off above the knee. There was a tattoo of some sort of flower on her right shoulder blade. 
 
    Gavin realized he was staring and quickly turned away. His grandmother had often slept in her underclothes on the hotter nights, like this one, but this was different. Farah must have noticed his awkward discomfort because she laughed softly. 
 
    “You’re a strange man, Gavin,” Farah said. “You can turn around now. I’m covered.” 
 
    Gavin turned back around, ready to close his eyes if necessary. Farah was already under the blanket in one of the alcoves, covered up to the neck despite the heat. Her waterskin rested under her head as an improvised pillow. 
 
    It wasn’t as if he didn’t enjoy what he’d seen, far from it, but he’d been raised to give women the respect they deserved. That flew in the face of what Gavin knew about how the Rahuli thought about women, but it was how Gavin himself had been raised. And, though Gavin could barely admit it, even to himself, he wanted Farah to respect him as much as he was starting to respect and care for her. 
 
    “You do realize that all the Roterralar women sleep in clothes like this, right?” Farah asked, grinning. “It’s not as if I’m getting ready to take a bath or anything. I’m getting ready to sleep.” 
 
    Bath? Gavin had never had an actual bath before, not intentionally at least. He felt his cheeks redden at the thought. 
 
    “Outcasts don’t have those luxuries,” Gavin said, glancing over at her. 
 
    She was watching him, an odd expression on her face. Gavin had to work hard not to fidget under the scrutiny. 
 
    “You’re so strange,” she said after a long, awkward silence. “There’s no need to set a watch. Get some sleep. We’ll head out at first light.” She turned over, leaving her back facing him. 
 
    Gavin ran a hand through his dusty hair and made himself ready for bed as well. He kept his robes on—he’d slept in worse—and used the blanket in an alcove a little ways away from Farah as a pillow. It was a long time before he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He came awake some indeterminate time later. For a brief moment, he hovered in the momentary delirium of partial alertness, then his mind caught up with the rest of him and he tried to figure out what had caused him to wake up. The soft patter of rain sounded just outside the cave’s entrance, droplets hitting the stone with the crackling sound of cooking meat. There was no thunder, though, so the noise, though uncommon, wouldn’t normally have been enough to wake him. 
 
    A soft sound broke through the noise of rain. Gavin sat up slightly, listening. It came again, and this time Gavin was able to determine it was coming from inside the cave rather than out of it. For a moment, he thought it must be one of the aevians, then realized it was coming from the direction of Farah’s alcove. 
 
    “What in the sands?” Gavin whispered. 
 
    He walked over, stepping carefully in the darkness. The lamp had gone out earlier, so the only light was a faint glow from the moon and stars shining down through the rainclouds. It gave him just enough light to be jumpy about the darker, shifting shadows inside the nearly black omnipresence. As he got closer, he could pick out the shape of the sounds—words. Farah was muttering and crying out in her sleep. 
 
    “No,” she mumbled, clearly still within the grips of slumber. “No, don’t die. I’m here, I’m here, mother. You can’t die. No, not now.” 
 
    Gavin froze, hand half outstretched toward her. Mother? Khari had said that Farah’s family had died in the battle of the Oasis, killed by the genesauri while Farah was fighting. Was she reliving that experience again, only in nightmare? Gavin didn’t know which was worse, experiencing the pain as it happened, fresh and raw, or reliving it, the open wound festering. 
 
    He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder and shook gently. 
 
    “No!” Farah muttered more loudly. “No, I can’t leave her. No!” 
 
    Were those sobs? 
 
    “Farah,” Gavin said in an urgent whisper. 
 
    The woman jumped beneath his hand, startling awake. She scrambled back in the alcove, but hit the wall. There was the sound of metal against rock and suddenly Gavin felt a faint prick beneath his chin. He swallowed hard. 
 
    “Farah,” he whispered, careful not to move his lips too much and risk pushing the blade at his neck any deeper. “It’s me. You were crying in your sleep.” 
 
    The prick beneath his chin vanished, but the woman didn’t speak. A small sound escaped her instead. More sobs, more controlled this time, but still the echo of a broken soul. 
 
    Gavin stepped back and felt his way over to the lamp, removed the cover, and flicked the striker until one of the sparks caught and the lamp sputtered to life. He turned the knob and left the flame low, then replaced the hood and walked back over to Farah. 
 
    The young woman was huddled in the alcove, legs tucked up against her chin, blanket pulled up to her neck, forehead against her knees. Her body shook slightly as she cried. Gavin didn’t know what else to do, so he climbed into the alcove and awkwardly put his hand on her shoulder, head bent at an odd angle to fit within the alcove. She flinched at the touch, but did not pull away. 
 
    “I watched my parents fall from the Oasis walls when I was nine years old,” Gavin said softly. “The Sidena clan chief had goaded them into it, though it had long been their plan . . .” 
 
    The sobs slowed as Gavin told of his parent’s death, of how he had watched and then had to learn how to live with only his grandmother to guide him. He talked of his grandmother, Elvira, and told about how she’d rallied the outcasts into the group of performers they’d become. He spoke, not knowing what else to do and feeling that it was the right thing. He told her about Elvira’s death and the pain, despair, and overwhelming sense of being alone that had threatened to consume him. He told her about climbing the Oasis walls, about nearly dying there, and his eventual arrival at the top. The sobs slackened at some point while he spoke, but he talked on, arm fully around her shoulders now and her head resting against his. He spoke of finding the greatsword and the events leading up to the Oasis. He talked until he had nothing else to say, and only then did he notice that Farah had fallen back to sleep. He smiled a small, soft smile to himself and drifted back to sleep as well. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “It’s real,” Samsin breathed, supporting Nikanor as they looked down over the edge of the sheer cliff. Nikanor’s breathing was haggard, though Samsin was sure only part of it was from the pain of Nikanor’s wounds and their labored journey up the steep mountain slopes. 
 
    “I see that, Samsin.” 
 
    Samsin gazed down into the red sands below, eyes wide, filled with the wonder which rocked through his being. 
 
    “Can you see the remnants of the viewing bridges?” Samsin said, pointing. “They’re broken and some are covered in sand, but you can still see the pattern of how they connected the viewing platforms together. And there, can you see their Oasis?” 
 
    Nikanor let out a small, soft chuckle that died off wetly. “I didn’t think you believed.” 
 
    Samsin licked his lips as the wind grabbed at his blond hair and tossed it about his face. “I didn’t. I mean, I don’t. Well, we’ve all heard the stories.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope there are people there when we get to the bottom of this crater,” Nikanor said. 
 
    Samsin studied the area around him, looking around the edge of the massive crater’s lip. He couldn’t see any way down. 
 
    “And how are we supposed to get down there?” Samsin asked. “Learn to fly?” 
 
    He shivered against the bitter cold, though his thick cloak, which lay partly in tatters, did still afford some measure of warmth. There was snow on the air; Samsin could feel the dull hum of it within his veins. There was a magic here, a deep, powerful interplay of forces left by Storm Wards of old that governed this region. Samsin had felt it for days, but here, this close to the Sharani Arena, it felt like part of it was unraveling, like a single thread pulled free from an enormous tapestry. 
 
    Nikanor didn’t respond with words. Instead he pushed away from Samsin’s supporting grip and stepped free, right at the edge of the cliff. The solid, black-haired man fell into his squared earth posture and closed his eyes. Samsin saw him sway slightly as he stood, a testament to his wounds, which had started to fester earlier that day and stank whenever Samsin eased the bandages. Nikanor breathed in a deep lungful of air and then his eyes snapped open. Nikanor thrust his hands down in a forceful motion and Samsin felt a small rumble in the earth and then the grating sound of shifting rock. 
 
    He looked down. A set of steps had appeared in the rocks. They wound down the steep side of the wall in a disorganized array, switching back and forth. Samsin turned to Nikanor, a grin on his face, but the grin slipped when he noticed Nikanor falling. Samsin rushed over and caught the man before he toppled over the edge of the cliff. Samsin reached for his powers and felt the energy, the electricity in the air, flood into him. His eyes widened in surprise at the power raging through him. He lifted Nikanor with ease and looked down the steps. It was a long way, easily a half day’s worth of meandering back and forth. 
 
    “Storms take you, Nikanor,” Samsin hissed as he gritted his teeth and stepped down onto the first step of the stairs. “You’ve gone and turned me into a believer, haven’t you?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: Love’s Cost 
 
    “Like everything in life, memory walks within us inside our dreams.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel walked through dark, narrow tunnels, once again cognizant of the fact that she was dreaming. 
 
    What this time? 
 
    Part of her panicked, grasping at reality and trying to clamber back awake. She felt she was going mad, reality slipping away, drowning inside her own mind. 
 
    “Beryl,” Elyana’s voice said. Once again, Lhaurel experienced the dream as if she were Elyana, though she had no control over what went on. 
 
    Beryl appeared in Lhaurel’s line of sight as if she had rounded a corner. The rest of the scene resolved around her, slowly coming into focus. The room they were in was massive and dark, except for a faint reddish glow illuminating Beryl. There was a forge hammer in his hand. 
 
    “Elyana,” Beryl said in his softer, gentler voice that grated against the image Lhaurel had of the man. “Did I disturb you?” 
 
    Elyana walked around him and inspected the low workspaces, the bins, and the massive furnace. With a start, Lhaurel realized they were standing inside Beryl’s forge. The same forge through which Lhaurel had walked so many times before. 
 
    “Elyana?” Beryl asked again, setting the hammer down on the anvil next to a glowing metal rod. By the shape, Lhaurel guessed it was the beginnings of a sword. “Did I disturb you with my work?” 
 
    Elyana chuckled and picked up a long, wide-bladed dagger. It rose to Lhaurel’s eyes and turned in Elyana’s hands. “Not at all. This place is massive and my rooms far from your forge. One does begin to wonder what you are up to this late at night, however? Some task that you won’t even tell me about?” 
 
    Beryl grunted, reminding Lhaurel of the taciturn old man she knew. Elyana turned back toward him and Lhaurel saw him pick the hammer back up and then take the glowing metal rod in a pair of tongs before resuming his pounding. 
 
    “You’re ignoring the question,” Elyana pressed. She had to raise her voice over the echoing clamor of ringing metal. 
 
    “There was no question.” Beryl paused for a moment, then thrust the metal rod back into the glowing coals. 
 
    “Beryl, you’re making me pout. One does not ignore a direct request from one of the Seven Sisters, even if it is only implied.” 
 
    “What do you want of me? I am your Bondsman, Elyana, but that does not make you my conscience, nor my moral compass. I’m allowed some measure of independence, even if it is within my own thoughts.” 
 
    “Are you unhappy with your lot?” There was a genuine note of interest in Elyana’s voice. It was only upon hearing it now that Lhaurel realized the absence of it in previous conversations. 
 
    “Unhappy?” Beryl moved over to the bellows and wrapped a thick hand over one long wooden handle and began pulling. “How could I be unhappy with my lot? I have everything I’ve ever dreamed of having. My lot is far better than it has been in times past.” 
 
    By the way Beryl’s voice dropped off toward the end of the conversation, Lhaurel assumed there was something more behind the words. She was not alone in her suspicions, it seemed. 
 
    “What are you saying, Beryl?” Elyana asked, voice a mixture of curiosity and contempt. “Do your thoughts dwell on the Rahuli slaves? They’re so far below you now they’re not worthy of your concern. The prisoners, the Orinai who’ve been sentenced to live down there with them, even less so. They’re criminals of the worst sort. Why do you let thoughts of them keep you up late at night?” 
 
    Beryl heaved on the bellows and a spray of ash, sparks, and coals exploded out into the room. He released the handle and threw his hands into the air. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, his voice a low, dark rumble. “Because what our dear religion seems to forget is that we were once them. All of us started at the lowest of Iterations, the lowest level of Progression. We torture and hurt them, we punish them for being what we once were. Where is the Honor in that? It simply cannot be the only way to push them along in their pursuit of Harmony. There must be another way.” He cut off jaggedly and his expression darkened. “My pardon, Honored Sister. Please forgive my blasphemy. I will take what penance I must to satisfy you for my sins.” 
 
    Elyana moved forward, cutting the distance between her and Beryl in a few quick steps. She reached out. Beryl almost flinched away, but Elyana caught his hand before he could get away. 
 
    “There is a reason I chose you as my Bondsman when Serrenial passed,” Elyana said. “There was something in your eyes when you realized your past Iteration was as one of the Rahuli slaves. You are wrong though, not all of us start out as one of them, though many do. Some of us begin as simple, ungifted Orinai. But this place, this Arena, it is not a place of Honor. It is a place of death and misery. I would help them if I could.” 
 
    Beryl’s eyes widened and he looked confused for a long moment before his expression shifted to one of disbelief. “This is some sort of a trick,” he said, though he did not let go of Elyana’s hand. “A test of some sort. I had thought the ministrations of your Sisters were the final torment through which I needed to pass, but then this?” 
 
    “It is not a test, Beryl. I know you provide them with weapons in the night when you think us all sleeping. I know you dwell on your time among them in the few hours you do sleep. Dreams have always been something we all dwell within, though I would not put much stock in them. The past is a place for learning, not action, and further dwelling in your past lives will only hamper the present Iteration.” She hesitated and then continued, “We will speak more of this later. For now, come with me.” 
 
    She tugged on his hand and Beryl followed. 
 
    Lhaurel woke up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel’s eyes snapped open and she sucked in a deep, powerful breath. The outcast woman, Shallee, stood over her, face twisted in concern. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Shallee asked. “You were thrashing and muttering in your sleep.” 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head numbly. How could she explain what she’d just dreamed? Was it just a dream? It felt like something more—something much more tangible. Something real. Her heart pounded against her chest and her lungs heaved as if she’d just run a great distance. 
 
    “We all have nightmares after the Oasis,” Shallee said, patting Lhaurel on the shoulder. “My little man’s father died there. I dream about him too. I’m here if you ever need to talk.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, though she had no intention of discussing her dreams with anyone, not yet anyway. Not until she was sure she wasn’t going mad. She didn’t think she was, but after the Oasis, after everything, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t know if she would ever be sure. 
 
    “The clans all left while you were asleep,” Shallee said. 
 
    Her baby cried softly from the other bed and Shallee scurried over there to comfort him. 
 
    “Well, most of them did, at least,” she continued. “Some of us decided to stay. I don’t see why more didn’t; this is a great place to live, even with some of the rationing. I guess I did hear that was one of the reasons the clans all left, a lack of supplies . . .” Shallee continued talking, but Lhaurel stopped paying attention. 
 
    The clans had left, but some had stayed. Curiosity urged her to get up. Besides, having something to do would let her mind ignore the nagging whispers that lingered from the dream and the questions Beryl’s scrolls had giving her. Maybe she would try and find the man and figure out what he’d meant by his comment about Kaiden’s motivations. 
 
    Her knees threatened to buckle almost before she’d managed to straighten all the way. She growled, put one hand on the wall, and forced herself up. 
 
    “Why am I so weak?” she muttered aloud. There wasn’t much pain anymore, but a latent exhaustion consumed her. 
 
    “Well, dear,” Shallee said. “You did go through quite an ordeal in the Oasis. You can’t expect your body to be back to where it was in just a couple of weeks, now can you?” 
 
    Lhaurel ignored her and reached within herself, pulling on her own blood, the fuel for her magic, to have the strength to draw on the spring bubbling in the corner and the blood in the sands around her. The water did give her strength, but it was less effective, like a candle’s light was inferior to a lantern’s. Using her powers gave her an immediate surge of strength, but with it came an overwhelming awareness and pain. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped as her powers swelled within her. Such pain—it was intense, immediate, close. Lhaurel felt it, experienced it, but also realized it was not her own. She forced the magic away, pushing it out in a shower of red mist only she could see. It left her weaker than she’d begun. Her knees gave out and she slumped back onto the bed. 
 
    “How?” Lhaurel gasped. Her hands trembled and shook. 
 
    “How what, my dear?” Shallee asked. She had the baby in her arms now, rocking him back and forth as she hummed a soft little tune. 
 
    “The pain,” Lhaurel said. “How can you stand so much pain?” 
 
    Shallee looked at her with confusion plain on her features. 
 
    “I felt it, just now,” Lhaurel gasped. “I can feel the pain, feel what the baby did to your body when you gave birth. How can you stand the pain?” 
 
    Shallee frowned, but didn’t ask any questions, though Lhaurel knew she wanted to. Instead, Shallee looked down at the baby in her arms. 
 
    “He is worth it,” Shallee said simply. “He gives me the strength to keep going even with the pain. Love does that to you. It gives you the strength to do what you didn’t think you could.” 
 
    “But that pain,” Lhaurel said. “I felt the people die in the Oasis, I experienced their deaths with them. That pain, it is almost as intense as death.” 
 
    Shallee frowned again, but gave a soft little shrug. “That is what mothers endure for their children, Lhaurel. All of us do. The men think they’re tough, that they’re the strong ones. I’d like to see one of them bear a child as well as half the women I know.” 
 
    Lhaurel hugged her legs to her chest, remembering the thoughts she’d had at the day of her wedding, at the fear of becoming something less than the warrior she wanted to be. She’d been wrong. The women in her clan, she owed them all an apology, though she knew she would never be able to offer it. If they went through that pain with every child, they were as strong as the stones. 
 
    Lhaurel had never experienced that level of love, at least not that she could remember. Love that would allow someone to endure that kind of torture was a strength that could weather any storm and outlast the stones themselves. 
 
    Then again, maybe she had. Khari and Makin Qays had talked about how the Roterralar watched over the Rahuli people as parents would their children. Makin Qays and a large number of the Roterralar had died upholding that sense of duty. Maybe it had been more than just duty which had driven them. Perhaps it had been something deeper. Not the level of love Shallee was going through, but some form of it at least. 
 
    Lhaurel’s head hurt. She needed to get up, be moving, be doing something. She let her legs slide across the blanket and reached for her cane. Though she hated the thing, it was part of her now, as much as Cobb’s was to him. She’d seen the old man and his wife when she’d ventured out earlier, but had had no desire to stop and talk. Now she wouldn’t have to worry about that. 
 
    “Now where do you think you’re off to?” Shallee asked, glancing over at her. 
 
    “Out,” Lhaurel said simply. She hobbled over to the bubbling spring and took a drink using the ladle that hung next to it. The water helped a little, not as much as drawing on her powers would have, but she didn’t want to risk that. Not again. 
 
    Shallee continued to protest, but Lhaurel didn’t pay it any heed. Shallee had her baby to look after. Lhaurel needed to get out, clear her head, stop thinking so much, and get the images of her dream and the memories from her mind. 
 
    A normal person may have thought the passages within the Roterralar Warren were empty and silent now that the clans had left. For Lhaurel, they were back to normal and welcomed her as she limped through them. Her cane made a soft sound as it struck the ground with each step, a steady accompaniment to the muted thumps of her booted feet. She listened to those sounds, ignoring the exhaustion and latent pain running through her body. Focusing on the steps, on the sounds of metal and leather against rock, kept her mind from the dream and from the jumbled mix of emotions and thoughts bouncing around in the back of her mind. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t really know where she was going. She had a vague idea about trying to find Khari, but she had no idea where the woman was nor where to start looking for her without using her powers. The rooms Khari had shared with Makin Qays were in the greatroom, though Shallee had mentioned that part of the greatroom had collapsed in the tremors which had led to her having her baby early. Lhaurel had thought about returning to her own rooms there a few times, but then again, she’d never really used them much. She’d spent time above the plateau with Kaiden and . . . her thoughts trailed off, a mental block cutting off thoughts of Kaiden and those who had supported him. 
 
    No, she wasn’t going to the greatroom. Lhaurel looked up and glanced around, looking for something in the passage that was familiar enough to let her know where she was. Ah yes, there, the strange striations of rock were only found near the eyrie. She stopped and leaned against her cane. Did she really want to go there? 
 
    Fahkiri. 
 
    No, she didn’t want to face those memories either. Lhaurel turned, and almost bowled over someone she instantly recognized, someone who also used a cane. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lhaurel asked, taking a quick step back and almost—almost—reaching out for her powers. 
 
    Cobb regarded her from beneath his bushy eyebrows, face set into its customary scowl. “I live here now, girl, same as you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave with the others?” She knew she was being a little rude, but she didn’t care. The man had saved her and Gavin, sure, but that didn’t mean she trusted him. He’d also done nothing when she’d taken up the sword to defend Saralhn, nothing to defend the woman and nothing to stop the clan from leaving Lhaurel chained to the rocks and left to be eaten by the genesauri. 
 
    “That’s my affair, mine and Maryn’s. Now, move over so I can get by.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t move. “Why are you going to the eyrie?” Emotions surged through her, anger the most predominant among them, though she suppressed them with effort. Old Cobb had saved her after all, eventually. 
 
    Cobb regarded her coolly, appearing not even the least bit perturbed by her attitude. He leaned against his cane with one hand and gestured vaguely with the other. “Again, what makes you think it’s any of your concern, girl?” 
 
    “Because I’m making it my concern. Sure, you’re not as bad as some who might have stayed, but you were well-liked and well-respected in the Sidena. You could have become Warlord. Why would you stay here?” The questions weren’t what she wanted to ask, but they were what she allowed herself to say. 
 
    Cobb narrowed his eyes. “There is no Sidena clan anymore, not really. There are only three clans, now. When there were so few of us left, the clans banded together with their allies. There’s no place for me there.” 
 
    “And what makes you think there’s a place for you here?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    The fact that the clans had dissolved into only three groups was disturbing. She’d heard mention of it a time or two, but she hadn’t really understood the full implications, hadn’t processed the information in the face of everything else. 
 
    Cobb snorted and ran a hand over his balding pate. For a moment, Lhaurel noted a marked resemblance between the man and Beryl, then the moment faded. 
 
    “Why don’t you come along with me and see, girl,” he said. 
 
    Curious, Lhaurel followed him through the Warren without any further words between them. Lhaurel recognized the route to the greatroom. The greatroom looked different than what Lhaurel remembered. It wasn’t just the fact that part of the landings that surrounded each tier of the greatroom had fallen in and been replaced by a simple system of rope bridges. No, it was more than that. Part of it was that the greatroom was filled. Men, women, and children scurried in and out of the room, dozens of them. The Roterralar had been a small, hidden clan when Lhaurel had become a part of it. Now it appeared that there were almost over a hundred of them living here. 
 
    “I thought you said the clans had left,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “They did, but some of us decided to stay,” Cobb said. “Some of us on our own conscience, others were persuaded by that little demon of a woman, Khari.” 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t help by smile slightly at the description. She’d once thought that about Khari as well. 
 
    “Any Sidena beside you?” 
 
    Cobb’s expression darkened and he muttered a soft curse. “Only a few. Even my wife, Maryn, went with them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business, really. I’m here, let’s leave it at that.” His tone made it clear he would not answer any more questions along that line of thought. 
 
    A small child who was walking by noticed them and stopped. The boy’s eyes darted to Lhaurel and then up to her hair. “What’s wrong with your hair?” he asked. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a flush of embarrassment and started stammering an answer, a flush blooming on her cheeks. The child’s mother, a rather portly woman who had a fresh scar on one cheek, rushed over to scold the boy. 
 
    “Hellion, you don’t ask questions like that.” She chided and then turned to Lhaurel and Cobb. “Please forgive the boy. He’s not got a grain of sense in that head of his, he don’t.” 
 
    Lhaurel turned away and Cobb muttered something placating to the woman. Lhaurel leaned against the wall, her grip on the cane tightening into a white-knuckled grip. She’d been afraid of this. She was a monster, they could see it in her, just as she could. The red hair and nails were her outward badge of shame. The words from Beryl’s scrolls wafted through her thoughts, words describing the horrible power she possessed. 
 
    She felt a hand on her shoulder and she turned her head over her left shoulder to see who it was. Cobb stood there, a grim expression on his face. Actually, it may have just been his usual expression. Lhaurel couldn’t really remember a time when the man hadn’t looked grim. 
 
    “Come on, girl. Khari will want to see you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: Feelings 
 
    “The second Iteration of energy . . . is the Storm Ward, a tier higher than their lesser counterparts, the relampago. These Storm Wards are the power behind the Orinai Navy and the means whereby the plantations are able to provide the food necessary to supply such a vast geographic empire.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin awoke with a stiff neck and aching muscles, though there was a lingering smile on his lips. He blinked a few times to clear away the last few vestiges of sleep and looked down toward Farah. 
 
    She wasn’t there. 
 
    For a moment, Gavin panicked, then an overwhelming sadness drifted over him like a storm burgeoning on the horizon. Had he somehow upset her? Women were as foreign to him as whatever lay beyond the Forbiddence. Maybe he should ask Shallee for advice when they got back to the Roterralar Warren. 
 
    “Are you ever going to get up so we can go?” 
 
    Gavin’s eyes darted to the other end of the small cave. Farah, fully clothed again, sat on a long stone bench there, a grin playing about the edges of her lips. Her long, blonde hair was pulled back into a tight braid, which she’d wrapped up and pinned back with several long pins, probably clay. The style highlighted the two earrings perched on her right ear. 
 
    With a slow shrug, Gavin hopped down, trying desperately to hide the small smile of relief which threatened to overcome his face. Farah smiled and tossed him a small sack in which he found some dried meat, a little cheese, and some bread. Thankfully, it was a mild cheese. Some of the stronger ones left his breath smelling like a goat for half a day afterward. 
 
    Farah must have already eaten, for she busied herself with saddling the two aevians which had moved toward the cave’s opening to bask in the sunlight. As she worked, she hummed softly to herself. Gavin recognized the tune and, when he’d finished his last bite, began humming a deep, low counter melody. He’d never had the best voice, but humming didn’t use much of that and the counter melody was a simple one. Farah glanced over at him once and smiled, before finishing up with the saddles. 
 
    “You ready then?” she asked when she was done. 
 
    Gavin nodded and stowed the now-empty sack in a pocket. He buckled his greatsword on his waist, then grabbed his harness and tried not to embarrass himself as he did up the straps and fastened buckles. His fingers slipped on the last one, but he corrected quickly. He looked up, hoping Farah hadn’t noticed, but found Farah only a foot or two away from him, her eyes locked on his. He was startled at how much taller she seemed that close, though she was still a hand shorter than he. Farah stepped forward until she was only a few inches away and reached out a long, slender hand to cup his chin and cheek. 
 
    “You don’t need to try and impress me,” she said, softly. Gavin felt her breath on his face. “You already did that in the Oasis and every day since.” 
 
    Gavin hesitated, unsure what to say. Farah’s expression fell slightly and she stepped back, hand falling to her side. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, rubbing one arm with the other. “That was improper of me, I think.” 
 
    On impulse, Gavin stepped forward and pulled her into an embrace. Before he could change his mind, he bent down and kissed her. It was a quick, unpracticed kiss and Gavin was sure he was doing something wrong, but Farah didn’t pull away. It was over too soon and some of the awkwardness returned, but the smile on Farah’s face seemed genuine and her eyes glistened. 
 
    “Your breath tastes like cheese,” Farah said. 
 
    Gavin laughed, and it felt good. “Well, let’s go then.” 
 
    Farah laughed and gestured for him to take the lead. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sun rose over the Sharani Desert, warming the sands and adding strength to the upward thrusts of the aevians’ wings. The heated air rose in large columns, which allowed Nabil to slow the frequency of each stroke and soar along with the wind. Still, Gavin leaned forward to keep the massive, white aevian from getting too far above the sands for him to make out the minute details. Despite the fun, Gavin knew they were still on a mission. Kaiden was still out here among the sands. Somewhere. 
 
    They kept the Forbiddence always on their left side and followed its long graceful curve for several uneventful hours. Gavin watched small herds of goats, either wild or ones which had gotten loose when the Oasis had fallen, scamper along the rocks and hard, packed sands that lined the Forbiddence for several hundred spans, radiating outward from the dark, slick rock. The different parts of the Sharani Desert fascinated Gavin. From the rolling dunes around the Oasis, to the harder packed sands and desert plants out here, the Sharani Desert was as different and varied as were the people that lived within it. 
 
    He couldn’t help but glance down at Farah as he thought this. The girl—no, the woman—was like no one Gavin had ever met. Granted, his experience with women involved either his grandmother, Shallee, or the women in the clans, none of which offered him much real insight, but Farah had such a vibrant nature to her. She seemed like an Oasis flower blooming in the middle of the sands, unique, free, and not caring what others perceived of her. 
 
    Nabil screeched, pulling Gavin from his thoughts. The aevian was generally silent in flight, so Gavin immediately looked around for something out of the ordinary. He found it after only a few moments and just as Farah whistled sharply to alert him of a similar discovery. There in the sands below them leading not to, but away from the Forbiddence, were a set of tracks. Gavin leaned forward and directed Nabil into a shallow dive. Talyshan was a smaller, brown shadow paralleling the motion to the left. 
 
    As they picked up speed, Gavin was forced to close his eyes against the stinging wind, but a moment later Nabil pulled out of the dive and landed gracefully in the sands. Almost by instinct, Gavin released the leads from his harness and slid off Nabil’s back, only opening his eyes when he was halfway down to the sands. Gavin’s booted feet crunched against the ground and he reached for his greatsword. 
 
    “Wait!” Farah’s voice was urgent and hard. Gavin froze and looked over his shoulder at her. 
 
    “Leave the sword,” she ordered. She was already deep in the process of removing her flight harness. “Take off anything made of metal. If it is Kaiden, we don’t want to give him any more weapons than he already has.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, grateful for Farah’s pragmatism. He removed his own harness, the greatsword, and his belt and hooked them onto Nabil’s saddle. Farah walked over to him and pulled a long, red knife from under her robes and proffered it to him. He took it, feeling the surprising balance to the cleaver-like blade. 
 
    “Glass?” 
 
    Farah nodded, pulling out a second one for herself. 
 
    “You’ve really thought this one through, then.” Gavin said, approvingly. 
 
    “Khari’s idea.” Farah said giving him a pointed look. 
 
    For a moment, Gavin wondered if he’d done something wrong, then realized that she was waiting for him to take the lead. He nodded and turned back to investigate the trail they’d seen from above. He was going to be the leader of the mystics, after all, if Khari got her way, which she most likely would. Behind him, Farah whistled a few quick notes and the two aevians launched into the air, taking the metal with them. From what Gavin had heard of the Oasis battle, it may not be enough, but then again, recountings of events had a tendency toward becoming stories, and stories drifted to legends when the experience was a horrifying one. 
 
    A few more steps brought them to the tracks they had seen from the air. Footprints marred the otherwise smooth desert surface, prints that were deep, wide, and long, far larger than any Gavin had ever known. Between the tracks, a long groove cut into the sand as well, almost like a tail. Gavin had seen similar markings when he’d stumbled across a sandtiger’s tracks. The groove there had been extremely shallow, and the tracks in two sets of pairs rather than a single one, but it was the only thing Gavin had ever seen remotely similar. He bent down to study them closer, looking questioningly up at Farah after a moment. 
 
    She shook her head. “We won’t know anything if we don’t follow them.” She glanced off in the direction the tracks were headed and Gavin followed her gaze. It looked like they were headed straight for an outcropping of rock in the distance. It was too small to be a Warren, but it may have once been a piece of one of the stoneways. 
 
    “Come on then,” Gavin said, standing and turning to follow the tracks. 
 
    “On foot?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. “Yes, on foot. It will be harder for whatever it is to spot us on foot. Talyshan and Nabil will be close if we need them.” 
 
    “Alright,” Farah said with a shrug. Her expression had gone grim, but she gave him a forced half-smile when she noticed him looking. 
 
    He didn’t know what to say, so he started walking. Farah followed. 
 
    The outcropping slowly resolved into the broken pillar of an old stoneway. Gavin and Farah approached it cautiously, careful to watch all around them for an ambush. Farah jumped at the smallest sound, glass blade swinging up to the ready in seconds, but it was never anything. It took Gavin a while to realize that, after last night’s nightmares, after reliving the battle of the Oasis in her sleep, she half expected a genesauri to come rising up out of the sand. 
 
    At least, that’s what Gavin assumed. He didn’t have that same fear. As he walked across the sands he knew, without really understanding how, that the genesauri were well and truly gone. It was more of a gut instinct than true knowledge, but that was sometimes more sure a measure than was knowledge. 
 
    As they approached the broken pillar though, Gavin felt the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stand on end and he even started jumping at the slightest sound. As a child, he’d wondered at the stoneways scattered throughout the Sharani desert. They were giant stone and metal roads suspended in the air on the backs of thick pillars. Everyone knew they were safe from the genesauri, though no one knew what they really were or how they had come to be in there. Gavin had asked his grandmother several times, but she only repeated what everyone else already knew. They were safety from the genesauri and a remnant of a different time. And really, in the face of the genesauri Migrations, what else really mattered? 
 
    “Gavin, look there,” Farah whispered. 
 
    Gavin’s eyes darted to Farah and then followed her pointing finger to the shadows behind the large pillar in the sand. He could make out a figure there, stooped over a second. For a moment, Gavin wondered if it was Kaiden, but then realized the sheer scale of what he was seeing. They were still at least a hundred spans from the pillar. In order for the standing figure to be as large as he appeared to be, he would have to be well over seven feet tall and twice as broad shouldered as Gavin was. No one was that big. No one . . . 
 
    “I’m going to circle around them and come at them from behind,” Gavin whispered. “You keep on, but give me a few minutes to get around them. Be ready to signal for the aevians.” 
 
    He moved to turn away, but she grabbed his arm with her free hand and stepped close. She stood up on the tip of her toes and kissed him on the cheek. She didn’t say anything else, but he nodded at her, unable to muster a smile, and then tugged his arm free and broke into a shallow, stooped run. 
 
    Gavin eased through the sand, careful to stay mostly obscured from view. When his line of sight to the mysterious figure was broken by the pillar, he broke into a run. The ground was covered in looser sand around the pillar where wind had blown it into massive drifts. Though it made running difficult, Gavin was also grateful, because it muffled the sound of his footfalls. 
 
    When he got close enough to be heard, even with the sand, he slowed to almost a crawl. He hoped Farah was ready, though he had no way of knowing. He crept along, red glass dagger held low, and then leapt around the side of the pillar. 
 
    The smell hit him first, even before the strange sight of the massively tall men. It was a putrid, rotting smell, like decomposing flesh. 
 
    One of the men lay on the ground, covered in bandages. The standing man looked up, slightly-too-large, blue-green eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    The man’s clothes were in tatters, though they had once been fine and unlike anything Gavin had ever seen before. He was dirty, and covered in blood, but there was a chiseled quality to his features, like a work of stone taken flesh. The man hesitated for a moment, then Gavin felt a massive rush of energy and the man’s hands exploded with crackling white energy. The wind picked up and blew sands into the air. 
 
    “How dare you lift a weapon against me, slave,” the man boomed in an accented voice that rolled like thunder. “Drop that thing and go fetch your healers, if you have any.” 
 
    Slave? Gavin didn’t drop his blade. He was outweighed by almost a hundred pounds, he guessed, and the man had at least a foot and half of reach on him, not to mention the crackling bolts of energy dancing up the giant’s arms. How was he doing that anyway? 
 
    “Did you hear me?” the giant shouted. He reached down for a massive war hammer that Gavin hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Gavin didn’t back down. He took a step forward as the man raised the hammer, the crackling energy on his arms a brilliant white light that danced off the metal hammerhead and crackled intoxicatingly. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” Gavin said, keeping his voice calm and flat. “But I am not a slave. If you and your friend are sick, we have healers back at the Roterralar Warren.” 
 
    The giant didn’t release the magic or put down the hammer. “Go and fetch them from the place of the earthen home.” 
 
    Gavin’s brows came to together slightly before he corrected his expression. “The Warren is several day’s walk from here. But we can take you there.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    Gavin realized his mistake even as the words slipped from his lips. The giant man’s eyes searched the desert and he shifted slightly in his stance. No, he swayed. The giant blinked a few times and Gavin noticed the slight tremble of the hammer. He’d thought it was an effect of the crackling energy, but could it possibly be that he was injured too? 
 
    “Are you alright?” Gavin asked, stepping forward. 
 
    “Get back!” 
 
    The giant steadied himself and whipped his free hand in front of him. Energy sprayed out in a wide arc, crackling and zipping into the stoneway pillar, branching down into the ground, up into the air, toward Gavin, and some even back toward the giant. Gavin didn’t know what to do. He stood there, frozen, unable to move as time seemed to slow. Then Farah was suddenly there. The small woman snatched the energy out of the air and sent it downwards in a cascade of molten sand and shards of glass. Gavin was up beside her in an instant. He reached toward the energy as well and drew it in. Energy crackled in his own hands and he looked up at the blond-haired giant. 
 
    The man blinked at them a few times and swayed on his feet. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. The energy running up and down his arms died a moment before the man’s knees gave out and he toppled forward toward the sand. Without pausing to think and acting purely on instinct, Gavin dismissed the energy he’d gathered and darted forward, catching the giant before he landed on top of his companion. He grunted with the massive effort, struggling with the man’s weight, and then Farah was there beside him to help ease the man to the ground. 
 
    Gavin turned to thank her, but instead of a smile on her face, he saw a thundercloud. Farah balled up a fist, her right one—the left held the red glass cleaver—and, before Gavin could react, punched him square on one shoulder. He grunted from the surprising force and odd little sting and backed up defensively, throwing up his hands. 
 
    “What was that for?” he demanded. 
 
    Farah scowled at him and placed her hands on her hips. For a moment, Gavin saw a striking resemblance to his grandmother in that pose, then the tirade began. 
 
    “What were you thinking, jumping in all alone like that! You were supposed to wait for me. You could have gotten yourself killed. And then what did you do? You go and have to be all noble and offer aid instead of just sticking them with a knife and being done with it. You sun-blinded, goat-brained idiot! You . . .” 
 
    Suddenly she darted forward and Gavin tried to dodge out of the way, but Farah caught him in a rough embrace and squeezed him tight, burying her face into his chest. 
 
    Gavin blinked in confusion for a moment, but then returned the hug. It felt good to have her in his arms, even if he didn’t really follow what had just happened. He was starting to think it may be a constant state of confusion for him where Farah was concerned. Part of him was mildly annoyed, but the larger part of him enjoyed feeling needed and wanted. 
 
    “You fool,” she whispered into his chest, voice catching. “You can’t do things like that and survive very long. Sands, how did you ever make it as an outcast?” 
 
    Gavin chuckled and kissed the top of her head, breathing in her sweet scent. “With a lot of help from a very patient, very opinionated grandmother.” 
 
    “You’re a blustering, naïve, sands-cursed idiot. You’re lucky I was there to save you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Farah released him and stepped back, scrubbing under her nose and eyes with the back of her hand. She sniffed and then turned to look at the two massive men sprawled on the ground. 
 
    “What do we do with them? Who are they?” Her tone held just a hint of awe in it, and fear. 
 
    Gavin didn’t answer at first, instead dropping to a knee next to the larger, stouter man who had been prone since they’d first seen him. He had a wan, sallow complexion to his otherwise pale-skinned face, but there was a solidness to it as well, like weather-worn rock. The man’s eyes were closed, but Gavin peeled one back to peer down into the eye itself. The dark parts in the middle were small and contracted and the eyes flitted back and forth without seeing. He moved from there to the crude bandage, wrinkling his nose against the smell. He lifted one corner of the blanket-bandage and was nearly overwhelmed by the stench. Farah made a small noise of disgust and stepped backward. Beneath the tattered shirt and gangrenous pus, the man’s chest was covered in long, deep gashes. The skin around them was wet with blood and fluid, but red and hot to the touch. He was boiling up with infection and fever. Gavin hurried over to the other man and more carefully checked the bandages he found on the man’s back and shoulders. The same long gashes, like the marks a sandtiger’s claws would make. 
 
    “Call the aevians,” Gavin ordered. “Bring me the waterskins and the food, then fly straight back to the eyrie. Find Khari or Lhaurel and bring them here.” 
 
    Farah opened her mouth, then snapped it closed. She looked at him, a question clear in her expression. He returned the gaze flatly, then nodded toward her and made an impatient gesture. She did as he asked. Gavin checked the wounds again, trying to decide how best to approach cleaning and dressing them. Nabil and Talyshan plunged from the sky a moment later, the larger aevian in the lead and giving out a fearsome shriek as he came to land near the stoneway pillar. Farah grabbed the supplies from both of them, though Nabil hissed at her and hopped closer to Gavin. He seemed unusually agitated, though Gavin was more concerned with washing the wounds of the taller man with some of the water Farah had passed to him. 
 
    “Fly fast. You’ll be back before anything can go wrong,” Gavin said. 
 
    “Why don’t you go? I can stay and watch these two. I’ve been a mystic far longer than you. If that one wakes up and tried to attack you again, how will you defend yourself?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about healing?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Gavin turned and looked Farah in the eye. “I do. I’ll see what I can do to keep them alive until you get back. Don’t worry about me. Now go on.” 
 
    Farah sniffed, opened her mouth again and then snapped it shut. She nodded and, without any further preamble, leapt up into Talyshan’s saddle and hooked the leads in their proper place. Gavin hadn’t noticed her putting the flight harness back on. She gave him another look, one that Gavin thought was either one of worry or anger, then whistled sharply and Talyshan launched into the air. Nabil shrieked after them as they climbed higher and higher into the air. Gavin watched them go until they disappeared from his sight, then he turned back to the two men. 
 
    Kaiden leaned against the stoneway pillar between them.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: Brisson 
 
    “The second Iteration of water is the blood mage, though they are never called such. Of these, there are only seven. The Seven Sisters, to be precise. They overlap in abilities with their prior Iteration, but also hold common portions of each of the other eight.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Brisson ignored the guilt of slipping down into the bath water. He was the master’s new steward now, after all, wasn’t he? It was cold but the lingering perfumes the petty Storm Ward poured into it like they weren’t more expensive than a dozen slaves wafted over him. The Great One had left it filled after speaking with the master, assuming the slaves would take care of it. Brisson had conveniently forgotten to mention it to the other slaves. 
 
    He sighed and tried to float. He’d seen some of the younger Orinai children doing it when he’d been a slave on another plantation further to the east, but couldn’t figure it out. Instead he bobbed up and down in the shallow end of the pool, years of grime, dirt, and sweat finally loosening their hold. Even his matted, brown hair loosened and flecks of dirt floated away, revealing a lighter colored brown to his hair and lighter olive skin tone than had previously been present. He could almost see why the Great One enjoyed baths so much. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    The amount of work it required of the house slaves, the amount of water dragged up from the well, the time required to get the temperature just right—that was just plain stupid. Why would anyone want to waste that much water? This though, this wasn’t waste. The water had already been used once, hadn’t it? This was an experiment. Yeah, that was it. This was an experiment to see if they’d been able to get the baths to the Great One’s liking. 
 
    Brisson grinned and scrubbed at his well-muscled arms to take away the dirt and grime. His fingers ran over the bumps and ridges of countless scars, though he paid them little heed. In the twenty-six years of his life, he’d lost count of the times he’d been beaten, whipped, or tossed about by one Orinai or another. They didn’t even have to be Great Ones. It was something in their blood. They were meant to be damned nuisances. It was simply what they were. 
 
    A door creaked, announcing someone entering the room. Brisson started guiltily and almost sucked in half the bath water. He spluttered and coughed, spraying water onto the tiled floor as Ellia walked into the room. Brisson was about to scold her for walking in on him like this—a fifteen-year-old child walking in on a man in his nakedness, what was the world coming to—when he noticed the stumbling way she was walking, the paleness of her normally olive skin, and the sunken hollowness around her eyes. 
 
    “Ellia!” Brisson cried, struggling through the water and up the steps. “What happened, girl?” He bounded up the steps and over to the young woman, any thoughts of propriety and modesty falling away. The girl staggered and stumbled into his arms. He was just quick enough to catch her before she fell. 
 
    “Ellia!” Brisson shook her roughly. She stared up at him, eyes unfocused. “Curse the Sisters, girl, what is it?” 
 
    Ellia reacted to the curse as if slapped, shuddering in his hands. “The Sisters,” she hissed. “The Sisters . . .” 
 
    “Dammit, girl.” Brisson held her up with one hand as she continued to mutter incoherently and used his other hand to feel for cuts or breaks on her body. He almost missed it. A large cut lay across one wrist, deep and deadly. But there was something wrong. Where was all the blood? A cut this deep should have . . . 
 
    His thoughts trailed off as his subconscious came to a horrid realization. Color drained from him and he found himself pulling Ellia into his arms, hugging her close. He wasn’t sure which one of them it was who was trembling. After a moment, he pulled away from the girl, tears in his eyes. She mumbled and muttered under her breath, but it was weak and completely incoherent. What strength she must have had, to move at all after being drained by one of the Sisters. There was nothing he could do for her now. She was as good as dead. 
 
    “They’re here, aren’t they?” he asked, though he knew she couldn’t answer. She blinked up at him, then went limp in his arms. Her chest continued to rise and fall for a few more moments, noises and commotion beginning to drift into the room from outside, then her chest fell for the last time and became still. 
 
    Brisson laid her gently on the floor. There was nothing else to be done. He hurried over to where he’d left his clothes and pulled them hurriedly on as the noises swelled and the sounds of screams and pain rose in pointed accompaniment. He smelled smoke, like acrid fog, begin to seep into the room. Part of him wondered what the Sisters were doing here, what they wanted, but he’d learned long ago that the ways of the Sisters, the ways of the Orinai, didn’t make sense. The master had warned him this may happen, though Brisson hadn’t given the warning much heed. 
 
    To question, even to indulge in the simple things like taking a bath, was pointless when it could all be taken away from you on a whim. The Sisters were at the head of the Orinai’s religion, they were Gods as far as the slaves were concerned. Part of him wondered if the arrival of the Sisters was a punishment for his lack of propriety in taking a bath in the Great One’s bathing chamber. 
 
    He walked to the door and poked his head out into the night. Several of the outbuildings were ablaze, the orange light highlighting hundreds of silhouettes dashing across the fields. In the distance, torches and smaller lights gleamed, hundreds of them, thousands of them. An army. 
 
    Someone ran past and Brisson grabbed them, his arm nearly getting ripped from its socket in the process. The man, Brisson didn’t know his name, turned on him, fear coloring all his features. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Brisson demanded. 
 
    The man wrenched his arm free. “The Sisters are here. They got the message the master tried to hide.” 
 
    Brisson swallowed hard and let the man run away. The master, Nikanor, had been worried about the Sisters coming to the Plantation. The message Nikanor had received hadn’t stopped with the master, though he’d implied to the Great One called Samsin that it had. Brisson hoped Nikanor had at least gotten the time to warn them. The master had left instructions, in the event the Sisters came before he returned. Brisson struggled to remember them. 
 
    He grabbed the next person he saw, taking strength in having orders, having something to do. He was not a man of action, no slave was really, but he did follow orders well. It had been ingrained in him since birth, since his grandfather’s grandfather’s birth. 
 
    “Gather whoever you can,” Brisson ordered. “Make for the mountains north of the gap, the master’s orders.” 
 
    The man Brisson had grabbed hesitated for a moment, the fear slowing his reasoning and response to the words. Then the order registered and, like any good slave, he galvanized to action around the order. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said, and scurried away into the night. 
 
    Good. Brisson steeled himself for the next part of his orders. He hurried through the night, stopping those he came across and issuing the same orders. Soon there was a steady stream of figures vanishing into the night opposite the fires. Brisson hoped some of them would make it out. Odds were that a portion of the ten thousand slaves on this plantation would make it there. Maybe. 
 
    Brisson broke into a jog, hugging the shadows, though that grew difficult as he approached the bonfires which consumed several outbuildings. The torches resolved from small pinpricks of light into flaming brands. The amorphous shadows grew into the figures of men, both slave and Orinai, standing in long, neat rows. At their front, surrounded by a ring of guards in glittering armor and resting upon palanquins borne on the shoulders of a dozen slaves, three of the Sisters sat, regarding the chaos with imperious looks. 
 
    A score of archers with short, blood-red bows stood just in front of the three Sisters. One of the slaves ran through the light. Quick as lightning, one of the archers drew an arrow, knocked, drew, sighted and fired in one blurring motion. The arrow hissed through the air—Brisson could hear it even from where he hid over a hundred spans away—and caught the running slave squarely in one shoulder. 
 
    The slave screamed and seemed to convulse. For a moment Brisson thought that perhaps the arrow was poisoned, but then he realized it was something far more sinister and the slave flopped, lifeless, to the ground. The Sisters had drained him. Brisson shuddered and thought about turning back for perhaps the hundredth time. He even turned away this time, moving to vanish into the night, but his eyes fell on the field of smokeweed and he noticed the still mounds there for the first time, mounds with but a single arrow sticking from them. All the Sisters needed to kill you was for you to bleed. That stopped him and, despite the fear which froze his veins, turned him back to his goal. He crept forward through the shadows, careful to keep to the paths he knew so well. 
 
    Brisson dropped to his knees and crawled along behind a stand of bushes which grew at the edge of a small irrigation ditch. He slipped down into the thin film of muck and water, feeling the fetid liquid seep into his clothes. That didn’t bother him so much, despite the bath. If anything, he preferred the dirt. It was surprisingly comforting. 
 
    At the edge of the small copse of bushes, Brisson stopped and crept as close to the Sisters as he could. He was still fifty or so feet away, but from this distance, hidden in the shadows, he could make out their pale, stick-thin bodies, and the almost glowing red hair. He knew that in the confusion of the battle, with the dead and dying around him, the Sisters would miss sensing him hiding there. He cupped a hand behind one ear, hoping that someone would say something to give him an indication of why they had come. That was his mission, the one Nikanor had given him. He had to know the Sisters’ plans. 
 
    An hour passed without anyone saying a word. Small parties of soldiers broke off from the main group, rushing through the plantation and setting fire to each building through which they passed. By then, most of the other slaves had disappeared, though it was all Brisson could do to contain himself when the few who stumbled within the range of the archers were stuck with a single arrow and then drained of their life blood. Brisson had no idea what the Sisters needed it for—they didn’t appear to care at all. It was as if they had no real emotion about it, not fear, retribution, not even anger. They simply killed anyone who came within their range. Brisson managed to remain hidden through it all. 
 
    He was just about to give up hope when the center Sister raised a hand. It was the first motion any of them had made outside the rise and fall of their lungs. 
 
    “I tire of this,” she hissed, her voice the rasp of steel against leather. “They are not here. Take the troops north. Let us return, once again, to the land where my Sister was slain.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: Broken Powers 
 
    “If not managed properly, the magic itself can be deadly to the user. For this reason, those born with the abilities have mental barriers created by their own minds in order to protect themselves. This internal wall must first be broken before their abilities can be manifested.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel stopped before the door to the eyrie and then scuttled back, her breathing rapid and pulse racing. Her hand shook on her cane and her knees threatened to collapse. 
 
    “What’s going on with you, girl?” Cobb asked over a shoulder. 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head, hand going to her mouth. She bit down hard on one finger. “I can’t. I can’t go in there. I thought I could, but I can’t.” 
 
    Cobb turned around to face her. “What are you about, girl? Come on. Khari is waiting for you in there. You shouldn’t leave the Matron waiting.” 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head and took another step back. 
 
    Cobb’s face hardened. “Come on, now. No games. Quit acting like a child.” 
 
    Something twisted in Lhaurel’s gut. “You don’t know anything about this at all, old man,” she hissed. “None of you do. I saved you all from certain death. Not Gavin, not the Roterralar, me. I felt death, I felt loss and pain. There were only two things in this world I cared about, and both are lost to me now. Both died after I tried to save them. Don’t you dare try talking about something you don’t know anything about.” 
 
    Cobb’s face twisted into a scowl and his jawline hardened. 
 
    Lhaurel immediately felt like a fool for her words, though anger still radiated through her. It had come on suddenly, a white-hot suppressed rage like nothing she had felt before. It took her only a moment to realize that she’d drawn upon her powers. She was standing straighter, neck stiff, chin up, and she could feel everything around her. The aevians in the eyrie felt like a massive wave of life, though she could pick out the individual creatures and the half score of people within the room. They all felt different, like Khari or Beryl did when she could sense them at all. Mystics? 
 
    “You never did know anything about respect, girl,” Cobb growled. “But what can I expect after your time here with the Roterralar. That demon woman, Khari, acts like she’s the Warlord or something. I’ve lived through almost sixty Migrations, girl. Don’t you try and compare your pain with mine. Now are you coming or not?” 
 
    For one irrational moment, Lhaurel felt like lashing out with her powers and striking the man, then she pushed the drawn-in strength away. She shuddered as the strength she had gathered in vanished and the great awareness faded, but did not fully disappear. She slumped as a great sense of exhaustion overwhelmed her and a headache bloomed at her temples. Why had she gotten so angry? Where had that flare of sudden rage come from? She blinked a few times, trying to clear her head, but when it didn’t fade she simply grit her teeth and decided to press on. The look on Cobb’s face wouldn’t allow her to back down now. 
 
    “Are you going to open that door?” Lhaurel asked as she limped forward, using the cane far more than she had before. “Or do I have to?” 
 
    Cobb grunted, lips a hard line and jaw set, but reached out and yanked the door open perhaps a bit too forcefully. Lhaurel didn’t even glance his direction as she limped by. Memories of her first fortnight among the Roterralar flooded into her mind as she entered the massive cavern which made up the eyrie. She’d spent that entire time here among the aevians, butchering sailfin corpses and cleaning up after the regal creatures. She’d grown to love and care for them like she cared about so few other things. This was also the place where she’d bonded with Fahkiri. 
 
    She pushed that thought away. It was still too fresh, too painful, to dwell on. 
 
    The aevians were mostly inactive, roosting in their crags along the eyrie walls opposite from where she had entered. To her right the eyrie opened to the Sharani desert, allowing in light and clean air. Lhaurel was as grateful now as she was those first few days trapped in here for that renewal of air. With that many creatures living and defecating in one place, even with the fresh air the smell was pretty powerful. 
 
    Khari stood in front of an odd assortment of individuals before the cavernous mouth, her back to the sands. Most of them were Lhaurel’s age, a handful even younger, though there were a few older individuals scattered among them. They all looked different physically, but they all felt similar to Lhaurel’s heightened senses. 
 
    No, actually there were three distinctly different feelings emanating from the group. Lhaurel stopped in her tracks as that realization hit her. She closed her eyes, feeling at each of them. The wettas she recognized almost immediately. It was a familiar feeling, though slightly different from how she felt about her own powers. It was like the difference between sand and the soil found in the Oasis. With a start, Lhaurel realized she could sense which type of magic each mystic held. 
 
    She opened her eyes as Khari’s words registered in her ears. 
 
    “. . . you are those who have within you the abilities of a mystic. I warn you, the things you will be asked to do in order to unlock your abilities may seem extreme. They may seem strange. They will be cruel. But they are for your own good. We must begin by trying to get you to manifest your powers, find out what type of mystic you are, and that only happens when you have broken through the mental barriers holding back your abilities.” 
 
    Lhaurel chewed on her bottom lip. Find out what type of mystic they are? Lhaurel reached out with her extra awareness, eyes closed in concentration. She was close enough to them now that their abilities were easily discernible. Six magnetelorium, four wetta, and eight relampago. 
 
    “Girl!” 
 
    Cobb’s gruff voice snapped Lhaurel out of her probe of the others in the room. Her eyes fluttered open and she turned to look at him. 
 
    The old, grizzled man jutted his chin back toward Khari. “The Matron is talking to you, girl.” 
 
    Lhaurel turned back, her ears seeming to suddenly return to functioning in a rush of sound. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” Khari said, a trace of mild irritation in her voice. “These are the mystics who decided to stay here.” 
 
    Lhaurel turned to regard them, watching as some of them fidgeted under her gaze. Others shuffled from foot to foot or looked down at their feet. There was a distinct feeling of unease, and it took Lhaurel more than a few moments to realize that it wasn’t so much a reaction to her specifically, but to being here and discussing magic at all. Lhaurel remembered her own foreboding as if it were a distant memory, though it was only a few short months ago that she was in here too. She pushed those memories aside before they could get too painful. 
 
    “Hello,” Lhaurel said by way of introduction. Some of them looked up and gave her a half nod. “Khari is half right. You will be broken so your abilities can seep through the cracks, but you won’t have to do that to determine which abilities you have.” 
 
    Khari looked at her sharply. 
 
    “I can tell you.” 
 
    With quick efficiency, Lhaurel pointed out individuals and separated them into three respective groups. She was only half surprised to notice that all four of the wettas were women. She thought she recognized one or two of the faces—they may have once been Sidena—but she couldn’t recall their names. Though the clan itself had not been overly large, Lhaurel had been shuffled around from family to family so much she’d stopped bothering to learn their names outside of a select few. And now most of those were gone. 
 
    “Excuse us for a moment,” Khari said when Lhaurel had finished. 
 
    Khari grabbed Lhaurel by one arm, towing her away. Lhaurel limped after her, unable to use her cane because Khari had that arm in a firm grip. 
 
    “Are you saying you can sense their abilities?” Khari whispered, shooting a quick glance over one shoulder at the assembled groups, some of whom were now whispering among themselves. 
 
    “I would think that is obvious,” Lhaurel said, a flush of her earlier irritation returning. “Beryl’s scrolls hinted at it, but it wasn’t until just now that I realized I could tell the difference. I can’t always sense mystics, but that’s only when they’re actually using their powers. Then I can see them using it and don’t need to sense it.” 
 
    Khari stared at her, unblinking, lips pursed. “Alright then. I guess I’ll set them to work until Gavin and Farah get back.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why are you waiting for Gavin and Farah?” Lhaurel had no idea who Farah was, but Gavin she did know. 
 
    “Gavin is taking over for Sarial as leader of the mystics,” Khari said. “I assume he’d have Farah train the other relampagos and I’ll handle the wettas. Maybe Beryl can train the magnetelorium . . .” She trailed off, as if thoughtful, and tapped a finger to her pursed lips. 
 
    “What are you going to make them do?” Lhaurel asked. “There’s no genesauri for them to skin and no Kaiden here to torment them.” She said the last without letting much of the bitterness out, but it still tasted like an unripe sidium fruit to her lips. 
 
    Khari smiled and Lhaurel was struck by the mischievous gleam which shone through that look. 
 
    “Stick around and see,” Khari said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three men, all potential magneteloriums, struggled under the weight of the massive stone they were trying to move. Lhaurel stood to one side of the greatroom, leaning against her cane. Khari had brought them here to clean up from the earthquake. Other groups worked on other stones in the room, where Khari had transferred them, leaving Lhaurel to watch over these particular three men. 
 
    Khari and Cobb each watched over the other groups, though Lhaurel wasn’t sure what Cobb had to do with anything here. Nevertheless, he had been the most effective so far. With his acerbic tongue, gruff demeanor, and low rumbling voice, Cobb was a nightmare taken flesh. He yelled, cursed, and even threatened. 
 
    So far only one of his group hadn’t tried to spit at him or gotten into a shouting match. The rest of the greatroom had emptied except for the potential mystics, so the arguments were heard only by those who could benefit from it. 
 
    The one who hadn’t tried anything was actually the only one who had broken so far. 
 
    Lhaurel had watched it happen. The man’s group had been lifting a particularly large stone and were walking it over to the carts that would take it to eyrie to be dumped to the sands below, when he’d been pushed up against the wall by his overzealous companions. Instead of shouting with anger or pain, the man had simply grown red faced and ground his teeth together. Cobb, noticing this, began yelling, not at the man’s companions, but at the man himself. 
 
    It had been painful to watch and Lhaurel had been about to step in, when she’d seen the man’s muscles bulge along his jaw and noticed a cloud of red-grey mist form around him. A chunk of metal exploded from one wall and shot toward the back of Cobb’s head. Without even thinking, Lhaurel had reached out then and dismissed the man’s hold on his powers. The lump of metal continued forward for a few feet before dropping to the ground and rolling across the sand before stopping against Cobb’s feet. Khari had shown that man to another room shortly thereafter. 
 
    Lhaurel turned back to the three men she’d been supervising. One of them slipped and the stone came crashing back to the ground amid the accompanying curses of the other two men. They quickly got into a heated argument. Lhaurel hated having to put them through this, but at the same time, she half thought they got off easy. This was a simple, almost harmless endeavor compared to what she’d been forced to endure. Still . . . 
 
    “Enough of that,” she snapped, voice seeming to crack like a whip with the remaining vestiges of hoarseness from her encounter at the Oasis. “Pick up that stone and get it into the cart!” She tried to keep her voice firm, but this was new to her. She didn’t like the scrutiny and her attention constantly wandered, thoughts trickling back over her dream and what Beryl had made them read. 
 
    The man who had dropped the stone glowered at her. “Why don’t you come over here and try this?” he shot back. 
 
    Lhaurel chuckled. “How about you try what I had to do and then tell me how hard you have it.” 
 
    “Sands take you,” the man snapped. “I don’t have to take this from you, girl.” 
 
    Though the man was at least a decade Lhaurel’s senior, she resented being called ‘girl.’ Cobb was one thing, he’d called her ‘girl’ her whole life, but this man, this stranger? “You’re right, you don’t. You volunteered for this, if I understand correctly. If you don’t want to pay the price for the magic, we don’t want you. But the next time you’re about to die, the next time you look death in the eye and realize you can’t escape its clutches, don’t expect anyone here to save you.” 
 
    By this time, everyone in the room was watching their exchange. All work had stopped and the silence became deafening. The man stared at Lhaurel, hands clenching and unclenching at his side. The two other men who had been working on the stone with him had stepped back, probably seizing the moment as an opportunity to rest. 
 
    “You’re right,” the man hissed. “I shouldn’t have stayed. You Roterralar women don’t know how to act properly. You’re not meant for leadership.” 
 
    Lhaurel noticed Khari move forward, her expression dark, but Lhaurel held up a hand to stop her. This was her fight. She felt sick prodding the man, but at the same time part of her thought he deserved it. 
 
    “And you think you are?” she said. “You can’t even lift a stone or channel your own rage to be of any use. You think that is strength? You don’t even understand the word. Try asking a woman who’s born a child what true pain is. That’s strength.” 
 
    The man spat at her. 
 
    Lhaurel lashed out at the man on instinct, not with her fist, as she half-expected herself to do, but with her powers. She reached out, using her own blood as fuel to reach out to the man. Acting purely on instinct, she felt through his blood and seized on that part of it which controlled his magnetelorium powers. The man gasped, in pain, in shock, in pure terror, eyes wide. Lhaurel yanked and suddenly the man was on his knees. 
 
    Lhaurel pushed her powers away, stunned at what she had just done. What had she just done? She honestly didn’t know. 
 
    The man got to his feet, cheeks wet from tears, whole body trembling. No one around them moved. The man stared at Lhaurel and there was confusion, pain, and fear there. He raised a hand and Lhaurel saw a nimbus of red-grey mist form around him. A little metal talisman suspended on a leather thong around the man’s neck lifted and seemed to float in the air before him. He stared down at it and his expression slid to include awe in the mix of emotions present there. 
 
    “What did you do?” Khari asked. Her voice was tinged with the same awe reflected on the man’s face. 
 
    Lhaurel turned to her, equally awed and feeling more than a little weak. She leaned heavily against her cane. 
 
    “I broke him,” she said. 
 
    “Can you do it again?” Khari whispered, looking around at the awed, startled, and shocked faces. 
 
    “I think so,” Lhaurel said. “But not all at once. That alone took more strength than I’d care to admit. I need to rest. I . . . Can you get someone to help me down to the room where we left Beryl’s scrolls?” 
 
    Khari nodded. “Yes. Rest for now, but hurry. See if you can’t find something in those scrolls that will help us with this lot. Or at least explain what in the seven hells you can do.” 
 
    Lhaurel wasn’t so tired that she didn’t hear the note of confusion and fear in Khari’s voice. The woman knew more about Lhaurel than anyone else alive, understood her abilities’ true source, but that didn’t mean she didn’t fear the unknown. 
 
    Lhaurel nodded. “I’ll see what I can find. This—” She glanced at the other people there, felt their eyes on her and saw them look away when she tried to meet them. “Well, I’ll see what I can do. I owe you, Khari, but I don’t understand this any better than you do.” 
 
    Khari sighed and gestured for one of the other women to assist Lhaurel. “I know, but figure it out soon, if you can. We need this to work out.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel leaned back against the wall, head once again throbbing as she dug through the scrolls scattered across the stone table in search of something she had read earlier. Her mind refused to cooperate with the work. She wasn’t sure if part of it was the consequence of what she’d done earlier or the fact that the reading itself was dull work, even if the content of the scrolls was vastly interesting. 
 
    The one thing she was sure about was her own disappointment in herself. Though she’d never consciously decided, she’d intended to never use her powers against another human being again. She would use it for them as much as she could, but not against them, not as a weapon. 
 
    Yet what had she just done? She’d instinctively lashed out at the belligerent man and changed him. What she’d done was an invasive, horrifying act. 
 
    She’d come to recognize something about her powers, something discussed in these scrolls. There was a deep, hidden need within her—a desire to use her magic, to reach out and control everything around her—that she didn’t know how to contain. She hadn’t recognized it until just now, though now that she thought about it, it had been there since the moment she’d realized her true potential. 
 
    She found the scroll she was looking for and tugged it closer to herself. She scanned through it until she found what she was looking for. Unlike the other scrolls, which seemed more instructional and informative, this one appeared as if it were once a self-recorded history. Something about it tugged at her memory, but it floated there just beyond her grasp. She found the passage she was looking for. 
 
    What is the nature of dreams? Are they real or purely illusory? If they are real, what is the nature of this realm of dreams? If illusory, why do they have such a powerful effect upon the dreamer? 
 
    Dreams. Lhaurel shook her head, feeling the headache swell. Had Kaiden been plagued by dreams that had driven him to madness? It was possible. Lhaurel half felt she might be headed that direction herself, though her most recent dream was far more pleasant than the nightmares that had plagued her before. 
 
    The door opened with a creak of rusty hinges. It was an old door, the wood poorly fashioned and starting to fall apart in places, so it groaned almost as much as the hinges did as Beryl pushed it open and limped into the room. The lamplight reflected off the metal embedded in his skin and cast strangle little motes of light across the room which danced like dust in the wind. 
 
    “Have you finished yet, Lhaurel?” Beryl asked. His voice was pitched low, but it carried an intensity that sent shivers down Lhaurel’s spine. 
 
    “How could anyone have read all this in just a day?” Lhaurel asked, gesturing vaguely over the scrolls scattered across the table. 
 
    Beryl grumbled something unintelligible as if to himself, then spoke up. “You must hurry.” 
 
    “Why?” Lhaurel asked, feeling her irritation and confusion grow. “Why should I hurry? What did you mean when you said this stuff was why Kaiden did what he did? I’m tired of all this confusion and mystery.” 
 
    Beryl scratched at the stubble on his chin and regarded her impassively for a long moment. Lhaurel was just about to say something else, this time even more pointed than the last, when Beryl shook his head. 
 
    “You must hurry because the Orinai are coming,” Beryl said, his voice hard and without its typical rasp. “I don’t know when, but they will come.” 
 
    “The who?” 
 
    “The Orinai,” Beryl said. “They built this place, this Arena. They were driven out centuries ago, but only because they thought the Rahuli doomed to death.” 
 
    What was he going on about? What Arena? 
 
    Lhaurel raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Beryl suddenly thundered, and the room seemed to shake with the volume of his shout. “They will come and destroy you all. You’re not prepared, you’re not ready. Kaiden knows this. Somehow he knows. He wished to burn away the dross in the crucible of battle, cut everyone away who could not stand against the coming storm. The Seven Sisters will destroy you and everything you’ve come to know.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    The look Beryl leveled at her burned away any doubt she had about his sincerity. Whatever it was he was saying, whether it was really true or not, Beryl sincerely believed it. 
 
    “You thought the genesauri were a nightmare,” Beryl whispered. “They were a light breeze to the coming sandstorm. I’ve seen what they can do. You won’t be ready.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Lhaurel’s protests or questions. Beryl got up and limped out of the room, muttering to himself. Lhaurel felt her headache swell and massaged her temples. She needed to talk to Khari about all this.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: Prisoner 
 
    “Storm Wards are also, among other things, generally the most arrogant of the Great Ones and most likely to remain at their Iteration and return to it for multiple incarnations of their lives.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
     “I told you they would come,” Kaiden said, not looking over at Gavin. “I told you the enemy would come.” 
 
    Gavin’s eyes darted to the red glass blade sitting in the sands a few feet away. If he made a dash for it . . . 
 
    Kaiden kept talking as Nabil hissed and puffed out his feathers in a threatening manner. 
 
    “I read the scrolls, I knew what was coming. Now we will all die.” There was a deep, tremulous quality to Kaiden’s voice, which matched his outward appearance but was dissonant to the true age shown in the man’s eyes. 
 
    Gavin took a careful step forward. Though Kaiden didn’t appear to have any weapons, he was wearing brown robes similar to the ones the mystics had worn before everyone knew who they really were. Anything could be hidden within those folds, not to mention Kaiden’s magnetelorium abilities. Kaiden’s face was a maze of craggy wrinkles, like canyons with a thousand spidery branches, and his grey-white hair clung to him despite the light breeze. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Kaiden?” Gavin asked, taking another careful step forward. He was directly in between the two prone giants and only a foot or two away from the glass knife. He could easily bend over and snatch it from the ground. 
 
    Kaiden glanced over at him and blinked owlishly. Gavin wasn’t sure if Kaiden was really seeing him or not, as his gaze seemed to wander and remain unfocused. 
 
    “Here? I’m here to protect you,” Kaiden said, his gaze seeming to fixate on some point over Gavin’s right shoulder. 
 
    “Protect me?” Gavin took another step forward and then bent down and scooped up the red glass knife. Kaiden didn’t seem to notice. Or care. 
 
    “Protect you all. The horrors I’ve read about, the terrible darkness, the Seven Sisters.” Kaiden shuddered and closed his eyes. 
 
    Gavin seized that moment to dart forward and tackle Kaiden to the ground. The man didn’t offer any resistance, and as a result they ended up slamming into the ground with twice as much force as Gavin had expected. The dagger flew out of Gavin’s hand and he felt a rush of panic before it registered that Kaiden wasn’t resisting at all. 
 
    Gavin scrambled to his feet and whistled for Nabil, who hopped over the prone figures to land next to Gavin. Kaiden turned his head to regard the aevian with one corner of his mouth twisted up into a half-smile. Gavin hastily pulled a length of cord from the satchel on Nabil’s back and used it to tie Kaiden’s arms behind his back. 
 
    “Nabil,” Kaiden said, speaking over Gavin’s shoulder to the aevian. “I haven’t seen Skree-lar in a long, long time. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    Nabil hissed and flexed long talons, which dug into the sand and scraped against rock hidden beneath. He clacked his beak and let out an ear-piercing screech that made Gavin wince and cover his ears. 
 
    “Hush, Nabil!” Gavin snapped. 
 
    Kaiden chuckled, though it was the sound of falling stone and grating earth. 
 
    “Enough games, Kaiden. What are you doing here and where are the others who helped you escape?” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell Farah that these would die if you didn’t administer to them?” Kaiden asked. It was the first time the man had looked directly at Gavin when he’d spoken, and his words dripped with menace. 
 
    “Don’t try and ignore the question,” Gavin said, retrieving the dagger and half-glancing at the two prone giants at his feet. “Why are you here and where are the people who helped you escape the Roterralar?” 
 
    “As I said, I am here to protect you. You haven’t the faintest idea what you’re doing or what you did when you pulled that sword from the dead Orinai atop the cliffs. The sandstorm is coming and I’m your only hope.” 
 
    Gavin almost rolled his eyes. Kaiden reminded him of the old Sidena Warlord, Jenthro. Full of talk and show, always trying to scare people into doing what he wanted. His grandmother had told him about these types. She’d said they were all secretly cowards. A confident man doesn’t need to act tough or be brutal to try and scare you. A confident man already knows his own strength. A coward though, they needed the constant reminder of their own stupidity. 
 
    “You’re doing a fine job protecting me all tied up like that,” Gavin said. “Nabil, kill him if he so much as moves in the wrong direction.” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t sure if the aevian understood, but Nabil chirped softly as if in acknowledgment and fixed beady eyes on Kaiden’s form. Kaiden had the nerve to look amused, which was an odd look on his prematurely aged face. Gavin ignored him, but was careful to keep his glass dagger close. So far Kaiden hadn’t shown any hint of his former powers, but Gavin wasn’t going to leave anything to chance by assuming they really were “former” powers. 
 
    He turned to the two prone giants and did another quick check of their wounds. He then pulled the waterskins from Nabil’s back and removed the makeshift bandage around the wider, shorter giant’s chest. 
 
    Kaiden made a small noise at the smell, but Gavin had grown a little more accustomed to it at this point. Blood, pus, and fluid dripped from the man’s wounds. Gavin used a miniscule amount of water and a piece of cloth torn from Kaiden’s robes to clean parts of it up. Gavin wished he had some alcohol or even some tigerroot, but he made do with what he had, as his grandmother had taught him. 
 
    He let the wounds air out for a bit after he washed them, taking that time to go over the cuts on the taller man’s shoulders and hands. The ones on his shoulders were similar to the long gashes across his shorter companion’s chest, but the wounds on the taller man’s hands and arms were puzzling. Long gashes, scrapes, and cuts covered him from fingertip to elbow almost as if he’d fallen half a hundred times against rock. 
 
    Kaiden noticed Gavin’s inspection of the wounds. 
 
    “It is a difficult journey, coming here,” Kaiden whispered, half to himself. 
 
    Gavin shot Kaiden a withering look, but the man’s statement bounced around in his thoughts as he worked on the wounded man’s shoulders. It was obvious that these men, whoever and whatever they were, were not some of Kaiden’s men. There were no Rahuli this large nor mystics as powerful, and none of the original seven clans had that accent. 
 
    They had to have come from . . . 
 
    No, Gavin shook his head, to think they’d actually come from beyond the Forbiddence was preposterous, wasn’t it? There wasn’t anything beyond the Forbiddence, was there? 
 
    The man stirred beneath Gavin’s gentle ministrations and pulled Gavin from his thoughts. He finished washing the wounds as quickly as he could and then looked around for something he could use for bandages. This had been one of the reasons he’d left the other man’s chest wounds open to the air. Gavin wasn’t sure what he could use as a bandage to replace the fetid mess which remained of the old bandage. 
 
    “You know,” Kaiden said, almost off-handedly, while Gavin rummaged through one of the small travel sacks, “I’m surprised you would ally yourself with the Roterralar. You do realize they could have saved you and the other outcasts at any time if they’d wanted to. No one would have missed the outcasts, you know.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t respond. He knew Kaiden was just trying to annoy him. He rummaged through the packs again, though there wasn’t anything large enough to serve as a bandage for one of the two men, let alone both. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a good thing you are, though. You’re a mystic and we’ll need you before it is done, I imagine.” Kaiden said this in a soft voice, almost as if to himself. Maybe the man really was still a little cracked. 
 
    Gavin turned and looked at the other man out of the corner of his eye. The breeze picked up and tugged at Kaiden’s robes. Gavin grinned. 
 
    Half an hour later, Gavin finished tying off the last of the bandages around the taller man’s arm. Kaiden grumbled under his breath from where he sat, almost naked in the sand, but that only made Gavin grin even more. Though he felt somewhat guilty about it, he felt some minor vindication for the deaths of his friends in the Oasis, most notably Shallee’s husband. And there was nothing else to use as bandages. At least that was his justification. 
 
    Gavin flopped down into the loose sand in the shadows cast by the stoneway pillar and cleaned off the blood and gunk with a handful of sand. Nabil hissed as Kaiden fidgeted—Gavin had shifted him out of the shadow and into the direct sunlight—and the man stilled, eyeing the aevian with a malevolent look. Gavin was pleased to see that Kaiden was at least cautious around Nabil. 
 
    “Who helped you escape?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Kaiden gave him a flat look. With the man’s now grey eyebrows and the wispy strands of grey hair tossed in front of his face by the breeze, the effect was somewhat lessened. It was hard to be intimidated by a man who looked as ancient as stone. 
 
    “So were you really insane earlier or was that all just an elaborate ruse?” Gavin continued, fishing out some dried meat and taking a bite. 
 
    “Is the man insane who does what he must in order to survive?” Kaiden asked. “What did you do as an outcast in order to survive? What laws did you break? What atrocities did you commit?” 
 
    “None that would give me any trouble sleeping at night.” 
 
    “I sleep soundly,” Kaiden said. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Gavin said around another mouthful of dried meat. “Wrapped up tightly in the blanket of your own depraved mind.” 
 
    Kaiden gave him a grin. “Always.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head and gave up. There was no point talking to the man. Instead he set about poking through the things the two wounded men had with them. There was the hammer, a massive monstrosity covered in strange etchings that looked like words, and the taller man’s fancy clothes made from a material with which Gavin was not familiar. The clothes on both men were far more colorful than anything Gavin had ever seen, though the shorter man’s clothes were made of wool and were of a less ornate design. 
 
    A search of the shorter man’s pants revealed several pouches tucked inside the waistband and a few miscellaneous odds and ends in the pockets. One of the pouches gave an odd metallic clink as Gavin lifted it and set it aside. There was also a thick, folded piece of paper in one pocket. He set this with the pouches and then shifted over to the other man. He only had one thing on him, just a single, heavy pouch that also clinked. Gavin went back over to the larger pile. 
 
    He picked up one of the pouches and pulled at the drawstrings. He was glad to see the pouch made of a simple leather and the drawstrings thin leather thongs. Kaiden made a sharp noise that may have been a note of protest or warning, but Gavin didn’t pay him any attention. He’d already lost enough time today dealing with the man. 
 
    Gavin managed to get the drawstrings open and dropped the contents into his hand. A large, bluish stone rolled out into his hand. The stone wasn’t perfectly round—it was flattened in the middle, like a scroll, but with rounded ends. There were three long grooves cut at an angle through the middle. The center mark seemed to glow with a reddish light. Gavin’s pulse quickened and he felt an involuntary surge of fear creep up in this throat, but he tried not to let it show. Kaiden was studying his every move like a mother might watch a babe learning to walk for the first time. Gavin set the stone aside, careful to keep his expression hovering somewhere between curious and uncaring. 
 
    The next pouch was filled with a number of thin, metal disks. Though the sizes and the metal themselves were all different, they all bore the same engraving of an unknown female on one side and a series of dashes and lines on the other. What possible purpose could these have served? Gavin poured the assorted bits of metal back into the pouch and tied it closed. 
 
    The other pouches had a small assortment of thumbnail sized round stones, some string, a number of small foodstuffs, and an odd medallion on a chain. Setting all this aside, Gavin finally picked up the folded piece of paper. He unfolded it carefully, though the paper was thick and clearly not prone to ripping, having survived intact inside the man’s pocket. On the inside were words written not in the language the Rahuli generally spoke, but in the script his grandmother had taught him. The script in which the scrolls inside the Oasis walls had been written. 
 
    Sudden understanding hit him like the initial wave of a sandstorm. He looked from the two prone men, to Kaiden, and then back over his shoulder toward the Oasis. 
 
    “They’re the Orinai,” Gavin whispered, mind racing. “They’re the enemy the scrolls were talking about.” 
 
    Kaiden smiled. “Now you begin to understand.” 
 
    Gavin looked back over at him at the exact moment the pouch of metal disks shot up from the sand and struck him in the side of the head. Pain blossomed along one side of his head, his vision blurred, and the page slipped from his fingers as he found himself toppling toward one side. Nabil screeched distantly, like a far-off echo. Gavin blinked rapidly, trying to clear his head and regain some measure of control. He focused, trying to draw in his powers, but nothing came. 
 
    Kaiden walked toward him. Somehow the man had gotten himself free. 
 
    “You’re so naïve,” Kaiden hissed. “You should have killed me when you had the chance. Both times. You’re not ready for what’s coming.” 
 
    Something hard—probably the pouch of metal disks—slammed into his head again and he knew no more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin awoke with a throbbing headache pounding on the back of his eyelids like the beating of a drum. For a moment, before he came fully awake, he wondered why he had his eyes closed in the middle of one of his grandmother’s performances. Then he opened his eyes. 
 
    Darkness greeted him like an old friend. He groaned and sat up, feeling at the large lump on the side of his head. Thankfully, his fingers didn’t find any broken skin. His vision swam, noticeable as lighter patches through the darker shadows within his sight, but he didn’t lose consciousness. He cursed silently to himself. Once again he’d made a decision without thinking it all the way through. A small part of him knew there wasn’t anything he could do about Kaiden’s abilities, but he still cursed himself anyway. He couldn’t afford to keep making these mistakes. Kaiden was right. He wasn’t ready. 
 
    A small noise alerted him that he wasn’t the only one in the lightless room. He sighed, pushing aside the memories of the last time he’d found himself a prisoner like this. At least this time he didn’t have a dagger wound in his gut. Despite that, he growled as his head throbbed and he crawled along the ground toward the sound. His hands found the person making the sound and a quick check discovered the bandage on the man’s chest. A few more moments of careful crawling found the other man not that far away. Gavin sighed and leaned back against the wall between the two men. 
 
    “Send me to the seven hells,” Gavin muttered to himself. 
 
    How had he landed himself a prisoner again? Things had been looking up, despite the setbacks. He was finally starting to see himself as the man his grandmother had always said he was. Farah was a large part of that, but he was now a nobody again. No, he was learning again. 
 
    The longer he waited, the longer he lived, he was coming to understand the reality of life. Sometimes you could do all the right things and still not amount to anything in life. Sometimes becoming something more than ordinary required doing the wrong things in order to learn what not to do. Sometimes failure was more important than success because it gave you the chance to learn and grow. If you survived, that is. 
 
    It was a choice. 
 
    Gavin ground his teeth and tried to clear his mind. Thinking hurt, but he had to focus. Part of him vaguely wondered what had come of Nabil, though he also knew there was absolutely nothing he could do for the aevian in his current state. Maybe if he could access his powers . . . 
 
    He tried to clear his mind again and reached out to the energy in the sand and rocks around him. It was like trying to pull a large boulder up the side of a sand dune. He felt like the harder he pulled, the deeper he sank into futility. He sighed again, massaged one temple—the one opposite the lump on his head—and tried again. 
 
    This time it felt like he hit a barrier in his mind, a wall over which he had to climb. Ignoring the pain, ignoring the headache and the throbbing beat of his heart flitting at his temples, Gavin pushed his consciousness over the edge. Energy flooded into him. 
 
    Awareness and mental clarity struck him like slap. Pain fled like darkness before light. Gavin seized on that power, seized on the strength and used it to batter down the wall in his mind. Energy thundered through his body and Gavin swung to his feet. Crackling white energy erupted from his hands and ran up his arms in an almost perfect imitation of the large Orinai man. Light flooded into the room and Gavin recognized it almost immediately as the exact same room within which he’d been confined with Lhaurel nearly two fortnights ago. 
 
    The energy called on him to move, to act, to do. He took a step toward the door, a vague idea forming in his mind as he approached. Gavin only made it a single step before a hand closed around his leg. 
 
    Gavin reacted instinctively, twisting out of the grip and slashing out with one hand as he’d seen the Orinai do. Energy streamed from him in glittering arcs, though they fizzled out only a few inches from his hand. 
 
    “Where am I?” the Orinai man gasped. It took Gavin a long moment to puzzle out what the man had said, though the tone made it clear it was a question. The man spoke the language Gavin’s grandmother had taught him, but with enough of a difference that Gavin was only partly sure he understood. 
 
    Gavin let the energy crackling up his hands die. It was like releasing a storm. It left a surreal sense of calm behind. 
 
    “You’re in the Sharani Desert,” Gavin replied in the common tongue of the Rahuli. “Imprisoned within the walls of the Oasis.” 
 
    The Orinai man made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a squeak. Gavin heard him struggling to rise and felt the motion through the rocks. Part of Gavin urged him to press the man back toward the ground and tell him to take it easy, but Gavin was done being naïve. This was the man who had attacked him and Farah without provocation. This was an Orinai. 
 
    “Who would dare imprison me?” the man shouted, switching to a highly accented version of the common Rahuli tongue. “Do you know who I am? I am Samsin, thirteenth incarnation of Samsinorna, and a Storm Ward! My family has influence with all seventeen of the other major houses and can buy all the minor ones.” 
 
    Gavin listened to the man ramble for a long moment, not understanding half the things he said, then interrupted him. “Are you going to sit there and whine or are you going to help me figure out how to get out of here?” 
 
    The Orinai made a strangled noise, like a rashelta being trodden upon. Gavin smiled in the darkness. 
 
    “I am a Great One,” Samsin growled. “And I will not be spoken to this way by a slave.” 
 
    Gavin chuckled, the sound echoing faintly in the small room. “I don’t care if you’re the master to the gates of the seven hells. Right now all three of us are prisoners. None of us are slaves. Your friend here will die if we don’t figure out a way to get out of here and make it back to the healers.” 
 
    “Nikanor’s here?” 
 
    Gavin noticed a distinct change in the man’s voice. The pompous, haughty tone slipped and a note of something real came through. 
 
    “If you mean the man with the chest wounds, yes,” Gavin said. “I did what I could for him, but I’m not a healer. I sent the woman who was with me to fetch the wettas.” 
 
    Samsin groaned and Gavin felt him finally succeed in getting up. Gavin felt the man shuffle over to him, hands probing the ground, until they found the other man, Nikanor. 
 
    “My head is fuzzy. What happened after you arrived, sla—” Samsin bit off the last word, though his tone had regained some of the condescension it’d had earlier. 
 
    “Well, you tried to kill me and then I decided to help you and your friend—Nikanor is it? Then I was attacked by an old enemy I had thought contained. My mistake. I’ll never underestimate another mystic again.” 
 
    “Mystic?” Samsin pronounced the word as if he were speaking around a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Magic user. A magnetelorium to be precise.” 
 
    “Your words mean nothing.” 
 
    “He manipulated metal.” 
 
    Samsin made a deep, hissing noise. “A slave mage using powers without a master-at-arms? What devilry is this? Speak truly, did I see you use electricity powers before?” 
 
    Gavin frowned at the unfamiliar word. Electricity? 
 
    “I have some powers, yes,” Gavin said, haltingly, “but they are untested and new to me.” 
 
    Samsin grunted and Gavin wasn’t sure if it was a good sound or not. 
 
    “Will Nikanor live?” Samsin asked. 
 
    “Not if we don’t get out of here.” Gavin replied. 
 
    Samsin grunted again. “Well, you should get on with that then, sla—” Again he bit off the end of the word. 
 
    Gavin got to his feet, a sudden anger burning through the wave of dizziness and nausea that rose with him. “I am not a slave. I am not your servant. I am the man who saved your life. Now either help me find a way out of here or stay here and rot.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t wait for Samsin to respond, but instead turned his back on the man and strode through the darkness in the direction he knew the door was located. He didn’t, however, ignore the man completely. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. But he did give the majority of his attention over to the door. He didn’t remember much about the last time he’d been here. That time he’d been next to death’s door and was only saved by Lhaurel slamming it shut in its owner’s face. What Gavin did remember was the same thing he was beginning to understand now. While most of the doors in the Roterralar Warren where ill-fitted and warped wood, this one was as hard as stone and Gavin couldn’t feel any place where he could even find purchase to pry at it. 
 
    Gavin sensed Samsin approach before he heard him. He shifted to one side as Samsin thundered by and, to Gavin’s absolute and utter shock, began pounding on the door with a fist that sounded like iron against the stone. 
 
    “Release me at once!” Samsin bellowed. “I don’t know who you are or why you have me here, but by the Seven Sisters and the blood of the Bleeders, I’ll bring this place down around you if you don’t get me out of here now!” 
 
    Gavin stared in Samsin’s direction, though it was too dark to actually see the man. If it had been light in the room, Gavin was sure his expression would be a slackened one, wide with disbelief and incredulity. 
 
    “What in the seven hells are you doing?” Gavin asked when he finally found his voice. 
 
    Samsin ignored him. The Orinai pounded on the door again, each strike a double echo of the sound bouncing about within the room and in the corridor beyond.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: Confrontation 
 
    “The Sisters are the representations of the seven Progressions. They are the holy order which guides our beliefs.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel leaned back against the wall, massaging her temples against a headache. She was tempted to ask Khari to try and heal her, though Lhaurel wasn’t sure what was wrong with her or if it was even something Khari could heal. Besides, Khari already seemed to be approaching her breaking point. 
 
    Lhaurel sighed and tried to figure out how long the young boy she’d sent to find Khari had been gone. She’d made it partway through the Warren before she’d been unable to take another step. Stubbornness and pride could only take her so far. Fighting against her weakness and the reality of the situation was as futile as trying to walk the sands during a Migration. Except she’d done that. 
 
    She slid down the wall until she was sitting on the ground. Her legs protested and she was sure the back of her robes were frayed from the rough surface of the wall, but she didn’t care. Setting aside her cane, Lhaurel crossed her arms over her knees and let her head fall down onto it. She allowed her eyes to close and breathed deeply. In moments, she was asleep. 
 
    Dreams greeted her in the darkness. 
 
    Elyana was walking in the dream, Lhaurel looking out through her eyes, as she always did. By now, she was more intrigued than panicked, having grown accustomed to the process. She didn’t know how much, if any, of the dreams may have once been real, but she walked through them now without any fear. 
 
    As with the last, Elyana was alone as she strode through the long stone corridors, though she held aloft a lamp which lit the way. The light bobbed and danced against the walls, swinging in accompaniment to Elyana’s quick pace. 
 
    Where was she going? 
 
    Ahead of her in the passage, more lights appeared. Elyana’s pace quickened. Sounds drifted down and Lhaurel was able to pick out angry voices, arguing back and forth. Elyana slowed suddenly, walking with a calm, demure step as the lights drew close and those carrying the lights came into focus. 
 
    A handful of large, muscular warriors surrounded another massive man in their center. A woman with blood-red hair and nails walked to one side, shorter than the men, but with far more presence. Elyana raised her lantern and the prisoner’s face came into view. 
 
    Beryl. 
 
    “What has transpired, Sister?” Elyana asked. Lhaurel marveled at the dead calm in her voice, though Lhaurel watched Elyana’s gaze flick to Beryl twice before she met the other woman’s eyes 
 
    The other woman raised a hand and the procession halted. Beryl raised his head, chains clinking, and looked Elyana in the eye for a brief moment, then returned his gaze to the floor. 
 
    “Your Bondsman has been aiding the slaves and spreading blasphemies against the Sisters,” the woman said. “I do not blame you for being blind to this, Sister. He is quite skilled at what he does, something he learned under your care, I imagine.” 
 
    “How has he been helping them?” 
 
    The procession started walking again and Elyana fell into place alongside the other woman. 
 
    “He had been providing them with weapons.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we charged him to do?” This time the confusion in Elyana’s voice was plain. 
 
    “We charged him to arm them, yes,” the woman said, voice cold. “Not to provide them with greatswords or other weapons we cannot manipulate.” 
 
    “No, we did not charge him with that.” Elyana’s voice was pensive. Thoughtful. Elyana’s eyes roved to the side, though all Lhaurel saw was a stretch of wall. 
 
    “You will need a new Bondsman, I’m afraid,” the other woman said. “He will not be around to serve you much longer.” 
 
    Elyana nodded. “As it should be, Sister.” 
 
    How could Elyana be so heartless? Lhaurel had thought she loved Beryl—at least that’s what she’d gotten out of the dreams so far. 
 
    The rest of the procession passed in silence until they reached a long set of stairs leading upward. They stepped up them and one of the soldiers hurried forward to open the door, allowing sunlight to stream down into the tunnels with blinding brightness. They walked out onto the plateau above, the soldiers fanning out on either side of the Sisters and Beryl. Lhaurel recognized the tops of the Oasis walls and the lush greenery below, though the walls were far smoother than she remembered, like they’d been in the other dream. 
 
    Elyana’s gaze fell over one of the soldiers. Lhaurel noticed the greatsword at his waist and the bow slung over one shoulder. Elyana looked down to Beryl and then back to the soldiers. 
 
    Elyana’s companion stopped and moved to one side, allowing the soldiers to push Beryl forward to the edge of the plateau. Ropes and chains hung from his arms and neck. 
 
    “He is your Bondsman, Sister,” Elyana’s companion said. “His execution is your responsibility.” 
 
    One of the soldiers stepped forward and unshouldered his bow. He drew a stone-tipped arrow and drew it back, sighting at Beryl. 
 
    Elyana stepped up alongside the archer. Beryl raised his head and looked Elyana in the eyes. The archer released. The arrow hissed through the air and hit Beryl in the arm. He started to bleed. 
 
    “Take him, Sister,” Elyana’s companion hissed. 
 
    Elyana hesitated. Her eyes dropped toward the ground. 
 
    One moment Elyana was watching Beryl, the next, Beryl had freed himself from the ropes and there was a greatsword in his hands. One of the soldiers lay on the ground clutching a gaping wound. Two of the other soldiers battled the remaining three. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Elyana’s companion demanded as Beryl rounded on her. Before she could move, before Elyana reacted, Beryl ran the other Sister through the chest. She fell, eyes going wide, as Beryl slammed the blade down into the ground. Lhaurel heard the grating sound and the tip dug into the stone beneath the Sister’s body. 
 
    “What have you done?” Elyana gasped. 
 
    Beryl turned to look at her. “You know what your Sisters are and what they’ve done. It’s time you chose a side.” 
 
    For one brief moment Lhaurel existed in two places at once. Her real self, the one inside the Roterralar Warren, started and recoiled from the face which sat a few inches away from her own. Her other self, the one still lingering in dream, strode down a dark passage of dreams. Then the dream shattered, like a sheet of glass breaking on stone. 
 
    “Khari,” Lhaurel gasped, rocking sideways away from the woman. “I—um—well, I . . .” Lhaurel trailed off. How was she supposed to even begin to explain the dream? Lhaurel herself wasn’t sure what they were. If she spoke to Khari about them, Lhaurel knew the Matron would only think her daft or crazy. Or, perhaps even that it was a lingering effect from her ordeal in the Oasis. Lhaurel chewed on her bottom lip, not entirely sure herself that those assumptions wouldn’t be true. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be up and about like this, Lhaurel,” Khari scolded. “Not if you fall asleep simply leaning against a wall.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Khari,” Lhaurel lied. “Though something seems off with Beryl.” Lhaurel quickly recounted what had happened between her and Beryl earlier that day. 
 
    Khari’s expression darkened as Lhaurel finished, brows coming together over the bridge of her nose. Lhaurel breathed an internal sigh of relief that Khari did not press the sleep issue, now that she had been told about Beryl. 
 
    “He’s always been an odd one,” Khari admitted. “Even back when I first met him decades ago.” 
 
    “Well, he does seem a little odder lately, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Khari frowned, an expression which aged her already lined face. “He does at that. I’ll talk to him. First, though, tell me about the scrolls you’ve been reading.” 
 
    Lhaurel told what she knew about the Schema and the Seven Sisters, highlighting the few points she was sure of and then continuing into some of the more speculative information she actually had some confidence in. She knew she was completely unprepared and untested when it came to the mystic arts in general, especially since one of the scrolls she’d read had stated that she wasn’t a mystic at all, but something far greater than that, far greater than just about everyone else. Still, she recounted the facts as clearly as she could remember them, which, by most everyone’s standards, was as best as anyone could hope for. 
 
    “Maybe Beryl will know more,” Khari mused. “I will speak with him. I assume the old fool headed down to his forge?” 
 
    Lhaurel shrugged. Beryl hadn’t announced where he was going, so any speculation was altogether meaningless. Besides, Lhaurel had a feeling the man would be difficult to find. 
 
    “I’ll go speak with him,” Khari said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Wait. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Khari shrugged, but didn’t argue. Lhaurel, honestly unsure why she wanted to go along, was glad Khari hadn’t pressed for more information. 
 
    Since the Oasis, everyone had been a little different. Some people had grown more subdued and introspective. Others had decided to take the opposite route and become much more outspoken, blunt, or belligerent. Khari, who Lhaurel had found to be as hard as steel, had softened. Some of the fire within the woman had gone out. Lhaurel wasn’t sure if she liked it or not, but at the moment, she was grateful for the change. 
 
    “About what you did earlier,” Khari said as they walked. “Do you think you could do it again?” 
 
    Lhaurel gnawed on her bottom lip. With everything else that had happened since then, Lhaurel had almost forgotten about how she’d managed to break the man without his even having to be a willing participant. 
 
    “I—I think so,” Lhaurel said. “But I don’t know if I really want to. How many more were you able to help break by themselves?” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “So three total.” 
 
    Khari nodded. “There won’t be enough.” 
 
    “For what?” Lhaurel asked, though the nausea she felt in the pit of her stomach already told her the answer. She couldn’t put a name to it, couldn’t form it into a cogent thought, but she knew it was there. Change. Danger. A storm on the horizon. 
 
    “For anything,” Khari replied, kicking a loose stone across the passageway floor hard enough to send it bouncing off the wall and then skipping back across the ground. “For the scattered clans, for the rough time we’ll have ahead of us finding the supplies we need, for anything at all.” 
 
    Lhaurel recognized the hidden meaning behind the words, though the reasons she’d given were all good, solid ones. She too felt the helplessness and worry gnawing at the edge of her consciousness. 
 
    “I—” Lhaurel hesitated, remembering that fateful day at the end of the battle for the Oasis. “I’ll think about it, Khari. I do owe you something, but I’m not sure this will be it. Can we rest here a few moments, please?” Her legs, still not fully recovered yet, were threatening to give out on her. 
 
    Khari slowed and then stopped, allowing Lhaurel to lean against a wall for support. Lhaurel had left her cane behind, but was now regretting that action. For whatever reason, she wasn’t recovering nearly as well as she would have liked to, nor as well as Khari had hoped she would, but at least she did see some progress. She’d been able to make it this far without the cane. That was something to be proud of, at least. 
 
    “Are you doing alright, Khari?” Lhaurel asked, looking over at the woman. “After—after everything in the Oasis? I never asked.” 
 
    Khari’s entire posture stiffened for a moment and Lhaurel worried that she’d misjudged the level of friendship the two of them had started to develop, but then the tension eased from Khari’s body and she ran a hand over her face. 
 
    “I can’t even begin to describe the pain of losing my husband, Lhaurel,” she finally said. “Makin and I didn’t start out loving one another. Our marriage was partially arranged. True, mostly by us because we had similar goals, but it was still an arrangement. I guess, looking back on that now, that’s what love really is—a union of goals, understanding, and hopes. We were never given the gift of children, Makin and I, but we were able to see so many of the Roterralar grow from childhood into adulthood. The Roterralar became our family, in a very real sense.” 
 
    Lhaurel smiled to herself. 
 
    “These last few years were good to Makin and I,” Khari continued, staring off into the distance. “It wasn’t a child’s love, not the kind girls talk about with one another, but this was a true love of unified dreams for our children, the Roterralar, and—to a lesser extent—the Rahuli people as a whole. He and I, well, we made a good team, together. Without him, I feel incomplete, somehow. Maybe that’s why I feel so close to you now. Maybe I’m just trying to find someone to fill that void.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt an overwhelming wave of sympathy wash over her at Khari’s words. She pushed off the wall and walked over to the older woman and put her arms around her, pulling her into a hug. Lhaurel held her there for the space of several long breaths, then Khari shrugged out of the hug and strode out into the hall. 
 
    “Are you rested enough?” Khari asked, voice returning to her normal emotionless snap. 
 
    Lhaurel shrugged and pushed herself forward. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The smithy lay in darkness except for the dull, reddish glow which permeated a small area around the forge itself. Beryl worked the bellows of the forge with a single-minded determination. It wasn’t the heat he needed, that was simple to get if he wanted to give the vulcanist a little more sway within the discordant battle of voices within his mind. No, he needed the work. It cleared his mind. 
 
    He used to work with wood as often as he worked with metal. Part of his abilities from a prior Iteration as an Earth Ward allowed him a certain capacity with wood. That capacity granted him the ability to revitalize and mold the wood, almost as he would stone or earth, but that no longer placated the voices. 
 
    The clamoring voices in his head started shouting as their argument escalated and Beryl had to heave so hard on the bellows to quiet them that the metal arm bent. Beryl growled and, almost without thinking, reached out to his powers and straightened it back out. It was still Lhaurel’s fault. As a blood mage, she would be one of the Seven Sisters. 
 
    Beryl froze and color drained from his face. The pale skin highlighted the dozens of flecks of metal embedded in his skin. 
 
    Where had that memory come from? He’d thought memories of the Sisters were buried deep, beneath the voices even. Even the most powerful of the voices, the part of Beryl’s past that was a vulcanist, feared the Sisters. That same fear trickled through the voices, silencing them all, and latched onto Lhaurel. She was one of them. 
 
    Beryl found himself suddenly sitting, his crippled leg twisted awkwardly to one side. He’d sent a message to the Orinai. He’d sent a message to the Seven Sisters, the Guardians of the gates to the Seven Hells and the Seven Progressions. He’d sent a message to the Seven Sisters. 
 
    “What have I done?” Beryl growled. 
 
    Images from all corners of the Dominions washed over him. Memories of family, friends, politics, and wars assaulted his mind and tore through him, as piercing as flaming arrows. He cried out and the earth shook in response to the powers, emotion, and pain that flowed through him. Only a small circle of earth around Beryl remained motionless. 
 
    More memories flooded through him. The Seven Sisters at the head of armies, destroying the slave rebellions with ruthless efficiency. He saw, as if reliving the experience over again, the rise and fall of political houses, the crushing of the extant neighboring kingdoms in the Southern and Eastern Dominions, the death of Elyana at her own hands. 
 
    The forge flared with a white-hot heat, ash and coal spewing out onto the sand. A few landed on wooden bins and supplies Beryl had scattered about and flames leapt up in a dozen different places. 
 
    Beryl remembered the creation of the Sharani Arena, back before it was a desert, remembered the volcano half a dozen vulcanists forced into existence, and the work of tens of thousands of slaves making the stoneways connecting the viewing platforms the Rahuli now used as warrens. He remembered a time when he’d worked alongside the slaves as one of them. And he remembered Elyana reminding him of his past when he’d been reborn. 
 
    The Rahuli. They would be scattered like grains of sand in the storm if the Seven Sisters came, and they surely would. And they’d bring armies with them, pitiless armies who would kill and destroy. If the Rahuli were here when the Seven Sisters arrived, they would not survive. The Seven Sisters would kill every single one of them, they’d take Lhaurel and torture her until she served them, and then they would begin using the Sharani Arena to punish those who deserved execution once more. At least, that is how it would start. 
 
    If the Rahuli were here . . . 
 
    The rumbling, jostling earth calmed around Beryl, though he only barely noticed. 
 
    If the Rahuli weren’t here when the Sister’s arrived, maybe they would stand a chance out on their own. Maybe . . . Beryl remembered a time when another people, the Amberdal, hid from the Sisters for centuries as they moved about in the area above the Northern Dominion. This area. Could Beryl get the Rahuli to leave? 
 
    The question bounced around inside his mind, which was surprisingly empty now with the quieted voices. Then one of the voices spoke, a quiet pragmatic one Beryl heard from infrequently at best. 
 
    Remember the look on Lhaurel’s face. 
 
    Beryl growled. The girl thought him crazy. They all did, at least a little. He would sooner be able to hold back a sandstorm with his bare hands as convince them they needed to leave their home. 
 
    “What would Elyana do?” he whispered, as if to himself. 
 
    The voices swelled with responses. Force them to understand. Make them listen. Push them out. FORCE THEM! 
 
    The last was almost a scream and Beryl winced at the sharp mental pain that accompanied it. The ground heaved beneath Beryl, tossing him about with more force than any of the previous earthquakes. 
 
    He couldn’t force them, could he? 
 
    If you don’t, they’ll die. 
 
    Beryl wrapped his arms around his head, trying to stop the pain, stop the voices. The Rahuli were like children to him, the only family he’d ever known. He and Elyana had done what had to be done in order to protect them. He’d thought his job was done, but then Lhaurel had appeared. The genesauri drove the Sisters out the first time, them and Elyana’s self-sacrifice, but now they were gone. 
 
    Beryl let his head slip out of his hands and hang. He had to force the Rahuli to leave. For their own good. Their own good.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: Guilt and Justice 
 
    “A thorough look into the subject of the Seven Sisters must include millennia of horrors, atrocities, and a religion bordering on tyranny. However, there is neither time nor space in this text to include the necessary information. Suffice it to say, they are the controlling force among the Orinai and without them, the Schema would not exist, nor would the Orinai Empire function as it does.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
     “By all that is sacred and holy,” Samsin shouted, “open this door at once.” 
 
    He fell silent and the lingering echoes of his words died a moment later. In contrast to the almost deafening bellows, the silence was equally harsh. 
 
    After a long moment, the only sound their respective breathing, Gavin broke the silence. 
 
    “Are you happy now?” Gavin hissed. “I don’t know where you come from, or what you want here, but you’re not some high and mighty god. People won’t just bow to your whims just because you yell at them. Now get out of my way while I figure out how to get us out of here. Unless, that is, you can think of something actually useful to do.” 
 
    For a moment, the darkness was the only accompaniment to the silence which greeted Gavin’s barbed response. Then white light burst into the room as crackling energy appeared in Samsin’s hands, illuminating the Orinai’s face. Samsin’s face was tight with suppressed anger. The energy danced up Samsin’s arms, then seemed to pool in his hands. 
 
    “Do not ever speak to me that way again,” Samsin almost yelled, then slammed both fists against the door. The energy exploded outward and tore a hole right through the door. An acrid-smelling smoke filled the air, wafting up from the gently glowing wound left in the wall. 
 
    Gavin stepped back as the energy around Samsin’s hands died. The smoldering wood illuminated the immediate area with a faint reddish light, but Gavin didn’t move forward to open the door. 
 
    Samsin stuck one arm through the glowing hold and pulled open the door from the other side. “Get out there and see what’s waiting for us,” he ordered. 
 
    For half an instant Gavin almost cowed. Then his resolve firmed and he took a step forward. 
 
    “Together or not at all, Orinai,” Gavin said. 
 
    “I should kill you for your insolence.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged, though the effect was lost in the darkness. “Go ahead. Then you’ll really be left on your own without anyone knowing where you are or how to get your friend to the help he needs. At least come to the door with me.” 
 
    Gavin walked out into the unlit hall, not waiting for the protests he knew were coming on Samsin’s lips. His steps were a careful kiss against the sand, as he fully expected there to be guards waiting just around the bend. But would they really be watching in complete darkness? Samsin shuffled out behind him, his steps like the pounding of a drum. 
 
    “So where are these ‘others’ you claim captured us?” Samsin asked in a whisper that had no resemblance at all to the actual meaning of the word. 
 
    Gavin shushed him as best he could while trying to remain as quiet as possible, though the gesture was mostly futile now. If anyone hadn’t heard Samsin’s question it was either because they were stone deaf or dead. Maybe bringing him along wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    “Follow me,” Gavin whispered and tugged on the Orinai’s arm to indicate which direction he was headed. Samsin pulled his arm free almost immediately, but Gavin heard him shuffle along behind him as he walked. Gavin gritted his teeth, but did his best to ignore the man and his throbbing skull, instead focusing on trying to hear any indication of Kaiden and his captors. Since neither Sarial nor her body had been found in the cell, Gavin expected to find her somewhere in here as well. 
 
    The passage met a wall only a few steps further down. Alternate passages veered off to the right and to the left. A faint pinprick of orange light danced down the left passage. Gavin sifted through his memories, but couldn’t recall this area from either his wanderings before encountering Taren and the hidden clans or after escaping with Lhaurel. The distant light tugged at him, like an insect to flame. 
 
    Gavin stepped toward it. A massive hand clasped down hard on his shoulder, jerking him to a stop. Gavin reacted instinctively, reaching out and drawing in energy from the rocks and himself, amplifying it within himself and pushing it out into his hands. White sparks shot up and down his hands in a cascading shower and Gavin spun out of the grip, dropping into a defensive posture. The light from his hands illuminated Samsin’s surprised face. 
 
    “Sorry,” Gavin muttered, releasing his hold on the energy and allowing the sparks to vanish from his hands. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Samsin asked, as if nothing out of the ordinary had just occurred. “We can’t leave Nikanor alone back there. What if these others circle back while we’re gone?” 
 
    A good point. 
 
    Sands. So much for together or not at all. 
 
    “Fine, you go back and stay with him. I’m going to go see what’s down there.” 
 
    Samsin grunted. Gavin couldn’t tell if was in agreement or not, but took it as such. 
 
    “Be careful,” Samsin said grudgingly, then Gavin heard him shuffle away. 
 
    Gavin shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, though he immediately regretted that action as his fingers brushed the tender knob on his scalp. Samsin was a pompous, arrogant sailfin of a man, but at least he cared about what happened to his friend. Then again, one redeeming quality was not enough to counter every negative aspect. Kaiden, for example, was now far beyond redemption. 
 
    Gavin cast one last look back down the hall after Samsin, then moved down the left passageway. The light grew brighter as he approached, resolving into a small oil lamp hanging from a bracket in the wall. Gavin approached cautiously, though he couldn’t see anyone inside the small pool of light. He waited at the very edge of the lantern’s reach, on the very verge of light and shadow, for a long, long moment. Then he crept into the light. 
 
    No one jumped out at him and nothing bad happened. If anything, it appeared that no one had been through the area in ages, which defied logic. Obviously someone had been there to place the lamp and put them in the cell. With how large Samsin and Nikanor were, there were at least a half dozen strong men with Kaiden somewhere. The oil in the lamp was full. It had been recently placed. 
 
    Gavin stopped there, in the light, blinking until his eyes adjusted. He knew he should not let his eyes grow accustomed to the light—he’d be blind when he stepped back into the darkness—but he wasn’t sure if he was going to move or on turn around. 
 
    In the end, he took the lamp, doused the flame, and moved onward. 
 
    * * * 
 
    An hour later found Gavin crouched at the end of a passage, peering around the edge out over the massive lake he’d stumbled across when he’d first discovered this network of caves and passages through the Oasis walls. When they’d left the Oasis behind, Gavin had thought the passages destroyed by whatever it was that had caused the walls to crumble along one edge and let the genesauri in. That was one of the reasons they had returned to the Roterralar Warren to regroup and tend to the wounded and broken. But none of this looked like it had even been touched. Something wasn’t settling right. An itch crawled along the base of his skull. 
 
    Lights glowed brightly across the massive lake. Gavin tried to pierce both the distance and the light, but the lanterns were placed behind the people moving about on the other side of the cavern. The half dozen figures made dark silhouettes against the brilliant backdrop. Luckily, just as last time, the cavernous room was much better at carrying sound than it was in helping Gavin see the people at work on the other side. 
 
    “Why is all this important?” a man’s voice asked. Gavin didn’t recognize the voice, though he knew he would never forget it moving forward. There was an odd rasping sound to the voice, as if of rough fabric over flesh or stone. 
 
    “Just get it done, Daelyn,” a woman’s voice said. Her exasperation and impatience were plain. It was obvious that Gavin was overhearing just one small part of a long argument. 
 
    “But what do a bunch of scrolls give us? We’ve got what we need to get out of here. What’s wrong with just leaving now while we can?” 
 
    “You’re not a very bright one, are you?” This voice made Gavin’s hands clench into fists. Kaiden. “These scrolls are what warned us to prepare. How else do you think I figured out what I did?” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence. There could have been a low murmur of voices, or a muted whisper, but the sound didn’t carry over the lake to where Gavin was hiding. After a time, the silence was shattered by a horrible, grating noise Gavin hoped wasn’t laughter, for it bore no real humor in it. 
 
    “A prophet?” Kaiden’s voice wheezed, a bitter, angry edge cutting through the low wheeze and tremble Gavin had grown used to. “Your superstitious ways will be the end of you, one day. I claim no visions of the future, no great access to powers from the heavens above or the seven hells beneath. No, what I have you will always lack. Knowledge. Now get back to work and don’t you dare damage a single one of those scrolls.” 
 
    A soft, low sound wafted across the waters to Gavin’s listening point, but Gavin couldn’t make out what it was. Perhaps it was Daelyn muttering some reply, but in any case, the hum of voices faded and only the occasional faint click reverberated off the wall and reached Gavin’s ears. 
 
    Gavin pulled his head back around the cavern’s entrance and leaned back on his haunches, unsure of what to do. He could go back and grab the two Orinai and make a run for it. With Samsin’s help, Gavin was sure they could manage to carry Nikanor. But Kaiden and his lackeys would soon discover their escape and be down on them in only a matter of a few minutes. No, if Gavin was to get out of here alive, he really only had two options, either act the dutiful prisoner or make it so there was no one to follow them. 
 
    The question was how. 
 
    There were at least six of them, which was far too many for him to attempt to take on at once. But if he could get them separated . . . 
 
    A plan began to form. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The shadows hugged Gavin like a cloak, hiding him from prying eyes that passed near his hiding place. Gavin waited, careful not to move or make a sound. Kaiden passed by first, walking side-by-side with a blonde-haired woman Gavin thought he should recognize. They didn’t even glance to the side and Gavin gave an internal sigh of relief, though he remained motionless. 
 
    Three others came in a group after the couple. They were tall, muscular men Gavin didn’t recognize. They carried several large sacks and two of them carried lanterns. 
 
    Gavin fought against the instinct to draw back from the light. It was more often the motion that gave people away than actually being seen. More than a few times he’d had to hide in the desert sands while raiding parties from the clans passed or else from the wandering huntings of a starving sandtiger. Outcasts who didn’t learn to properly hide were not outcasts that lived very long. 
 
    The three men passed by without seeing him. 
 
    The last man came a few steps behind, barely at the edge of the light. He grumbled and muttered under his breath as he dragged an even larger sack behind him along the ground. Gavin studied him carefully from his hiding place, not believing his luck. The man was not tall, but he was well muscled and wore a stiff leather vest over a loose shirt and tight pants. His hair was shaved on the sides, leaving only a long tail which was tied back in a topknot, marking him as having once belonged to the Londik or Mornal clan, though both these clans now followed Evrouin. The thick black beard on his chin and cheeks hid the man’s youth, but his attitude and soft-looking hands spoke the truth. A sword hung from the belt at his waist. 
 
    The sack the man carried caught on a rock and ripped ever so slightly. The man swore and called ahead. “Wait a moment. This sands-cursed sack got caught on a rock.” 
 
    Further up the passage, Kaiden stopped and turned, the light making his prematurely aged face look momentarily younger again. “Don’t you dare damage those scrolls, Daelyn. Get the sack untangled and meet us above.” 
 
    “Selmack, get over here and help me with this,” Daelyn grumbled. 
 
    Gavin held his breath as one of the men in the middle group turned his head to glance back at Daelyn. A bead of sweat pooled on the end of Gavin’s nose and threatened to fall. 
 
    “Why should I help you? You’re the one who wanted to drag the sack instead of carrying it like the rest of us.” 
 
    Selmack turned back around to the accompaniment of his companions’ chuckles. Kaiden seemed to look directly at where Gavin was hiding, but then his eyes slid back over to Daelyn and his expression hardened at the man’s continued mutterings under his breath. 
 
    “Get it done. We won’t wait for you.” Kaiden turned back to the woman and strode off down the hall. 
 
    The other three men called a few japes back at Daelyn and moved to follow, though one of them did leave his lamp on the ground so Daelyn wouldn’t be left in complete darkness. The bead of sweat dripped off Gavin’s nose and another one formed. He’d hoped he could follow them and get one of them alone—in fact, this was the second time he’d managed to get to place of concealment ahead of them, but this was the best situation he’d encountered so far. It was now or never. Nikanor didn’t have time for him to wait around for another opportunity. 
 
    Gavin waited for the rest of the group to move on and then counted to ten slowly in his mind. Daelyn cursed and turned his back on Gavin’s hiding place, bending down to try and unsnag the sack. Taking a deep breath, Gavin stepped in to the light, hoping no one from the other group would turn and see him there. In one quick motion, Gavin stepped up behind the man, wrapped one arm around the man’s neck, grabbed his own wrist with his other hand, and pulled backward with all his strength. 
 
    Daelyn immediately reached for Gavin’s arm, scrabbling against his grip and trying to get to his feet. Gavin pulled back hard against his neck, which only served to help Daelyn to his feet. Thankfully, Gavin was taller than him and was able to keep pulling until the man’s feet lifted off the ground. He kicked and flailed, trying desperately to free himself or shout out some sort of warning, but Gavin kept his arms tightly locked. He ground his teeth together against the pain of Daelyn’s nails digging into the flesh of his forearms. 
 
    After a few brief moments of struggle that felt like an eternity, the man stilled. Gavin counted to three and then let go. The man’s limp form dropped to the ground with a soft, muted thump. 
 
    Gavin stepped backward until his back hit the wall. His hands trembled, but he took a deep breath and brushed the sweat out of his eyes. Daelyn was still alive, just unconscious. Gavin took several more deep breaths and then set about stealing Daelyn’s clothes, trying to ignore the fact that his hands still shook and he was constantly licking his dry lips with an even drier tongue. 
 
    Gavin pulled on Daelyn’s clothes as quickly as he could, then used his own clothes to tie up and gag the man. He left Daelyn where he was, unconscious on the ground. Once again he hoped no one from the other group would decide to look back and see what was taking Daelyn so long, though hopefully they’d see Gavin standing there and assume he was Daelyn. 
 
    He held up the man’s sword last of all, trying to decide if he was going to take it with him or not. The metal would give Kaiden something to use against him. But if Gavin didn’t bring it with him, it might trigger suspicions. Then again, he had no intention of getting close enough to anyone for them to find out who he really was, at least not before it was too late. 
 
    In the end, he belted it on. There were still four other people he had to get through before he got to Kaiden. There was ample time to work out that particular obstacle. 
 
    Gavin straightened, feeling odd in the unfamiliar clothes, though the sudden thrill of anticipation washed away a good measure of the discomfort. It was time for Gavin to truly begin his hunt. 
 
    He hurried down the passage after Kaiden and the others after picking up the lantern, which turned out to be a simple candle type, instead of the longer-lasting oil variety. Gavin wished he didn’t have to have it with him since the light would leave him blind when he looked out into the darkness, but he had to maintain some of the pretense at least. He left the bag of scrolls behind. While he was curious about their contents—especially considering how much emphasis Kaiden put on them—his current priorities lay elsewhere. He first had to eliminate the threat Kaiden and his followers posed, and then he had to figure out a way to get back to the stoneway pillar where Farah would be looking for him. If he was able to also figure out what happened to Nabil and rescue the creature along the way, all the better. 
 
    Before too long, Gavin saw light ahead in the passage. He breathed out a small sigh of relief. He’d half worried that the others would have turned down a side passage along the way and he would lose them. Thankfully, that was not the case. 
 
    Gavin slowed his pace slightly and sucked in a steadying breath. The next part of his plan would be tricky. He had to somehow get one or two of the men to break away from the others. 
 
    To that end, he stopped and set down the lantern. “Oi, Selmack,” Gavin called in his best imitation of Daelyn’s voice. “Come here and help me, will you?” Imitating voices had been something he’d learned while an outcast performer, though he’d never thought it would have any real use. The echoes would distort it enough that, hopefully, the others wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. 
 
    Ahead of him, Gavin saw the moving light stop and a faint voice called something back down the hall at him. Gavin couldn’t tell what said, but decided to yell back anyway. 
 
    “Come on, you stupid fool.” 
 
    With that, Gavin stepped back into the shadows and waited, looking away from the light so his eyes would adjust back to the darkness. Silently, he fished around for a stone, which he found with relative ease. He gripped it in his hand and waited. After only a few moments of waiting that seemed like an eternity, Gavin heard the sounds of booted feet headed toward him. Gavin glanced toward the light with a darting, fleeting motion of his eyes, careful not to let it linger too long. He hoped only one person would come but, if his plan worked, he could deal with two. He fingered the rock in one hand and checked the sword with his other. 
 
    Gavin waited. 
 
    For a moment, all he heard was the hard, grating noise of boots against sand and rock. Then two figures materialized out of the darkness. One was the tall, lanky figure of Selmack. The other was the blonde woman. 
 
    Gavin went to throw the rock, then hesitated and licked his lips. His plan required that these ones die. Gavin had been content to leave Daelyn unconscious behind him, one man wasn’t much of an issue when he had Daelyn’s intellect, but he couldn’t start leaving more people to follow him. It sickened him to think of himself as an assassin, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. Necessity drove him now. 
 
    Gavin threw the rock. It missed the lantern by almost a hand’s distance. 
 
    Gavin’s heart froze within his chest as the rock bounced against the back wall and Selmack and the woman immediately sought him out in the darkness. For an instant, really the space between two heartbeats, Gavin’s mind went completely blank. He’d never once thought he’d miss the lamp, so he hadn’t even bothered to find another stone. 
 
    Then his heart beat again and thought returned. One hand shot out into the darkness, scrabbling along the ground until it closed around stone. Selmack drew a long, curved sword and took a single step forward. The woman didn’t move, but instead scrunched up her face in apparent concentration. Gavin felt energy being drawn toward her as he carefully took aim and then threw a second time. This time, the rock flew true. 
 
    The lamp shattered and the candle within toppled, snuffing out the flame. The passage was immediately plunged into darkness and Gavin drew his sword, getting to his feet. The blade felt heavy in his hand, but his eyes were already mostly adjusted to the darkness, whereas Selmack’s and the woman’s were not. Selmack froze where he was and Gavin seized that moment. He rushed forward, blade extended in front of his in a straightforward thrust. Selmack must have heard him as he began to raise his sword in a generic defensive posture, but it was already too late. Gavin’s sword pierced his chest and Gavin pushed it up until it pierced something vital. Selmack slumped backward and Gavin pulled the sword free before it could get torn from his grip by the man’s falling body. Bile welled up in his throat. 
 
    A dim white light burst into existence in the hall as the woman’s hands erupted in crackling energy. Gavin turned to her, sword raised, though his posture betrayed his surprise. In the dim light, he recognized her now—Sarial, the woman he and Lhaurel had imprisoned in the cell where Samsin and Nikanor now waited. 
 
    Her face was a mask of surprise and rage. “The outcast, is it?” she asked, voice dripping with feigned fear. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d have gotten free so quickly. Kaiden doesn’t give you enough credit, it seems. He says you’re rather pathetic, for a mystic.” 
 
    “I may surprise you,” Gavin said. He reached out to the sands around him. After the last time, after he’d broken down the barriers he finally realized were there, it came easily to him now, almost instinctively. He drew in the energy and in a moment, white sparks crackled up and down his own hands and, unlike Sarial, up and down his arms and along the length of his blade. 
 
    “Fine then,” Sarial spat, her face twisting into an expression of deepest loathing. “Mystic to mystic then, outcast.” Her hands dropped to her belt and drew a pair of long, thin daggers. The energy in her hands danced up and down them as she charged forward in an attack. 
 
    Gavin danced backward, bringing his sword up to knock the two daggers out of line with his body. Sarial spun back in a counterstrike faster than Gavin was expecting and scored a hit along Gavin’s cheek. The pain was hot and intense, but Gavin didn’t have time to dwell on it. He stepped back again and spun his blade around to fend off another flurry of blows from Sarial’s flashing knives. 
 
    A grin slowly spread across the woman’s face, which Gavin found unnerving at best. 
 
    “I expected better,” she said, making an obviously playful swipe at his arm that had little chance of actually connecting. “Even one as new as you. You don’t even know how to use the energy to fuel itself yet.” She snorted. 
 
    Gavin felt himself flushing, but forced himself not to get distracted. Sarial outmatched him at close quarters, it was obvious, and the cramped passage favored shorter weapons. The only light by which they could see was generated by the sparking energy on their hands and arms, which wasn’t much to begin with. 
 
    Gavin parried a blow from one of the daggers and then dropped to a knee and ducked under the other. At the low angle, he lashed out with the sword with his off hand and managed to score a minor hit to Sarial’s leg before she was able to pull it back. 
 
    Sarial cursed, the sound loud enough to cause an echo, though her hold on the energy didn’t waver. Gavin silently cursed along with her, but for a very different reason. 
 
    “Fool,” Sarial hissed. “After I’ve finished with you, Kaiden and I are leaving this place. We’ll take the faithful with us, those who gave heed to our warning, but you and the Roterralar? Well, you’re going to die.” 
 
    “I get really tired of hearing that,” Gavin said, feeling anger build, but holding it back. He parried a blow and then took another step back. “I’ve made it a habit of surviving when I shouldn’t. You’re nothing compared to the Oasis walls. You’re nothing compared to the life of an outcast.” 
 
    Sarial laughed. Gavin blocked another swipe of a dagger and then swung up and around. Sarial dodged out of the way. Gavin stepped forward and brought his sword around in another side-cut. The energy in his hands and up his arms grew and swelled, crackling along the blade. Sarial blocked the blow and countered with a quick thrust. Gavin batted it away. Sarial’s face took on a look of confused concentration as Gavin moved relentlessly forward. The growing energy building within him gave him strength, and he used it to increase the speed and strength of his attacks. For the first time, Sarial took a step back. 
 
    “What was that again, about being finished with me?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Within the passage, a soft breeze began to blow, caressing Gavin’s sweat soaked brow and then passing on. 
 
    Sarial growled something inarticulate and attacked Gavin with renewed vigor. Gavin exchanged blows with the woman for several long moments, each scoring a few minor hits on the other. In the middle of the battle and filled with the crackling energy, Gavin barely felt them, and his confidence grew as he continued to make headway. He didn’t step backward. He was done retreating. 
 
    Sarial swiped upward at an angle with her left dagger. Gavin, expecting the move, swung down hard with his sword. With the momentum and strength of the longer weapon behind it, the blow was hard enough to rip the dagger from Sarial’s hand and send it skidding across the sandy, rocky floor. Sarial stumbled forward at the sudden overextension and Gavin stepped forward. 
 
    He started the killing blow, but the sword flew out of his grip, disappearing into the darkness. 
 
    “Well,” a cool voice said in the darkness. “It appears I may have underestimated you yet again, outcast.” 
 
    Gavin looked up as the sword skittered across the ground behind him. A few sparks flew through the air further down the passage and then a lantern, this time an oil one, flared to life. The flame cast a yellow-orange glow over Kaiden’s aged, wrinkled face.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: Fresh Sweat 
 
    “The Sisters are the knife threatening at the neck of the entire nation, and the balm which calms the wound. Were this text placed before them, this scholar’s life would be forfeit without further question.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin felt fresh sweat bead on his forehead. 
 
    So much for the plan. 
 
    “People do make a habit of underestimating me,” he said with more confidence than he actually felt. 
 
    The man who had lit the lamp set it on the ground and stepped into the light, which cast an illuminating glow over him. The other man moved up on Kaiden’s other side. Both drew swords. The man on his left held the greatsword Gavin had pulled from the top of the Oasis wall. 
 
    “You’re lucky you didn’t kill Sarial,” Kaiden said, eyes and expression as hard as stone. “Or you’d already be dead. As it is, your death now will be a slow one.” 
 
    Gavin suppressed a shiver, then noticed the way Kaiden was standing. The man’s knees were locked, but he swayed ever so slightly, as if he was having trouble keeping his balance. The jaw Gavin had originally assumed was clenched in anger took on a new light. Was Kaiden really just doing his best to stay on his feet? 
 
    “You’re pretty confident in your two friends here, then?” Gavin asked, stalling. It was three against one and even if Kaiden was barely managing to stay on his feet, the other two looked more than capable of cutting him to ribbons. Gavin didn’t recognize either of them, but he assumed they were members of Kaiden’s original clan. The tunnel was narrow, barely wide enough for the two of them to stand to either side of Kaiden. Even still, they had to turn slightly to give them all space. 
 
    “You’re pretty calm for someone who’s about to die,” one of the men said. 
 
    Gavin grinned and winked at the man, though he was busy scanning the area for a means of escape or, at the very least, a weapon of some sort with which he could defend himself. His eyes fell on a loose stone studded with bits of grey metal about the size of his fist. A vague fragment of a plan began to come together. The earlier diversion had worked well against Sarial. If he could make it work again he might stand a chance. 
 
    “I’ll make you guys a deal,” Gavin said. “Kaiden is clearly too weak to do much of anything other than make some empty threats. I’ll fight the both of you at once, if you like, but allow me a weapon at the very least.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” the other man asked, the cruel humor in his voice sounding of metal over wet leather. 
 
    “Well,” Gavin said, bending down and retrieving the stone with one hand. “My weapon will be this rock. If the two of you can’t beat a guy with a rock when you have swords then I’d imagine you’re not at all worthy of Kaiden’s confidence.” 
 
    The two men laughed, though they didn’t move to attack him. Kaiden swayed a little more and the light from the lamp at his feet flickered across his face. 
 
    “Finish the fool,” Kaiden hissed. 
 
    Gavin drew in the energy in a rush and willed it into the rock. It came ablaze with crackling sparks and grew hot in Gavin’s hand with a rapidity that stunned him. Before the two men could move, Gavin brought his arm back and snapped it forward in a well-aimed throw. Confusion passed over the faces of Kaiden and his two companions briefly, since the rock was clearly not aimed at any of them, before the rock connected with the glass lantern. Both it and the rock exploded into glowing shards. 
 
    Bits of rock, glass, and lamp oil flew everywhere, crackling with white-hot energy and covering the sandy floor, part of the walls, and all three men that clustered around it. For one heartbeat Kaiden, his companions, and Gavin all looked on in shocked silence mixed with disbelief, then the oil ignited. 
 
    Flames leapt up all three of the men, though the majority of the oil landed on Kaiden. Kaiden’s two companions screamed and dropped their swords. Bits of glass and rock stuck up from their legs, their hands, and faces. Gavin stumbled back from the sudden flaring light. Kaiden stumbled forward, hands beating at the flames that raced up his loose clothes. His two companions turned and scrambled back the way they had come, their screams of pain echoing back down the passageway over the sound of crackling flames. 
 
    Gavin stumbled backward even further, coughing now against the smoke which billowed and filled the passageway with a thick black cloud. Normally, lamp oil wasn’t that flammable, but the rock and energy must have been hot enough to ignite it all at once. The smoke stung his eyes and Gavin snapped them shut. The smoke wouldn’t normally have been so bad, but in the cramped confines of the tunnel, his eyes watered as they struggled to expel the noxious gas. He coughed as the screams of Kaiden’s two companions faded away. 
 
    A hand closed around Gavin’s leg. 
 
    Despite the smoke and stinging pain, Gavin opened his eyes and looked down through the haze of smoke. Kaiden held Gavin’s leg in a powerful grip. Kaiden had managed to smother the flames, but not before they had eaten away most of his hair. His face shone red through the smoke. A few small bits of glass dotted his face. 
 
    “You fool,” Kaiden croaked, voice even more hoarse and gravelly than it had been before. “I am your only hope to escape this place before the rest of the Orinai come.” 
 
    Gavin tried to pull free of Kaiden’s grip, but the man’s hand was like an iron manacle on his leg. Kaiden crawled forward and then rose onto unsteady feet, using his grip on Gavin as leverage. Gavin kicked Kaiden in the chest, sending the man stumbling backward, but he didn’t fall. 
 
    “You’re the fool,” Gavin said. “All this talk about being our last chance, our only hope. Why don’t you just tell us what it is you’re afraid of? Why go through this elaborate game? Why kill off half the Rahuli?” 
 
    Kaiden stumbled forward again. One of Sarial’s daggers zipped through the air and up into Kaiden’s hand. 
 
    “There’s no room for chaff amongst the wheat beyond the walls of the Forbiddence,” Kaiden said, taking a determined step forward. “Your naïve hope of protecting them all, of leading a “united” Rahuli people, is an imbecile’s dream. You take those who will follow you and you kill off the ones who won’t.” 
 
    “There’s a fundamental flaw in that plan of yours,” Gavin said, taking a few more steps back and blinking away the tears that formed in his eyes from the smoke. 
 
    “Enlighten me,” Kaiden said with a cough. He continued to step forward, each step a determined, concerted effort. 
 
    “Sometimes those you try to kill fight back.” 
 
    Kaiden made a noise. It took Gavin a long moment to realize he was laughing. “You won’t survive against the Orinai,” he hissed. 
 
    Gavin sensed movement behind him at the same time that Kaiden charged forward with a roar. Gavin dropped to the ground and rolled onto his back, trying not to get surrounded. A bolt of pure white energy screamed over him and hit Kaiden directly in the chest, burned through him, and continued on toward the roaring flames. It was gone in an instant. 
 
    Gavin blinked away the afterimage as Kaiden fell to his knees, dagger dropping from his limp red fingers to clatter against the rocky floor. Kaiden’s mouth opened and closed a few times, but no sound escaped his lips. 
 
    Gavin glanced backward as he rolled to his feet. Samsin strode into the light, his face a mask of steely resolve and anger. 
 
    Gavin got to his feet and strode forward in a crouch beneath the pooling smoke. He reached Kaiden as the man toppled backward. Kaiden’s mouth worked and Gavin leaned in close. 
 
    “Don’t trust them,” Kaiden breathed. Gavin waited, but the only sound which broke the silence was the crackling of slowly dying flames. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Samsin said, walking up behind him. 
 
    Gavin sensed his approach even if he couldn’t see him. No, Gavin realized, he didn’t sense Samsin. Rather, he sensed the energy that was still radiating from Samsin’s hands in slow spirals up his arms. 
 
    “If I’d known you were going to attack them,” Samsin continued in the same arrogant tone, “I would have gone with you from the beginning. You’re lucky I got here when I did.” 
 
    “I managed well enough on my own,” Gavin said. He got to his feet and walked gingerly over to the last few lingering flames to retrieve his greatsword from where it had fallen. The flames had died down as the lamp oil was consumed, but the weapon was still warm to the touch. 
 
    “If you could call it that,” Samsin said. “Anyway, they’re dead now. Let’s get back to Nikanor and away from this cursed, slave-carved place.” 
 
    “Slave-carved?” Gavin asked, gaze lingering on Kaiden’s still form for a moment. He noticed Samsin leaving and hurried after him down a side passage, away from the smoke and turned down a side passage. 
 
    Samsin snorted. “Have you lost the knowledge of your own abilities? Barbarians. Look at the walls. Do you see the layer of glass there? Your sort made these halls.” 
 
    “My sort?” 
 
    “Lesser magic users. I think you call yourselves relampago, though that’s a barbaric term,” Samsin replied in his thick accent. “Ugh. Even speaking in your tongue is barbaric.” 
 
    Relampagos had created these tunnels? The glass made sense. Gavin had noticed that when he’d first fallen down into tunnels hidden within the Oasis walls, but hadn’t thought about it again until now. He’d seen Farah working with the reddish glass knives, so it was obviously an ability common to relampagos. But how did Samsin know about it? He obviously thought of himself as something more than a relampago. 
 
    “What is this place?” Gavin asked as they walked. Gavin had to take twice as many steps as Samsin in order to keep the pace, even though Samsin walked in a half crouch. 
 
    “Speak with Nikanor when your healers get done with him,” Samsin said. “He knows the legends of this place better than I. I didn’t even think this place was real.” He paused for a long moment, then made a grumbling noise. “I guess that’s moot now. You’re here and this place is real. Like a storm blossoming on a calm sea, belief becomes irrelevant when confronted by cold reality.” 
 
    Don’t trust them. Kaiden’s words resounded in Gavin’s mind. Samsin was clearly avoiding the question. The bolt of energy that had killed Kaiden could have just as easily killed Gavin. In fact, if Gavin hadn’t sensed the energy building behind him, he would have been killed, with a burning hole in his chest that mirrored Kaiden’s. 
 
    Gavin pushed those thoughts aside. At the moment, trust didn’t matter. They needed to find Nabil, if he still lived, and get out of here. He went back through his memory, trying to remember how he’d gotten out of here before. 
 
    “How are we going to get Nikanor out?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “I will carry him,” Samsin said. 
 
    Gavin’s eyebrows shot up. That didn’t seem at all like something the arrogant man would consider doing. Still, he wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    Gavin’s eyes had finally stopped watering by the time they made it back to the cell where Nikanor still lay in the soft sand. His lungs still burned and he felt like there was an itch deep within his chest that he was unable to scratch, but it was easing. 
 
    “Go get Nikanor,” Gavin said, once they reached the door. “I’ll keep watch out here.” 
 
    Samsin grumbled, but disappeared into the room. Gavin waited outside the door, trying to think where he should look for Nabil. He went to scratch the new growth on his chin and realized his hands were shaking. He took a deep breath as his whole body began to shake, the trembling shallow and light, like the shivers of an early morning chill. 
 
    He’d killed men before, but what he’d just done was something new. He’d killed using his powers. He hadn’t killed Sarial, but she was dead now as surely as the others. The smoke alone would have suffocated her if the flames hadn’t gotten her too. 
 
    It had been necessary, but his body and mind revolted against the thought. Anxiety, a racing pulse, and the rush of battle had kept the revolt at bay, but it had been there all the same just waiting for a calm moment to rear up. Gavin took a few deep, calming breaths and swallowed hard. He hoped it wouldn’t happen every time he was forced to defend himself and his people. 
 
    Noises sounded from the doorway announcing Samsin’s return. Gavin turned as Samsin sidestepped through the doorway carrying Nikanor in his arms like a mother would carry a small child. Gavin felt the small amount of energy Samsin had within him, but still, he marveled at Samsin’s strength. 
 
    “Let’s go, sl—um, what is your name?” Samsin’s hesitation was minimal, but it still grated and destroyed the momentary respect Gavin had started feeling toward him. 
 
    “It’s Gavin.” 
 
    Ignoring his irritation, Gavin took the lead, stopping only momentarily to grab a torch from a sconce on the wall and light it with a quick surge of energy from his hands. The power came easily now that he knew what he was doing. True, there was a little light to see by filtering down through cracks and holes in the ceiling, but he wanted more and Samsin certainly needed more to navigate the narrow tunnels. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” Samsin asked before they’d even made it to the first turn. 
 
    Gavin ignored him. 
 
    They passed through several different side passages, making the same turns Gavin remembered from when Cobb had come to rescue him and Lhaurel only a few short weeks previously. It was a long journey, but Gavin assumed they were headed in the right direction mostly because he could tell they were traveling downward. He remembered coming out in the Oasis before, but he was hoping he’d be able to find the other entrances, the hidden ones Evrouin had mentioned Kaiden using to get the clans who supported him into the hidden passages and caves within these walls. Those opened up facing the rest of the Sharani Desert instead of inside the Oasis itself, which was flooded as of the last report Gavin had heard. Still, when Gavin got to the end of the hall he’d thought was the way out, a blank stone face greeted him instead. 
 
    “A dead end?” Samsin asked, annoyance in his voice. “Do you know how heavy Nikanor is? He’s a storms-cursed Earth Ward, for storm’s sake.” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand through his hair and turned about with a low sigh. He glanced back down the hall, then back at the stone wall facing them. There wasn’t any other way around it. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Gavin said, blowing out an exasperated breath. “This is the way I went the last time I was here. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “So you can walk through walls now? You Rahuli have sure come a long way in the last thousand years. I bet you’re so far removed from your original stock you can’t even breed with the regular slaves anymore, just like those cross-breeds in the menagerie fairs they have in the bigger cities back home.” 
 
    Gavin had no idea what Samsin meant by the last part of the statement, but the insult was plain. As if Gavin wasn’t frustrated enough with himself. After everything else, he had to go and get lost with Samsin there to watch. 
 
    Could this day get any better? And where was he going to find Nabil? 
 
    Samsin opened his mouth to start talking again. 
 
    “Just be quiet a minute and let me think, will you?” Gavin snapped. 
 
    Samsin closed his mouth with an audible snap, though his eyes smoldered. 
 
    Gavin did his best to ignore him. Placing a hand on his chin and rubbing at the stubble, Gavin went over all the turns again in his mind. He thought he’d followed the exact course he and Lhaurel had taken, except for the last turn. Evrouin had said the entrance to the hidden Oasis passages was exactly opposite the one which lead into the Oasis, but it was obvious that Evrouin had either lied or Gavin had taken a wrong turn somewhere. Assuming that Gavin hadn’t made any mistake—and Gavin was relatively sure he hadn’t—that meant the way out into the Oasis would be down the other end of the passage, perhaps a score of spans the other direction. But it was supposed to be flooded. 
 
    “We should be standing in water,” Gavin said, voicing his thoughts out loud. 
 
    “Water?” Samsin asked. “Did you inhale too much smoke? There’s no water here.” 
 
    Gavin walked around the taller man and down the passage, torch held high. No light glinted back up at him as if reflecting back up off water. He quickened his pace. 
 
    “Oi, slave boy. You. Gavin!” Samsin called, voice raising with each word until it echoed off the walls of the narrow passage. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Gavin broke into a jog. He neared the end of the passage and the light revealed another dead end, but a grin split Gavin’s face regardless. The tunnel exit was blocked by a pile of red sand. In moments Gavin had the torch leaned against the passage wall and had scrambled to the top of the sand drift. Ignoring Samsin’s continued shouting, Gavin began to dig, pulling massive handfuls of sand down into the tunnel. He thought about pulling his greatsword out and using it like a shovel, but discarded the idea. It was much too long to be effective. More sand sifted down into the area he cleared, but he persisted. He dug faster, cupping his hands together and scooping out as much sand as he could gather. 
 
    Light suddenly poured into the passage, making Gavin’s eyes sting from the brightness. He laughed and kept on digging, hollowing out a space between the sand drift and the passage’s ceiling until it was large enough for him to crawl through. With a grin, Gavin rolled onto his back and then pushed his upper half through the hole he’d just dug. Gripping the outside of the warm sandstone wall, Gavin pulled himself the rest of the way out, sand filling his clothes, and then got to his feet. He blinked away tears as his eyes fully adjusted to the blinding sunlight. He looked around. 
 
    Realization hit him with the force of a raging sandstorm. This wasn’t the Oasis.


 
   
  
 

 Part 4: Leader


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: Stains 
 
    “There are nine total Iterations and only seven Progressions, but there is overlap between the two areas of study in that evolutionary movement up each element’s Iteration hierarchy is accomplished by adherence to a particular Progression path and code of conduct.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Khari and Lhaurel stepped into the forge, blinking against the sudden, flaring heat that washed over them. The forge furnace blazed with such intensity that within only a few moments, sweat beaded on Lhaurel’s forehead and dampened her clothes, making them cling to her skin. The rows of harnesses that normally hung from the ceiling were missing, which left the entrance chamber seemingly twice as large as Lhaurel remembered. Oddly, Beryl wasn’t at the forge, despite the flaring furnace. 
 
    “Beryl,” Khari called. 
 
    Lhaurel moved around the shorter woman and further into the room. The heat from the furnace grew even more intense, more than Lhaurel had thought it would. 
 
    Khari followed her in, a look of confusion on her face. “Maybe he’s in the armory,” she said, scratching at her chin. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Lhaurel and Khari both spun toward the furnace. Beryl stood there, all but leaning against the furnace. The light from the furnace glinted off the bits of metal embedded in his skin. 
 
    How can he stand that heat? 
 
    “Lhaurel says you’re acting oddly, Beryl,” Khari said. “What’s going on? Who are the Orinai and what are those scrolls you’re having us read?” 
 
    Beryl laughed and the flames within the furnace flared. Despite the heat, Lhaurel had to suppress a shiver that crept up her neck. 
 
    “It’s too late for all that. Leave it behind and flee this place before the Seven Sisters and their armies get here. You should leave.” 
 
    “Not until we get some answers.” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced over at Khari. She was using her Matron’s voice, but it seemed somehow diminished when standing up against Beryl’s presence outlined by the furnace flames. Was the man even sweating? 
 
    “You don’t want answers,” Beryl said. “You want peace. You want to know that the life you so desperately cling to is worth protecting. You want to know that you’re worth something. The longer you live, the more you realize that life lives you, not you it.” 
 
    Khari opened her mouth, then closed it and shrugged. 
 
    “Beryl,” Lhaurel asked, taking a step closer to the man. “Why did you give us those scrolls. What are they?” 
 
    Beryl turned to look at her and, for a moment, his expression hardened before it relaxed again. “They are the record of the Schema and the three Iterations of magic. They are the best I can give you before the Orinai arrive.” His face clouded over again and he scowled, turning away. 
 
    “Did Elyana write them?” Lhaurel didn’t know where the question came from, but she was willing to give anything a try. 
 
    She got an immediate reaction. The furnace fire flared and Lhaurel stepped back from the heat. Beryl looked at her with narrowed eyes and a sudden tightening of his entire body posture. 
 
    “She did,” Beryl said. “She thought of you Rahuli as her greatest legacy, as her children. She would have done anything to protect you from her Sisters. She did do anything.” 
 
    “You loved her, didn’t you?” 
 
    Khari looked questioningly at Lhaurel, lips pressed into a frown, but Lhaurel kept her eyes locked on Beryl. 
 
    “I love her still,” Beryl replied. “She’s dead. It’s your fault, you know, though she was lost to me a thousand years ago.” 
 
    “A thousand years?” Khari asked, interrupting for the first time. “Come now. I know you’re old, but that’s ridiculous.” 
 
    Beryl pointedly ignored her. 
 
    “Why did she write them, Beryl?” Lhaurel pressed. “What was she afraid of? Who were her sisters?” 
 
    “There are no words to describe them. Elyana and I, we did what we had to do to make them leave. Me, I armed the Rahuli. I gave them weapons and taught them to fight. Elyana, well, she relied on her arts and passion to help drive her Sisters out. She even helped us kill one of them, atop the Oasis walls. You people, you call it the story of Eldriean and Serthim, but it wasn’t anything so great as that. It was a simple trick, and it worked for a time. But then they returned. Elyana was forced to delve into the heinous parts of her power. She did great evil in order to protect your people. The Sisters were driven out by the genesauri—Elyana’s children.” 
 
    Lhaurel had no idea what Beryl was talking about, but she felt dread spread through her like a bucket of sand dumped down her back. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “You can’t hope to.” Beryl laughed, a humorless expression. “You can only hope to flee. Run, while you still can. I won’t be able to protect you any longer. The Orinai are coming.” 
 
    “What are the Orinai?” Khari demanded. “Why should we fear them? How do you know they’re coming?” 
 
    “Because I told them to.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re coming. For over a thousand years, they’ve assumed you dead, killed by the Orinai. This place, this Arena of theirs, it was the pride of the Orinai nation. The games here, the fights, they held together the broken pieces of the land like glue on shattered crockery. They’re coming.” 
 
    Beryl’s expression hardened again and the furnace flared even hotter. Lhaurel’s clothes clung to her from the sweat and the heat sapped all moisture from the air. Her lungs burned. Beryl seemed unaffected, but Lhaurel was at her limit of tolerance. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lhaurel said again. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Beryl said, and the furnace flared even hotter. 
 
    Lhaurel was forced to look away. She felt a hand on her arm and then Khari was tugging her back toward the door. Lhaurel reluctantly followed her. Outside, Khari slammed the door shut and Lhaurel breathed in a lungful of cool air. 
 
    “He’s—he’s not well,” Khari said, though she sounded shaken. “How did you know what to say? Who’s Elyana? Do you know what he was talking about?” 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head, unable to speak for several minutes. Lhaurel struggled with it within her own mind. Beryl had known Elyana. Did that mean her dreams were real or was she just as mad as Beryl seemed? If she were sane, and the dreams were real, did they really have something to fear? The scrolls she’d read suddenly took on a new light. Instead of as instruction, had Beryl meant them as a warning? The Iterations, the pathways, the different levels of magic, were they really based upon a system which had been borrowed from another people beyond the Forbiddence? 
 
    What is happening? 
 
    “Lhaurel?” 
 
    “I don’t know if he’s sane or not, Khari. Maybe I’m crazy too.” Lhaurel chewed on her bottom lip and looked down at her blood-red fingernails. A lock of her matching red hair drifted in front of her face. The Seven Sisters. Blood mages. Was she one of them? 
 
    “But I think I believe him. There’s a world out there, beyond the Forbiddence. A whole world about which we know absolutely nothing. I think the Rahuli have spent so long here, fighting the yearly battle against each other and the genesauri, that we’ve forgotten where we came from.” 
 
    Khari shook her head. “I don’t understand any of this. What are you saying? There’s nothing beyond the Forbiddence.” 
 
    Lhaurel shrugged. “I think it’s time you actually read those scrolls.” 
 
    Khari opened her mouth, but at that exact moment, someone ran down the hall at a sprint, skidding to a halt in front of them. The young boy stopped and dropped his hands to his knees, panting hard. 
 
    “Matron,” the boy said between gasps. “Farah just came back. She says she and Gavin found two strange, tall men, both wounded, but at least one of them with mystic’s powers.” 
 
    “Tall men?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    The messenger nodded. “Yes, tall and muscular, wearing strange clothes and with odd accents, according to Farah’s report.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt the color drain from her face and spun to look at Khari. Blotches of color stood out on the woman’s cheeks. It couldn’t be the Orinai, could it? 
 
    “To the eyrie, then,” Khari said. “I’ll hear this report from her myself.” She straightened and started to walk off in the direction of the eyrie. 
 
    The young boy held up a hand. “Wait,” he almost yelled. “There’s more. Farah was going to wait for you, but as soon as she’d delivered her report Nabil arrived, half dead with fatigue. Gavin wasn’t with him.” The boy stopped talking for a moment, but held up a hand to indicate that he still had more to say. He sucked down a few more deep breaths before he continued. “She left immediately to go after him.” 
 
    Khari sword. “Idiot girl. Did she say where she was going?” 
 
    The boy nodded. “The old stoneway pillar near the Forbiddence. The one just south of the salt sea where the old Aeril Warren was.” 
 
    Khari looked over at Lhaurel, who swallowed hard and then nodded, holding out a hand to Khari. The shorter woman took it and helped Lhaurel to her feet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel stood at the door to the eyrie once more half an hour later. Khari had gone ahead and gathered a half dozen warriors, including the few new mystics who had been broken earlier that day. Once again, Lhaurel found herself sweating and loathe to enter the room. Last time, she’d been able to focus on something other than the aevians. Last time, she hadn’t had to face the memories of Fahkiri. This time, she’d have to join the aevian cast if she was to go with them, and that meant riding an aevian that was not Fahkiri. For some reason, that felt like a betrayal. 
 
    But the Orinai had arrived if Farah’s report was to be believed. Lhaurel grit her teeth, steeled herself, and pushed into the room. 
 
    Aevians danced from wall to wall, alighting on crags and calling to one another in agitated hoots. Several aevians were being fitted with harnesses near the opening out onto the Sharani Desert. Khari stood there in a heated argument with—with Shallee. What was she doing here? She’d just had a baby a few days ago. Lhaurel hurried across the sand, using Shallee’s presence to focus her will. 
 
    “You just gave birth, for sand’s sake,” Khari said in an exasperated tone, her face betraying a small portion of the exhaustion, frustration, and worry that Lhaurel knew she felt. “You can’t come with us.” 
 
    Shallee leaned forward, eyes wide. “Gavin is the only family I have left. I’m not going to abandon him now.” 
 
    “And what of your baby? He needs you even more than Gavin does. Leave this to us.” 
 
    Shallee’s face scrunched up in bitter anger, but she didn’t argue. “You better bring him back, you hear?” 
 
    Lhaurel limped over to the woman. 
 
    “We’ll bring him back, Shallee,” Lhaurel said. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Seeing Shallee, remembering her pain and realizing what it must have felt like to come here, Lhaurel felt suddenly better and smiled as she gave Shallee a brief hug. Shallee nodded, eyes brimming with tears, then hurried off. 
 
    Khari looked questioningly over at Lhaurel, lips drawn into a frown. Lhaurel shrugged and then let out a sharp whistle. It took her a moment to realize that she’d done it out of habit. For a moment, memory and despair threatened to break free, then one of the aevians up on a wall near her leapt free and fluttered to the ground near her. 
 
    Lhaurel blinked away the dust that flew up and into her eyes. 
 
    “Well, I guess that makes sense,” Khari said. 
 
    Lhaurel wasn’t paying attention. She walked up to the aevian, hand raised before her as if to stroke the creature. The hand shook slightly. For just an instant, Lhaurel thought that Fahkiri had somehow survived and stood before her. Then what her eyes were actually seeing caught up with her mind. 
 
    This wasn’t Fahkiri, though they were similar in appearance. Fahkiri’s coloring over his back and down the bands on his wings had been a deep, dark black. This aevian, though similar in size, was a lighter color, more brown than black, and the black orbs of his eyes held a small speck of gold around the edges. Still, the resemblance was remarkable. 
 
    “This is one of Fahkiri’s half siblings,” Khari said, a trace of amusement in her voice. “Gwyanth is the mother, but there’s a different father.” 
 
    Lhaurel stepped forward and the aevian bent down and nuzzled her hand with its beak. This one was certainly friendlier than Fahkiri had been. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Her,” Khari corrected. “And she doesn’t have a name. She never bonded with any of the Roterralar until now. There’s a lot of that going around right now. I hate rushing bondings and the like, but there’s nothing to it. We lost a lot of aevians in the Oasis and others, well, others haven’t returned to the eyrie. Thankfully, there are a lot of aevians left who lost their riders in the Oasis.” 
 
    “Thankfully?” Lhaurel gave Khari an incredulous look. 
 
    Khari held up a hand. “Peace, Lhaurel. I meant they’re willing to carry other riders without bonding them.” 
 
    “Will you two quit nattering so we can get a move on?” Cobb’s gruff voice drew their attention. The older man sat astride a large, whitish aevian, looking comical in the harness. A pair of short swords were strapped to his back, though he looked uncomfortable astride the aevian. 
 
    “I would tell you to watch your tongue, Cobb,” Khari said, voice flat. “But I know you’d just ignore me. Remember though, I can still kick you out.” 
 
    Cobb didn’t reply, but his eyes seemed to challenge her. Lhaurel wondered what had made him so sands-blasted irritable lately. Regardless, Lhaurel needed to hurry. She hurried over to one of the many bins scattered around the room and pulled harness and saddle free. She saddled her aevian—only feeling a small twinge of guilt at thinking about the creature as her aevian—and then threw on the harness over her robes. Khari was off somewhere, checking saddles and harnesses, and giving instructions. 
 
    As Lhaurel was tightening the last strap on her harness, she realized she was unarmed. She hadn’t worn a sword since the Oasis. In all honesty, she hadn’t even wanted to consider using a sword again. She’d invested so much time into training with it that it had, in large part, defined her. In Lhaurel’s mind her current state had begun and ended with the sword she’d picked up in the Sidena Warren all those months ago. But if the Orinai had really come? The words of the scrolls she’d been reading returned to her mind, reminding her of the powers they possessed and the hints of their nature. 
 
    “Lhaurel!” Khari’s voice cut into Lhaurel’s reverie, snapping her from her thoughts. She blinked and looked over at Khari, who was holding a long, red-glass dagger out to her. 
 
    “What’s this?” Lhaurel asked, taking it. 
 
    “If you’d been paying attention you would have heard. Are you sure you’re fit enough to come on this trip?” Khari asked, hard words softened by the concerned expression on her face. “There’s been a lot going on. No one would blame you if you stayed behind to collect yourself and recover.” 
 
    Lhaurel snorted. She looked down at the dagger and grinned slightly as recognition hit her. A glass dagger couldn’t be manipulated by a magnetelorium or any of its later Iterations, at least according to the scrolls she’d read. 
 
    “It works,” Lhaurel said with a nod, sliding the weapon under a strap on her harness. “Are you all waiting on me, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cobb said. “So let’s go.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded and climbed up onto her aevian’s back and clipped into the saddle. She felt a momentary wash of surreal memory, but that passed as Khari leapt up onto Gwyanth’s back. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Khari shouted. “For those of you riding aevians for the first time, hold the saddle tightly and prepare yourselves when we descend as it will be brutal. Normally we’d train you better, but we don’t have the time.” 
 
    With that she whistled sharply, and all eight aevians leapt into the air and climbed into the sky with the sound of beating wings and blowing sand. Unlike Fahkiri, his sister didn’t follow Khari and Gwyanth up high into the sky. Instead she hugged the ground, flying with quick, short bursts of rapid wingbeats curving back and forth instead of in a straight line. Lhaurel followed Khari’s path only several hundred feet below the aevian’s mother, using a small portion of her powers to lend her additional strength. 
 
    Lhaurel breathed in deeply, letting the sheer joy of flight fall over her and take with it most of her stress and worries. She’d half worried that flying would have lost its wonder and majesty for her, but she’d been pleasantly surprised. It was different, that was unavoidable, but the joy of it was still there. It was like the enjoyment of a small child with a new bauble. They didn’t enjoy playing with their older toys any less, they just enjoyed them differently. 
 
    When she'd first mounted the aevian, her weakened state had almost overwhelmed her. She’d been forced to draw upon her powers to give her strength. Still, she was grateful she was clipped in and, outside of landing or taking off, she could relax somewhat. 
 
    They flew northeast for several long hours, stopping once to rest at a hidden well that more than a few of their number grumbled at discovering. Khari lifted the lid, ignoring the grumbles for the most part. She doled out water to each of them and their aevians in turn before returning the bucket and then placing the lid back over the well and covering it with sand. 
 
    Cobb had refused his share without comment, though from the expression on his face and the pale tinge on his whiskered face, Lhaurel guessed that flight didn’t agree with him. 
 
    They were back in the air again within only a few short minutes of landing. Lhaurel was the first to spot Farah and her aevian. They sat in the lee of a large broken pillar that looked like it had once been part of a stoneway bridge. Another aevian was there as well. Lhaurel assumed it was Nabil. Lhaurel whistled sharply and leaned forward, signaling her aevian to descend and letting Khari know as well, provided she heard the whistle, that is. 
 
    Since they were already flying low, the dive was shallow and without the customary lurch of Lhaurel’s stomach that she’d been expecting. Still, in just a few seconds Lhaurel was unclipping from the saddle and hitting the ground. Her knees threatened to give out on her, but she reached out to her powers instinctively, using her own blood as fuel for a brief instant. It gave her the strength she needed to stay on her feet, but left her feeling tired when she released it. In that moment, however, Lhaurel had felt Farah’s deep exhaustion and the matching exhaustion from the two aevians. Nabil’s was laced with pain as well. 
 
    Farah looked over at her when Lhaurel landed on the ground. 
 
    “They’re gone,” Farah said, worry and anger making her voice quaver. “There’s blood on the ground over here.” 
 
    Lhaurel strode forward to look as Khari and the others landed a short distance away. There were more than a few screams that drifted over to them, but Lhaurel ignored them. 
 
    “Someone said the two strangers were wounded. Is it their blood?” Lhaurel asked as she approached the shallow depression in the sand. 
 
    Farah shook her head. Nabil hissed as more people approached, but hopped back out of the way. He seemed to be favoring one of his legs. 
 
    “The two Orinai were over here,” Farah said, gesturing down a little ways. “You can see where they bled there. This is different. It’s fresher. I think someone took Gavin.” 
 
    Nabil hissed again and let out a piercing screech. Khari came over and looked over the scene. Lhaurel moved to one side and glanced sidelong at Nabil, pointedly ignoring the bloodstains in the sand. Was that a chain manacle around Nabil’s leg? 
 
    Lhaurel approached the massive aevian slowly, hands raised. “Easy boy,” she said softly as a few of the others pushed forward. “Let me take a look at that leg.” 
 
    Nabil hissed, but it was a muted sound. Lhaurel ducked down and took a closer look at the manacle. It was fresh and new, though there didn’t appear to be any lock on it. How would someone have been able to get it to stay on Nabil’s taloned foot then, unless they’d somehow fused the metal . . . 
 
    “Kaiden,” Lhaurel hissed with a sudden vehemence. 
 
    Nabil hissed above her. 
 
    “It was Kaiden,” Lhaurel called over her shoulder. She made her way closer to Nabil’s knobby, scaled leg. She was careful to avoid the clicking talons. Khari moved up behind her as Lhaurel reached out to touch the manacle. It had dug into the skin and there was blood, both fresh and drying, in the metal and down Nabil’s leg. A bit of chain dangled from a metal loop attached to the manacle. 
 
    “Farah, take a third of the group and go southwest,” Khari ordered. “Cobb, take another group and go north until you hit the brine sea and then follow the beach. Stay alert. Kaiden is nearby somewhere.” 
 
    The others moved into action. Lhaurel put her hand on Nabil’s leg and whispered soothing words as she tested the manacle’s hold on Nabil’s leg. It was stuck fast and she was still weak, but if she were able to pull it with both hands it may break free. The issue was going to be working her fingers between the manacle and Nabil’s leg. 
 
    “Keep him still,” Lhaurel said to Khari, drawing once more on her powers and then setting to work. 
 
    A few minutes later, Nabil was manacle free, though both Lhaurel and Khari had been knocked to the ground more than once. Thankfully, neither had been speared by the large aevian’s massive talons. Lhaurel had bound a few strips of cloth torn from the bottom of her robes to the wound. She’d thought about healing him, but decided to wait. Kaiden was somewhere close. Healing drained her too much to be of much use to anyone afterward. She couldn’t take that risk. 
 
    “He’ll be fine now,” Khari said, getting to her feet. “I’m going to take the others and do a circular pass around here and see if we can spot anything.” 
 
    Lhaurel got to her feet. 
 
    Khari held up a hand. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “I assume if Gavin manages to escape he’ll head here,” Khari said. “This is the last place Farah saw him and where he told her to come back to. I’d leave someone else, but you’re the only one who is powerful enough to face Kaiden alone.” 
 
    It made sense, but Lhaurel grimaced anyway and chewed on her bottom lip. She didn’t want to remain still, not with Kaiden around. He was evil. He’d killed so many already. He was like a buzzing insect she couldn’t see, always present but unable to be silenced. 
 
    “Fine,” Lhaurel said. “Just be careful, alright?” 
 
    Khari grinned. “I’m always careful. Maneuver before battle, Lhaurel. Strategy before tactics.” 
 
    The short woman leapt up onto Gwyanth’s back and signaled for the others to make ready. Most were already in the saddle, some having never gotten down. Lhaurel recognized the man she’d broken among them. He looked uncomfortable in the saddle, but every now and then he patted his aevian’s back in a reassuring fashion. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Khari shouted. 
 
    The small group of aevians lifted into the air in a cloud of dust. 
 
    Lhaurel watched them go, then turned back around toward the shade in the stoneway pillar’s shadow. Nabil and the aevian Lhaurel had ridden here hopped after her, taking refuge in the lee of the pillar as the wind tossed sand into the air. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The aevians appeared on the northern horizon as the sun was just beginning to touch the top of the Forbiddence to the west. She’d spent several hours waiting for them, jumping at every small sound. 
 
    Lhaurel rose to her feet and the two aevians with her rose as well, shaking their feathers and creating a little cloud of dust. Lhaurel had toyed with coming up with a name for Fahkiri’s half-sister, but none of the names seemed to fit. It wasn’t like Fahkiri. That name had simply come to her when she’d needed it. 
 
    Nabil shrieked and stretched out his wings, impatience evidence in his constant fidgeting. 
 
    “Easy boy,” Lhaurel said, reaching out and patting him on the side. “They’ll be here soon enough.” At least, she hoped they would be. 
 
    A few more anxious minutes passed before Lhaurel could make out that some of the aevians were doubled up. One of the riders had something slung behind them on the saddle, presumably tied in place. 
 
    “Please don’t let it be Gavin,” Lhaurel found herself saying. She chewed on her bottom lip, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. How had they gotten so far away in such a short time? The aevians had been gone for over an hour. That was half a day’s walk through the sands. It had been well over a day since Gavin and Farah had left, but surely it had only been earlier today that they’d found the Orinai and Farah had left to come get them. Unless, that is, Farah had flown through the night. Perhaps Gavin had been far from here when she’d lost him. 
 
    The aevians and their riders came closer, close enough that Lhaurel could make out the features of the individual riders and recognize some of the aevians. Khari’s group. So they hadn’t been that far away. Khari’s patrols had taken the area around the stoneway pillar. Near her, Nabil hissed and leapt into the air, nearly knocking Lhaurel to the ground in his haste to get into the sky. A few powerful beats of his wings took him into the sky and toward the group of aevians. One of the riders who was riding double waved and whooped and Nabil gave an answering cry. 
 
    Gavin. 
 
    Lhaurel breathed out a long sigh of relief. He was alright. But what about the Orinai? What about Kaiden? 
 
    Khari and the other aevians landed in the sand amid a flurry of dust. Khari leapt from the saddle, as did Gavin and a man so large he looked like he would break the aevian beneath him. Memories assaulted Lhaurel’s mind, passing in a flurry that faded before she could fully grasp onto any single image. He wasn’t a man at all. He was an Orinai. Lhaurel took a step toward him and the motion drew his attention. His eyes widened and then he suddenly bowed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: Hidden Sister 
 
    “‘Magic’ is not a breaking of the laws of nature, rather it is the harnessing and manipulation of elements already extant in nature by connection of that matter to the human body. This is accomplished through varying means specific to each Iteration, but all include a consumption of a fuel by the human body and a mental manipulation of the occurring output. If any part of this experience could be thought of as “unnatural,” it would be this mental manipulation.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
     “Get up,” Khari snapped. “What are you doing? You two, keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Two of the other aevian riders, including the man Lhaurel had broken, fell in on either side of the man. They looked minuscule next to the Orinai’s massive frame. 
 
    “His name is Samsin.” Gavin said with the tone of someone who had said the same thing several times before. “There’s no need for all that.” 
 
    The Orinai, Samsin, still hadn’t risen from the bow. 
 
    “I’ll decide that. Lhaurel, I need your help over here.” Khari snapped. She seemed even shorter tempered than usual. 
 
    As soon as Lhaurel moved, Samsin rose, though he kept his eyes downcast. “Your pardon, Revered Sister,” he said, still not meeting Lhaurel’s eye. “I had no idea you had already arrived. I beg your forgiveness for not informing you earlier. My family—” 
 
    Khari cut him off. “Shut up, you. Lhaurel, help me with this other one. He is badly wounded.” 
 
    Lhaurel kept her eyes on Samsin until she’d passed him, following Khari over to where the other aevian riders were busy untying the man who had been slung across the aevian’s back. It took all three of them to hold the other Orinai up while he was being untied and then Gavin had to come over to help them lower him to the ground. Even without reaching out for her powers, Lhaurel could tell he was in bad shape. Improvised bandages were tied around his chest, but they were stained with sweat, dirt, and blood. Gavin and the other men eased him onto his back. Unlike Samsin, this Orinai was broad of shoulder, thick chested, and his face was square-jawed. The sallowness to the skin and pale complexion Lhaurel was sure came from loss of blood rather than as a part of his regular appearance. 
 
    “Can you help him?” Gavin asked softly, looking down at the man. 
 
    “Should she?” Khari asked. “He’s an Orinai after all. We know nothing about them. For all we know, he could be here to kill us.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s an Orinai?” Gavin’s expression was an image of pinched confusion. 
 
    “How could she not?” Samsin asked from behind them. “You have one of the Seven Sisters standing with you, slave. Of course she knows her own people.” 
 
    Khari looked from Samsin to Lhaurel and back again. Lhaurel shrugged and then turned back to the wounded Orinai. Could she save him? Should she? Beryl spoke of the Orinai as a great scourge, like a sandstorm that would cleanse everything living from its path. These two were a part of that people. 
 
    “Can you help him?” Gavin asked again. 
 
    Lhaurel turned to Khari, who was regarding her with a frown. “Can you do anything?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    Khari pursed her lips. “Nothing that would keep him from dying anyway. Anything I would do would simply postpone it a little. Why put him through the pain?” 
 
    Lhaurel felt her pulse quicken. She’d healed Shallee’s child and kept both her and the baby alive. But this was something different. There was skin missing, bones broken. 
 
    Lhaurel looked away from the wounded Orinai and out over the sand. Fahkiri’s half-sister danced back and forth on the sand a few feet away, darting back and forth with one of the other aevians. Lhaurel watched the creature and clenched her jaw. 
 
    “Remove the bandage,” Lhaurel said, turning back to Khari. 
 
    “Lhaurel, wait,” Khari protested, holding up a hand to stop Gavin from undoing the ties on the makeshift bandage across the Orinai’s chest. “Think. What if Beryl is right about them? We don’t even know where they came from or what they’re doing here. Maybe we should question that one,” she pointed her head toward Samsin, "first.” 
 
    “You’re the one who said Beryl was going mad, and this . . . Orinai . . . won’t last much longer. I won’t let another person die that I could have saved.” 
 
    Khari reached out and took one of Lhaurel’s hands, gripping it hard. “You don’t have to make up for what you did with the genesauri, Lhaurel. You did what you had to do then and you saved us all.” 
 
    “I didn’t save Makin Qays. I couldn’t save Saralhn. I can save him now. I have to save him now.” 
 
    The resolve in Lhaurel’s voice stilled the argument clearly waiting on Khari’s lips. Lhaurel met her gaze and held it until Khari looked away. 
 
    “Remove the bandages, Gavin,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    Gavin undid the ties, though he eyed Lhaurel and Khari more than once with open curiosity. Lhaurel let go of Khari’s hand and almost recoiled from the smell of rot and putrefaction that assaulted her nose. 
 
    “Someone get me a waterskin,” Lhaurel said, then looked over at Khari. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to manage this. Things haven’t been the same since the Oasis. I’m not sure if I’ll end up unconscious again, like last time, or what.” 
 
    “Revered Sister,” Samsin said, his voice catching slightly. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over Khari’s shoulder toward the massive Orinai. Samsin licked his lips, but kept his eyes downcast in deference. No, Lhaurel amended, in fear. 
 
    “What do you want?” It was Khari who answered, though Lhaurel knew Samsin had been addressing her and not the Roterralar Matron. 
 
    “Sister,” Samsin continued, ignoring Khari, “Nikanor is an Earth Ward, as you know. Surely one of these here could act as a vessel for your powers, should you deign to heal him. He would make an excellent Bondsman, if you do not already have one.” 
 
    “A vessel?” The question slipped from Lhaurel’s lips before Khari could ask. 
 
    Samsin flinched. “A bleeder then, if you prefer.” 
 
    Bleeder? 
 
    One of the men walked over with a waterskin and handed it to Lhaurel. It was the man she had broken. She took it with a slight nod of thanks which he didn’t return. With a small sigh, Lhaurel unstopped the skin and took a long drink, feeling her body respond to the additional fuel. Khari reached out and took the waterskin from her and also took a drink. 
 
    “I’ll help you, if I can,” Khari said softly. Lhaurel nodded her thanks and reached for her powers. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin watched Lhaurel steel herself as she looked over Nikanor, studying the massive, infected wounds in his chest. He’d felt a brief moment of panic when Khari had argued against healing him, but that had passed when the Roterralar Matron had finally relented. Though the woman was, at times, harsh and devoid of anything that looked like mercy, she was an honorable woman at heart. All the Roterralar were, even if the average Rahuli refused to see it. 
 
    When Gavin had broken the surface of the sand earlier and realized they were not at the Oasis, it had taken him a few minutes of careful study to realize where they had ended up. Samsin had cursed him for making him wait down in the tunnel, but once Gavin had figured out that they were in one of the older plateaus the Aeril had once used as their Warren, he’d bent back down and widened the opening in the sand for Samsin and Nikanor to get through. They’d pulled Nikanor through together. Gavin was surprised at how much the Orinai had weighed. There was something so vastly solid about the man. 
 
    Anyway, once Gavin had gotten his bearings and figured out which way they’d needed to travel they’d set off across the sands toward the stoneway pillar they’d left behind. Gavin had no way of really knowing how long they’d been in Kaiden’s grasp or if Farah had already come back to find them missing or not, but he figured that returning to the place he’d last seen her was the wisest thing to do. As they’d walked, Gavin had tried to puzzle out the mystery of the scrolls and similarities to the Aeril Warren and the Oasis caverns to the accompaniment of Samsin’s grumbling complaints. 
 
    Khari and the others had found them before Gavin had come to any sort of a conclusion. Now, watching as Lhaurel prepared to try and heal Nikanor, his only thoughts rested on Samsin’s strange reaction to Lhaurel and whether or not Lhaurel could actually heal the stout Orinai. 
 
    Some of the others who had come with Khari shifted uncomfortably as Lhaurel placed her hands on Nikanor’s chest and the red of her hair and nails seemed to darken. Gavin recognized some of them as members of the various clans. Why had Khari chosen to bring them along? Hadn’t she been the one most vehemently opposed to non-Roterralar riding her aevians? 
 
    Lhaurel suddenly gasped and her eyes went wide. Samsin took a step forward, head coming up slightly, then dropped back toward his toes again as the two men on either side of him grabbed his arms. Lhaurel’s head arched backward and the color drained from her face, leaving it pale and white. Gavin looked down at Nikanor’s chest. Skin crawled there and the blood seemed to be seeping out of the open wounds. No. It was seeping back into the wounds, taking with it the scabs, crusted, dried bits of blood, and torn flesh with it. New skin, pink and fresh, formed at the edges of each wound, growing toward the center. 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered. Khari hissed something that sounded like a curse, then put her hands on Lhaurel’s bare arm and closed her eyes in concentration. Lhaurel’s shudders stopped, but the paleness of her skin didn’t fade. Nikanor gasped and his eyes snapped open. Before he could move, Gavin was there, holding him down. 
 
    “You there,” Gavin ordered at the two nearest men. “Help me here. Keep him still.” 
 
    They hesitated for a moment, awe and confusion at what was happening rooting them in place, then they snapped into motion. They grabbed onto Nikanor and tried to hold him down as he struggled to rise. 
 
    “Get over here, Samsin!” Gavin growled as Nikanor continued to rise despite the four men trying to hold him down. 
 
    The massive Orinai didn’t hesitate, though he kept his eyes downcast as he sidestepped around Lhaurel and shoved one of the other men aside. He grabbed Nikanor by the shoulders and easily pushed him back down into the sand. Gavin felt the slight tug of energy Samsin drew upon for the added strength and did the same, feeling the odd tingling spread through his limbs. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped and moaned and then fell back, hands coming off Nikanor as she fell. Khari caught her before she hit the sand. Gavin looked down at Nikanor. The wounds were still there, but they were minor now, looking like little more than shallow scratches from rocks or thick thorns. Nikanor’s lungs heaved and the muscles across his chest worked up and down as he struggled to sit up again. This time Gavin and the others let him rise to a sitting position. 
 
    “Nikanor?” Samsin said, voice quiet. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Nikanor replied in the other language, though Gavin wasn’t listening close enough to translate it. He looked beyond them to Lhaurel and Khari. 
 
    One of the men rushed over as well. “Is she going to be alright?” the man asked before Gavin could ask the question himself. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lhaurel replied thickly. Gavin hadn’t realized that she was still conscious. “I just need some rest. Can you fetch me the waterskin, please?” Her voice was weak, but her breathing seemed steady, if somewhat shallow. 
 
    Khari sat back as well, licking her lips as if they were dry. 
 
    Gavin stood up and retrieved the waterskin from where it had fallen in the sand. Part of the precious liquid had spilled into the sand, but no one had noticed in time. He walked over to Lhaurel and handed it to her. Her hands shook, but she was able to lift the skin to her lips and take a deep drink. Some color returned to her skin, though her hair and nails retained the deeper red shade. She took another drink before passing the skin over to Khari. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Gavin asked. Though he’d been the recipient of her healing once before, he still marveled at her power. According to what he knew of the mystic abilities, healing powers were typically limited. Khari herself had said that Nikanor’s wounds were beyond her abilities when she’d found them, but Lhaurel had healed him and had saved Shallee a few days earlier. Her powers were beyond what a normal wetta was supposed to be able to do. Sort of like how Samsin’s powers were similar to Gavin’s, but greater. Gavin blinked, coming to a sudden realization, and completely missed Samsin calling his name. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked, shaking his head and trying to focus as his mind raced with the implications of his sudden realization. Was Lhaurel one of the Orinai? She couldn’t be, could she? 
 
    “Nikanor would like to speak with the Sister,” Samsin said softly. “If that is permitted.” 
 
    Gavin looked over at him with a frown. 
 
    Khari interrupted before Gavin could reply. She’d drained the rest of the waterskin and had gotten to her feet, though Lhaurel remained seated in the sand. 
 
    “We will have plenty to talk about when we arrive back at the Warren,” Khari said. “Gavin has some explaining to do as well, I think. Lysand, you stay here and gather the others, then return to the Warren. I’ll send scouts out to let the other clans know what’s gone on once we have all the stories straightened out.” 
 
    The man who had rushed to Lhaurel’s side nodded, glanced down at Lhaurel as if to assure himself that she was ok, then headed for his aevian. Samsin started to protest, but Gavin walked over to him and laid a hand on his arm. The Orinai’s eyes were still downcast though, oddly, Nikanor was staring at Lhaurel with open-eyed wonder. 
 
    “Hold your questions for now,” Gavin said. “I’ll make sure you get your time to talk later.” 
 
    “Who is that woman?” Samsin asked, venom in his voice. “She acts as if she were the head of one of the High Families, yet even the Sister listens to her. You Rahuli really are barbarians.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Gavin said dryly, then turned to some of the other men. “Make sure they find rides back to the Warren. They both have powers, so watch yourselves.” 
 
    The men nodded, but shot nervous looks at one another as Gavin pushed past them and made his way to Nabil. The aevian greeted him with a soft, dignified click of his beak. 
 
    “Come on then, Nabil,” Gavin said. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “He’s dead,” Gavin repeated, leaning back against the back of the chair. He hadn’t realized how terribly exhausted he was until they’d made it to the Roterralar Warren and he’d had a chance to sit down. For a moment, he thought about drawing in some energy, but dismissed it. He’d spent almost his entire life without the ability. There was no point in becoming dependent on it now. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Khari pressed. She sat at the other end of the council table next to Lhaurel, who had recovered enough that she no longer looked like she was going to fall at any given moment. 
 
    The other aevian groups hadn’t returned yet, but Khari had wanted to hear Gavin’s story anyway. Samsin and Nikanor sat back against one of the walls, hands and feet bound by thick rope as a precaution. Samsin had protested the treatment, but had quieted when Lhaurel had addressed him. Nikanor bore it all without a word, expression a troubled mask. 
 
    “Not even Lhaurel could have saved him,” Gavin said. “Samsin killed him.” 
 
    Khari’s eyes flicked over to where the two Orinai sat, then back to Gavin. They were bound, but Khari still had a half dozen guards standing just outside the door. 
 
    “What was he after?” she asked. “You said he was in the Aeril Warren. What was he doing there, planning some sort of coup?” 
 
    Gavin shook his head. “He was after scrolls down in the underground lake. He seemed to think they were vital to the survival of the Rahuli people, though I don’t know why.” Gavin noticed Lhaurel shift and look at Khari with a concerned and confused expression, but they didn’t say anything, so Gavin continued. “There were similar scrolls hidden in an exact replica of that Warren in the Oasis walls. I read some of those when I had a chance.” 
 
    “There’s another one here,” Khari said. “Lhaurel and I have been studying them.” 
 
    Gavin arched an eyebrow. “Why would there be scrolls hidden in three different places?” 
 
    Nikanor stirred in his seat, but didn’t say anything. Gavin looked over at him as Lhaurel and Khari both shrugged. 
 
    “The scrolls talk about the mystics and hint at a lot of things, but there are no clear answers,” Lhaurel said. “It’s a frustrating mess. Every time I think I know what’s going on, new questions crop up.” 
 
    Khari raised a hand and Lhaurel fell silent. 
 
    “They do mention the Orinai, though,” Khari said. “You two. Who are you and how did you get here? The Forbiddence is thought to be impassable.” 
 
    Samsin opened his mouth, but Nikanor laid a bound hand on his leg and Samsin snapped his mouth shut, turning to look at his companion. Nikanor didn’t look over at Samsin, instead looking to Lhaurel and Khari. 
 
    “I will explain, but you must promise me you will give heed to my words,” Nikanor said. His voice was far less accented than Samsin’s, though it carried a slow deliberateness to it which dripped of sincerity. 
 
    “Speak,” Khari said. It wasn’t an affirmation, but it seemed to suffice for Nikanor. 
 
    “You appear to have lost much of your heritage here.” Nikanor spoke as if he were choosing his words carefully, though his expression was earnest. “I will explain so that you may understand me later. If this is something you already know, I apologize, but knowledge is key to understanding, and I would have you understand me. 
 
    “The Orinai are a people who love their games and rules. They are a people steeped in symbolism, propriety, rules, and struggles for political and religious power. At the height of their power, they ruled from the great Steinacker Ocean in the south to the Felurian Sea to the north of here. Yet there were some who broke the rules, there were people that were conquered and enslaved, and a means of forcing evolution to higher Iterations was sought. To this end, the Seven Sisters, they who preside over the Orinai religion, commissioned an Arena be built high in the mountains to the north inside the crater formed by an ancient volcano.” 
 
    “What has this got to do with us?” Khari asked, interrupting him. 
 
    “Please have patience,” Nikanor replied, continuing in the same tone as before. “You will soon see. The Seven Sisters and the government of the time decided to send to the Arena those of the slave people they deemed dangerous and revolutionary, along with those of the Orinai who violated rules, traditions, and laws. Within the Arena, these people were pitted against one another and it became a great game, enjoyed by everyone within the Orinai Empire. It united the factions, gave the High Families something in common, and cemented the power of the Seven Sisters and their religion until intense violence between the prisoners in the Arena broke them and forced them through the initial Iterations.” 
 
    Gavin glanced around, seeing the same blank looks on his companion’s faces he knew showed in his own expression. 
 
    “I believe you would call them ‘mystics.’” 
 
    Gavin felt a growing nausea rise in his stomach. Hadn’t Samsin been calling him a slave since he’d first encountered the Orinai? Samsin’s expression was blank, but his posture was stiff, back rigid as Nikanor continued. Gavin saw some flicker of his own emotions reflected on his companion’s faces yet again. 
 
    “All was well in the Empire. But something changed within the Arena. The people there, even those who had been Orinai, began to form into alliances and groups over the years, developing into clans much like the High Families of the Orinai. A group of mystics formed who were possessed of the first Iteration in each element. They plotted and planned, trying to figure out how to escape their captors, though the Seven Sisters kept a careful watch over everything there. It wasn’t until one of the Sisters, a blood mage called Elyana, betrayed her Sisters, that the war began.” 
 
    Lhaurel gasped and held a hand to her mouth at this, color draining from her face faster than it had when she’d healed Nikanor. He looked at her then and his eyes narrowed, mouth twisting into a fleeting frown. Samsin made a noise, but Gavin was too preoccupied watching Lhaurel and Nikanor to look over at Samsin. 
 
    “The details are unimportant, but over several years the Orinai fought against the slaves, who had started to call themselves the Rahuli people. Elyana bolstered their strength, fought with them, and trained some of the mystics who would allow it. Her bondsman helped lead the people as well. He’d once been one of them, in a prior incarnation, and was accepted more readily than Elyana was.” 
 
    “Beryl,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “That was one of his names, yes,” Nikanor said. “Though Eldriean was what the Rahuli called him, I believe.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Khari interrupted. “Beryl? Beryl?” 
 
    “Let him continue,” Lhaurel said, and edge in her voice. No, it wasn’t an edge, it was fear. Terror. Horror. 
 
    The nausea in Gavin’s stomach grew. The Eldriean? No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    “Elyana created monsters to drive the Orinai armies out. She died in the process. Enraged by this, her bondsman led the Rahuli people in a final battle and slew one of the Sisters atop the central viewing platform where our Storm Wards had created an oasis in which the Orinai observers, come to watch the fights in the Arena, could be comfortable. But by then the monsters had turned against their creators. The other Sisters retreated, taking comfort in the knowledge that the Rahuli, in fighting them, had destroyed themselves. Their own creations would be their undoing.” 
 
    Gavin remembered the skeleton there atop the Oasis walls, greatsword through its chest. It was easy to think that Nikanor was making this all up, but too much of it made sense, too much of it rang true. What strange nightmare was this? The Oasis, the genesauri, the strange legends the outcasts had told one another and passed down from generation to generation, even the language, it all began to make sense. 
 
    “Get to it then,” Khari snapped. “If we’re to believe this pile of goat leavings, why are you here now?” 
 
    This time, it was Samsin who answered. 
 
    “We’re here because someone sent a message to the Orinai telling them the threat was over and Nikanor had to see this for himself. Your story, that ‘pile of goat leavings’ Nikanor just told you, is a legend among the Orinai. It sparked several hundred years of civil war and unrest. The Seven Sisters finally regained control about a century ago. It’s been long enough now that very few believe this place even exists anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Someone sent a message to the Orinai how?” 
 
    Samsin opened his mouth to respond, but closed it again as noise sounded from the hall outside the door. It sounded almost like someone was arguing with the guards outside the door. 
 
    Gavin turned to look at the door just as it banged open. Everyone jumped as Farah dashed into the room, flight harness still on. She crossed the room in a few quick bounds, ignoring the stunned onlookers and the bound Orinai, heading straight for Gavin. Seeing her expression, Gavin wondered what was wrong, but then she reached him and stopped a foot or so from him, hands shaking. 
 
    “Get up, you!” she snapped at Gavin, ignoring Khari’s upraised hand. 
 
    Gavin got to his feet. For a moment, he thought Farah was going to hit him, then her arms were around his waist and the air was squeezed out of his lungs. 
 
    “Don’t you dare do that to me again,” Farah said, her voice muffled because her face was buried in his chest. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    Despite the situation, despite everything that had gone on that day, Gavin found himself grinning like a fool.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: Fear 
 
    “The final Iterations of all three elements still hold much mystery for even this noted scholar. The members of each are volatile and prone to self-destruction. So few ever achieve this level of mastery. When it does occur, the Seven Sisters are forced to take measures against them.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
     “Are you two quite finished?” Khari snapped. 
 
    Farah released Gavin and stepped away from him. Gavin half-frowned guiltily, but Farah simply nodded at Khari and took a seat. 
 
    “Quite,” she said, not looking back at Gavin. 
 
    Gavin sat down next to her, brow slightly furrowed in confusion. Would Farah ever start making sense? 
 
    If she did though, she wouldn’t be nearly as much fun. 
 
    Gavin looked over at Nikanor and Samsin and found the later giving him a small wink. Gavin frowned. Samsin’s brief levity faded into a scowl and he looked away. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Khari said. She glanced at Lhaurel who had not spoken since muttering Beryl’s name and who was looking particularly pale. “What do you mean, someone sent a message?” 
 
    Nikanor shifted in his seat and wouldn’t meet Khari’s eye, though his gaze did flicker over to Lhaurel more than once. Gavin brought his attention back to them as the solid, square-jawed Orinai began speaking again. 
 
    “Earth Wards have a means of communicating with one another through the stone. I am the steward of the northernmost plantation in the Orinai Empire. I received the message some time ago. An Earth Ward must have sent it.” 
 
    “Earth Ward?” 
 
    “They’re the second Iteration after a magnetelorium,” Lhaurel whispered. “More powerful than they and able to do things with the earth instead of just metal.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Gavin asked. 
 
    A look of confusion tinged with horror slowly crept across Khari’s face. 
 
    “The scrolls,” Lhaurel said. “There are scrolls down beneath us as well. I’ve been reading them, studying about them because we thought maybe Kaiden had found something in there which motivated him to do what he did. At least, that’s what Beryl implied.” 
 
    “Beryl?” Nikanor asked, suddenly alert and his voice sharp. “Surely not the Beryl. They say he went mad, just before the end. Started hearing voices.” 
 
    “He’s just a blacksmith,” Farah said, joining the conversation for the first time. “What do you mean, the Beryl?” 
 
    “Quiet,” Khari ordered. “You Orinai still haven’t explained how you got through the Forbiddence or what you want with us.” 
 
    Samsin grunted. “Nikanor wanted to be sure this place was real before we informed the Seven Sisters. It appears our caution was unfounded, Sister.” He nodded slightly in Lhaurel’s direction. 
 
    “She is not one of the Seven Sisters,” Nikanor said softly, as if to Samsin or himself, Gavin couldn’t tell which. 
 
    “Hold your tongue, Nikanor.” Samsin hissed. “I beg your pardon for such blasphemous words, Honored Sister.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lhaurel demanded. Gavin was pleased to notice some fire return to her voice. 
 
    “This complicates things greatly,” Nikanor said. “We’d thought that maybe one of the current Sisters was simply weaker than the others, but could she be an imposter altogether? There’s no way they’ll leave survivors.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lhaurel demanded again, louder and this time with her words echoed by Khari. 
 
    “You must all leave this place,” Nikanor said sharply. “Flee into the mountains and hide to the east of here.” 
 
    Samsin stared at his companion as if he had suddenly burst into flame. 
 
    “Quickly before the Sisters arrive with their armies and kill you all. Having you here, blood mage, will make it worse for those here. They will kill everyone to hide their lies. You must leave. Now! Please listen to me.” Nikanor got to his feet. 
 
    Khari shouted for the guards. Lhaurel, Farah, and Gavin all leapt up as Samsin tried to pull Nikanor back down and the guards burst in through the door. 
 
    “Please! Speak to Beryl,” Nikanor said in a voice that rumbled like falling stone. “He must have sent the message. Go talk to him. Please listen to me!” He didn’t resist as the guards came in and pulled him and Samsin away. Samsin actually seemed to want to get away from Nikanor, resisting the guards just enough to create a small pocket of distance between him and Nikanor. 
 
    “Forgive him, Sister,” Samsin said with a half-bow toward Lhaurel as he was led away. 
 
    Gavin leaned back in his chair as silence consumed the room. Khari slumped back down into her chair and Lhaurel massaged her forehead with one hand, head down so that her blood-red hair cascaded down over her face and hid her expression. The only one in the room who didn’t seem perturbed was Farah. 
 
    “Well, is someone going to tell me what’s going on? Did someone die?” She somehow seemed oddly light-hearted, despite the insanity that had just occurred. 
 
    None of them answered. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Gavin pulled out of his stupor, shaking his head to clear it. His grandmother’s voice admonished him for brooding and not taking some sort of action. She’d always believed in thinking things through, though she had also cautioned against overthinking. Gavin leaned over and told Farah what had transpired, starting with what had happened to him after she’d left him next to the stoneway pillar and ending with what Nikanor had just told them. When he finished, Farah’s eyes twinkled and the edges of her lips tugged upward. 
 
    “Well, that’s a good laugh,” she said. “We’ll just go ask Beryl what he thinks of all this and it’ll be settled. We’ll just have to figure out how Kaiden got those two to lie for him and figure out what clan they belong to.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth and then closed it again. Had she not heard what he’d just told her? 
 
    “We already talked to Beryl,” Lhaurel said, not looking up. “He said the same thing.” 
 
    “What?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “He told us to leave here because the Orinai are coming.” 
 
    “Two men are hardly a reason to leave,” Farah interrupted. “No matter how skilled they are at the mystic arts.” 
 
    “They are Orinai. They’re not the Orinai,” Lhaurel said, finally looking up. She looked over at Gavin and Farah and her eyes were red from silent tears. “The Seven Sisters are coming. They’re blood mages, like me. I was able to destroy the genesauri, a threat which has plagued the Sharani Desert for generations. Can you imagine what seven of me could do?” 
 
    That silenced Farah. 
 
    Khari stirred a little, but her eyes were unfocused and distant. “I thought we were safe now,” Khari muttered as if to herself. “The genesauri were gone and we had a chance at real stability among the clans. Things were changing, but I had hoped they would be for the better.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously be considering this?” Farah asked. “Gavin, why are you so quiet over there? I know you have an opinion about all this.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, looking the woman in the eye. “I think we need to be prepared either way. Khari, shouldn’t we send out riders to the clans letting them know what’s going on? We can question Samsin and Nikanor again, see if we can’t get any more details out of them. Either way, we should prepare ourselves.” 
 
    Farah gave him a look that clearly said she thought he was making this into a far bigger deal than it was. Gavin sighed internally and looked to Khari, waiting for the woman to respond. She didn’t—just kept staring off into the distance. Lhaurel had returned to massaging her forehead. 
 
    Gavin got to his feet. “Farah, send out some riders to the clans. Let them know what’s been going on and let them know that they can come back here if they wish. If you see Cobb out there, send him to me, please.” 
 
    Farah gave him a flat look, her lips a thin line, then got to her feet as well. “Yes, sir,” she said stiffly and left. 
 
    Gavin ran his fingers through his hair, ignoring the filth that had accumulated in it. He figured he must look a sight, dusty and travel-worn, but that really didn’t matter right now. 
 
    “Lhaurel.” The woman didn’t look up. “Lhaurel,” Gavin said again. 
 
    She looked over at him. 
 
    “Show me the scrolls Beryl gave you.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked at him as if not seeing him for a few long moments, then nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    They left Khari where she was, staring off into the distance. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin set down the scroll, careful not to disturb the lamp in the center of the low stone table. Cobb, who had entered the room a few minutes earlier, cleared his throat, but Gavin ignored him, turning to Lhaurel. 
 
    “This is an exact replica of one of the scrolls I read while in the Oasis,” Gavin said. “Except someone has translated them into the Rahuli script. The one I read was in the language of the Orinai, the language my grandmother told me was the tongue of our ancestors.” 
 
    “How did she know the language of the Orinai? How did she know?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if she did,” Gavin answered, rubbing his brow. “It was tradition for her, I think. She’d been one of the outcasts since she was a little girl and it was just something her parents had taught her.” 
 
    Cobb, for his part, remained silent. Farah must have told him something about what had transpired, but he kept his thoughts and opinions to himself. 
 
    “But what does it mean?” Lhaurel asked. She seemed on the verge of hysterics, hands shaking, face pinched and earnest. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gavin said. “Maybe there’s some credence to it all.” 
 
    In truth, he had already formed his own opinion. Though he had no means of fully understanding what was coming, he was sure it was there. He’d always known there was a forgotten history to the Rahuli, a heritage that had been left behind in the face of the genesauri. Too many things added up for the Orinai not to be the Enemy the stories spoke of, though the Rahuli had always considered that enemy to be the genesauri. What he was going to do with that knowledge though, he still didn’t understand. 
 
    “Cobb,” Gavin said finally, turning to the man. “Can you please do an inventory of the weapons we have available to us. The forge and armory are sealed, if what Lhaurel tells us is true, but take an inventory of the rest of it.” 
 
    Cobb nodded and left, his limp more pronounced without his cane. Gavin found comfort in Cobb’s presence, needing the stability and strength the man radiated. 
 
    Gavin turned back to Lhaurel, who was still watching him. Gavin sighed and tried to shake off his growing exhaustion. 
 
    “Well, Lhaurel,” he said. “I think we need to go chat with the Orinai again. I’ll need your help for that.” 
 
    Lhaurel bit her bottom lip, a habit of hers when she was agitated Gavin had discovered, but nodded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin entered the room where the guards had taken Samsin and Nikanor, the same room where Kaiden had been held prisoner not so very long before. Lhaurel stepped in after him, holding the lantern. 
 
    Both Samsin and Nikanor, still bound, got to their feet as they entered. Samsin immediately cast his eyes downward, but Nikanor met Gavin’s gaze with eyes as hard as stone. 
 
    Gavin stared back, unflinching. “Tell me everything I need to know about the Seven Sisters and their armies,” Gavin said. “What makes you think they’re coming? Why would they destroy us if what you said earlier is true and this was some grand arena before? How long do we have?” 
 
    “They have no mercy,” Nikanor said. “The armies and the Seven Sisters. They don’t often agree, but when they do—and they will about this—there is no power in the world that can stand against them for long. Their archers will come first. They have a habit of shooting but not killing the first wave sent against them. Those hits fuel the Sisters.” 
 
    Gavin felt bile rise up in the back of his throat as he thought of Lhaurel’s awesome power in the Oasis. If that were turned against the Rahuli as a whole . . . 
 
    “Why would they destroy us?” Gavin repeated. 
 
    Nikanor’s eyes slid away from Gavin to Lhaurel. “Because of her. There are only Seven Sisters, seven blood mages. Red hair and nails are their mark, though they can be easily imitated.” Nikanor nodded to Lhaurel, almost in respect, then looked back at Gavin. “I’ve experienced her power and know she’s really a blood mage. That means that one of the current Seven Sisters isn’t. The most powerful force in the Orinai Empire is lying to an entire empire.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lhaurel said. “Why would they kill everyone because I’m a blood mage?” 
 
    It was Samsin who answered her. “Forgive Nikanor, Sister, but he is correct. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but even I cannot deny it in the face of what I’ve witnessed from you. They would kill everyone here to hide their lie. They’ll kill you too, I believe. Then they’d just have to wait for you to incarnate again where they could find and raise you as one of their own to replace the “fake” Sister.” 
 
    “I’m not one of them,” Lhaurel said, shuddering and making the light sway back and forth. “I’m not a monster.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head, perhaps even more confused now than he was before. “How long do we have?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s no way to know,” Samsin said. “It could be a day, it could be a month.” 
 
    “Only if they get told,” Nikanor added. “We still have to pass the message along to the next Earth Ward. When they don’t hear from us this month, they will send scouts, who will then meet with my steward at the plantation who will tell them where we went. It would take nearly a month for the Sisters to get from the Capital up to here. There’s still time for you to get away.” 
 
    Samsin shifted behind Nikanor, licking his lips and scratching at the ropes around his wrists. 
 
    Gavin narrowed his eyes. “What do you know, Samsin?” 
 
    Samsin fidgeted, then Lhaurel was there. Her eyes flashed with suppressed anger. Samsin flinched back from her, but she grabbed his arm. 
 
    “What do you know?” she hissed. 
 
    “I left scrolls with Nikanor’s steward,” Samsin said. “He was to send them if we hadn’t returned in three days. That was over ten days ago.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nikanor said. “I’d forgotten. Those will take several weeks to reach the Sisters, though.” 
 
    Lhaurel released Samsin and stepped toward Gavin, hands shaking again. “We’ve got to go,” she said, voice trembling. “We’ve got to leave before they get here.” 
 
    “Let’s not rush into this, Lhaurel,” Gavin said. “We don’t even know how to get over the Forbiddence.” 
 
    Nikanor looked over at Samsin, who was leaning against a wall now, dejected. “Tell them, Samsin.” 
 
    Samsin sniffed. “There’s a jagged set of stairs north of where you found us.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we would have found them by now if there were?” Gavin snapped, the tension, confusion, and frustration building within him bursting out in his comment. 
 
    “Not if they weren’t there before,” Samsin said. 
 
    Gavin tried to picture Samsin carrying Nikanor down a set of steps covered in sand. Had Nikanor formed them? How had he managed that so wounded? 
 
    “There’s no way you could have carried him down that distance without falling.” 
 
    Samsin snorted and a trace of his former arrogance returned. “I’m a Storm Ward, you ignorant fool. I called the winds to clear the path for me and keep my step. It wasn’t any harder than pulling the winds down to fill the sails of a ship.” 
 
    Gavin had no idea what a ship was, but before he could ask Nikanor was talking again. 
 
    “You still have time. If you leave now, you can still make it to the Straights and then north from there—” 
 
    The ground suddenly heaved. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Beryl stood within the blazing heat of the forge, finally succumbing to the voice which had been his greatest foe for the last few centuries. The vulcanist reached through him to the reservoirs of heat beneath the Warren, drawing on it and pulling it up through the cracks which formed in the metal and stone plug which had kept it contained since the Arena’s construction. 
 
    Beryl had used that heat for hundreds of years, slowly drawing it up into the forge, but each time it had cost him a bit more of his sanity. He lost the battle to the vulcanist for a brief moment at least once a year and made the ground shake, the earth tremble, but each time Beryl had been able to wrest back control. 
 
    This time, he didn’t even try. 
 
    “I understand now, Elyana,” Beryl said softly. “Why you did what you did. I’ve resented it for a thousand years. I’ve been angry with you for a thousand years” 
 
    The heat grew so intense behind him that the forge furnace grew red and Beryl’s clothes blackened, though his skin remained whole. 
 
    “I’ve lived in this waking dream, battling with the voices of my past and future lives, for what seems an eternity. You didn’t know that could happen, Elyana, did you? I discovered it on the day you died, when my mind and heart shattered and you became the karundin. All the incarnations and each of the Iterations, can exist within the same mind, did you know that?” 
 
    The voices within Beryl’s mind argued back and forth, debating whether or not insanity could be considered a true state of existence. They were a distant backdrop, however, to the thundering roars of exultation from the vulcanist, who gleefully pulled on his powers as if they were some sort of addictive drug, which, to the mystics of the third progression, they were. 
 
    “I’ve kept control all these years only through sheer force of will, Elyana,” Beryl continued, his voice lost in the roar of the flames. “That and memories of you. I’ve kept them safe, Elyana, the Rahuli people. They are our children, you said, our legacy and our honor, even though they hated and despised you for what you were. They abandoned you to exile and silent study while I led them in pointless battle.” 
 
    Memories Beryl had left hidden within partitioned sections of his mind poured through him, stilling all the voices except for his own and the vulcanist. 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you. I fought physical battles. I gathered the clans. I battled Serthim and his Sister. I formed the Roterralar. I’ve tried to keep the Rahuli people safe.” 
 
    Tears formed in his eyes but were burned away by the heat before they could fall down his cheeks. 
 
    “You saved them once, at least part of them. Maybe I can save them too.” 
 
    Beryl smiled and, after a thousand years of struggle, gave up the fight and let the vulcanist consume the other voices and, finally, his own.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: Honor 
 
    “The Progressions dictate the actions of their followers. There is a Sister for each of them, guiding her specific faction in their quest for radiance and, ultimately, a place in the first hell, rather than the seventh.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin fell to the ground, slamming into the bouncing earth and then getting jostled onto his back. Lhaurel’s scream from beside him announced her similar predicament, though Gavin couldn’t see her. The lamp shook loose and crashed to the ground, flames leaping up before a section of stone toppled from the ceiling and smothered them in a shower of dust and bits of rock. 
 
    Even in the middle of bouncing along the ground, Gavin turned to look at Samsin and Nikanor. Samsin was on the ground, like Gavin was, but Nikanor stood calmly on his feet as if the earth were his to command. A small section around him remained still and immobile. His broken bonds dangled from his wrists, and his eyes were half-shut in concentration. 
 
    “What in the sands,” Gavin shouted, trying hard not to bite his own tongue as he was jostled and bounced along the ground, “is going on?” 
 
    The shaking earth subsided and then passed. Gavin rose on unsteady feet. Though the quakes weren’t uncommon in general—Gavin remembered three or four others in his nearly twenty years—three so close together was something else entirely. Gavin felt worry worm its way into his stomach and beginning knowing at his insides. 
 
    “I can’t hold it back for long,” Nikanor said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Gavin looked over at the man while helping Lhaurel to her feet. The woman’s hand felt unusually thin and bony. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Beryl,” Nikanor said. “He’s now a vulcanist. He’s trying to force an eruption. I can hold the earth in place above it for a while, but—” He gasped suddenly and a small tremble hit the earth, then vanished. “He’s strong. Very strong. I didn’t know vulcanists had this sort of strength.” Sweat beaded on the man’s brow and dripped down his face. 
 
    Samsin got to his feet clumsily, hands still bound. “You can’t hold back a volcano, Nikanor. We’ve got to get out of here while we still can. Forget about these people. They’re dead anyway.” 
 
    Gavin turned a sharp look over to Samsin, who didn’t look the least bit embarrassed by what he had just said. 
 
    “Gavin,” Lhaurel said, “I can feel it too. This isn’t natural, this isn’t normal. Beryl feels different somehow. I—I can feel Nikanor and Beryl fighting one another. This is real. We need to leave. Now!” 
 
    Gavin was torn for a moment, then made a decision. He stepped over to Samsin and untied his hands. The man frowned down at Gavin, but Gavin ignored him. When he was done, Gavin turned to Nikanor. 
 
    “Can you walk and keep Beryl contained at the same time?” 
 
    Nikanor shook his head. 
 
    Gavin nodded, understanding the full implications and looking at the Orinai with grudging and surprised respect. “How much time can you give us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Hurry.” The strain was plain in his voice. 
 
    Why would he do this? Did it really matter, though? It was what was needed for them to survive. Gavin nodded his respect to the man, hoping to convey some measure of the gratitude he felt. 
 
    Samsin moved up alongside Gavin, pushing him aside with one arm. 
 
    “What are you doing, Nikanor?” Samsin nearly shouted. “You came all the way here just to die saving these people? You betrayed the Seven Sisters already and then you dragged me into it. I thought we’d talked about this. I thought we were here to observe, not incite another civil war.” 
 
    Nikanor turned his head to look down at Gavin. “Go,” he said. “I’ll send Samsin along in a minute. He’s a good man, though he doesn’t know it yet. He’ll show you the way out.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth to argue, then snapped it shut and nodded. Lhaurel was already waiting for him at the door. She nodded at Nikanor over Gavin’s shoulder and then they rushed out into the passageway beyond. 
 
    “Go get Khari,” Gavin said. “Tell her to gather the aevians and send riders out to the other clans. Send them north toward the old Aeril Warren.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, fear evident in her expression, though it was mixed with the steely resolve Gavin had grown to expect from her. She took off down the hall, red hair bouncing on her shoulders and only a slight limp slowing her. 
 
    Gavin waited by the door for a long moment, waiting to see if Samsin would come, but then shrugged and raced off toward the greatroom. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Twenty minutes later the entire populace of the Roterralar clan waited in the eyrie, whatever supplies they could carry strapped either to themselves or to the backs of the aevians they could convince to bear burdens. The aevians themselves were agitated and ill-tempered, dozens simply taking flight of their own volition and flying off without any indication where they were going. 
 
    Khari was there, directing people to aevians and making sure they’d gathered what they needed from the eyrie itself. There was a hollow, haunted expression to her eyes, as if something inside her had broken, but Lhaurel remained near her side, careful to provide direction where needed. 
 
    Gavin stood calmly in the middle of the chaos, directing the flow of fearful bodies as they pushed and shoved through the throng. There were enough aevians equipped with saddles for nearly everyone, but a few would have to double up. Gavin had been mildly surprised at how easy it had been to convince everyone that they had to leave—the continued tremors had helped—but he wasn’t about to question good fortune when it fell in his lap. Cobb had also been helpful and had sent out additional riders to warn the clans. Gavin only hoped they were fast enough to save them. Depending on how far away from the Roterralar Warren they’d made it, it would take them the better part of a day to get to the section of Forbiddence Nikanor had mentioned, even if they ran the whole way. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, lad?” Cobb asked, walking over. Several others followed close behind him, including the man who’d shown deference to Lhaurel earlier and a few others Gavin knew he should probably recognize. 
 
    “I’m waiting for the Orinai,” Gavin said. “He knows where we’re going.” 
 
    As if speaking of him had drawn the man’s attention, Samsin burst through one of the entrances. The doors flung outward with tremendous force. The Orinai’s face looked thunderous, as if a storm cloud had somehow taken human form. The Roterralar scattered before him, shying away from the massive man. He strode through the crowd with long, powerful strides, making his way directly toward Gavin. Cobb and one of the other men, Lhaurel’s friend from earlier, stepped up beside Gavin. 
 
    “Why are you still here?” Samsin snapped, his voice a harsh growl. Gavin noticed the redness of man’s eyes. 
 
    “Well, you’re the one that knows the way, after all,” Gavin said. “Perhaps you’d care to show us.” 
 
    Samsin grumbled something under his breath. “Fine. But I’m not riding behind someone this time. I get my own bird.” 
 
    Cobb chuckled. “I don’t think that will be happening anytime soon.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Samsin,” Gavin said, holding up a hand to forestall Cobb’s continued objections. “Khari can help you find an aevian that will carry you. She’s the short one over there. Tell her I sent you.” Gavin pointed toward Khari and Samsin sniffed, before striding off in the indicated direction. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Gavin,” Cobb objected as soon as Samsin had made it a reasonable distance from them. “You’re not going to simply let that—that—” 
 
    “Man?” Gavin supplied. 
 
    “That Orinai walk around free like he’s one of us, are you?” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “Now is not the time to be fighting amongst ourselves. He knows how to get us where we need to go. I don’t have to trust him when helping us is the only way he’ll survive too. Pragmatism is sometimes far more powerful. Now let’s get this group on the move.” 
 
    Cobb started to protest again, face growing red and eyebrows coming together like bushy clouds above his nose, but the other man put a placating hand on Cobb’s shoulder and the old man subsided. 
 
    Gavin whistled sharply as he turned away and Nabil screeched and leapt from a crag on the wall to land near him. The large white aevian still favored his leg, but it hadn’t slowed his fierce pride any at all. Gavin reached up and scratched the aevian just beneath the eye, then vaulted up into the saddle and clipped himself in. The soft buzz of voices stilled as the assembled Roterralar noticed him up on Nabil’s back. Gavin felt a great weight settle on his shoulders as he regarded the faces of those looking up at him. It appeared Khari had found Samsin a riding harness and aevian. Lhaurel stood not far from her. Gavin found Shallee among the crowd as well, her newborn tied across her chest by several long strips of cloth. 
 
    Gavin took a deep breath through his nose and steeled his posture and expression. 
 
    “The time has come,” Gavin said in a voice that carried to the back of the eyrie. “Terror comes at us once again. I would say that this a new thing, a new threat, but it’s not, not really anyway. We’re Rahuli, the people of the Sharani Desert. We grew up knowing that the genesauri would come each year. We lived each day knowing that where we called home could and would change. This is not new to us. We’re moving again, though this time we won’t be coming back. I know you’re frightened. I know you’re all probably wondering what’s going on. I am too. But we’ve dealt with this before and come out stronger for it. We will do it again because we are Rahuli. Remember that.” 
 
    Gavin leaned to the side and Nabil turned in that direction so they were facing out toward the Sharani desert. Storm clouds dotted the horizon, flashing with the occasional burst of lightning. Behind him, Gavin heard several dozen metallic clicks as people snapped into their saddles. 
 
    “Samsin,” Gavin called over one shoulder. “Fly alongside me. I’ll get us to where I found you, but then you’ll need to show us the rest of the way.” Gavin leaned down slightly in the saddle and rested a hand on Nabil’s broad back. “Alright then, Nabil,” Gavin whispered. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Nabil launched into the sky. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They flew north in a great concourse of aevians, with Gavin, Samsin, and Khari at their head. The aevians had been instructed to follow Nabil and Gwyanth, but most of the new Roterralar had never ridden an aevian before so the process was a slow one. Still, the sands seemed to undulate beneath them, though it was due to the wind rather than shaking earth. 
 
    Gavin looked back over his shoulder at those following him frequently, making sure everyone was still safe. Small children rode with their parents or with older siblings. Cobb sat stiffly on the back of his aevian, but his wrinkled, stony face held a note of child-like wonder on it as well. Gavin marveled that the man, so taciturn, straight-forward, and blunt at times, could still marvel in the face of everything that was going on. 
 
    In the back of Gavin’s mind, fear was taking root and slowly spreading through him. It wasn’t the fear of the unknown though. As he’d said to the others, they’d dealt with the unknown their entire lives. He truly believed that. They were a strong people, able to adapt to whatever situations came. No, the fear that climbed through him like an insidious vine from the Oasis, was a fear that, once again, he wouldn’t be able to save the people. 
 
    His entire life, his grandmother had instilled in him a sense of duty, honor, and compassion. At first, Gavin had thought it only applied to the outcasts, but he’d begun to realize that it was something more. All the Rahuli deserved protection and some measure of unity, if they could manage it. He’d thought the Rahuli safe, despite the nagging doubts. True, Kaiden had still been there and the clans had struggled to work together, but Gavin had thought those things that would eventually work themselves out. But this? The Orinai? Beryl threatening their very existence? Gavin had no idea how long they had, but a small voice inside him knew it would not be enough. 
 
    He urged Nabil to fly faster. 
 
    As they flew, other riders appeared on the horizon and moved to join them, shouting that they’d reached the clans and were directing them toward the old Aeril Warren. All, that is, except the ones following Maugier. Those refused to come. 
 
    Gavin ground his teeth together. Of course Maugier wouldn’t come. Stubborn, idiot, sands-cursed man. Gavin was half-tempted to go after them in that very moment, but then thought better of it. If he got these ones to where they could start getting out, he could go back with the aevian riders and begin relaying as many as he could. That is, of course, if the aevians could take the abuse. Already, Gavin could sense the exhaustion in Nabil’s wingbeats. 
 
    The Forbiddence grew large on the horizon, the sun low over its lip to his left. They were only a few short minutes’ flight away, close to the stoneway pillar. Gavin had signaled for Samsin to show them the way and the massive blonde Orinai had managed to direct his aevian into the lead. Once again Gavin was struck by the sheer height of the monolithic black wall. Had Samsin and Nikanor really managed a way through it? Doubt crept through Gavin and intertwined with the fear already there. 
 
    If Gavin hadn’t been looking right at the Forbiddence, he would have missed it, but as it was, he watched in stunned disbelief as a massive section of the Forbiddence simply crumbled and fell inward, leaving a gaping hole. Dust flew into the air in a great, billowing cloud and, even as high in the sky as they were, Gavin felt the concussive impact of the stone and the echoing rumble of the earth far below. The aevians shrieked and cawed and Nabil twisted oddly in the air, making Gavin grab onto the pommel. Mingled exclamations of surprise and fear rose on the wind behind him, only to be stifled by the echoing retort of the cascading stone. 
 
    Gavin swore. Behind him, Khari—at least, Gavin assumed it was Khari—whistled sharply to signal a descent. Gavin nudged Nabil with his knees and urged him onward, then noticed Samsin just ahead and to the left of him. Color had drained from the Orinai’s face, though his gaze and expression were intent and focused on the billowing dust cloud as it slowly began settling. The aevian he was riding responded to Khari’s calls and began to descend along with the others. Gavin hesitated, then edged Nabil down as well. 
 
    Nabil alighted on the ground alongside Samsin, and Gavin unclipped from the saddle and leapt to the ground. The Orinai had hopped out of the saddle in an apparent daze, for he was still attached to his saddle by a taut leather lead. One of Samsin’s hands was absently working back up the lead toward the saddle, but it wasn’t really helping. 
 
    Gavin hopped over and pulled it free. 
 
    “What is it, Samsin?” Gavin asked. “The other Orinai?” 
 
    Samsin nodded. “They must have been right on our heels the entire time,” he whispered. “But how did they know?” His voice trailed off as, emerging from the billowing dust cloud like blood from a wound, a vast army of red-clad archers appeared within the gaping hole which had been blown in the Forbiddence wall.


 
   
  
 

 Part 5: Survivor


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25: Orinai 
 
    “Those who attain any of the third and highest of the Iterations are granted solace within the first hell, according to our beliefs. Though this scholar promised not to delve into religion, it is the driving force of the movement along the Iterations and the means by which the reincarnations of our former lives can speak with us in dream.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel pushed through the throng of confused Roterralar, dread spreading through her like an icy torrent of water. Someone growled something at her, but Lhaurel ignored it and instinctively drew on her powers. She knew using her own blood would be counter-productive in the long run, leaving her weak after she released it, but she needed the extra strength and clarity now, in the face of what she saw unfolding before her. 
 
    Red-clad archers poured out of the gap in the Forbiddence like a bleeding wound. Here and there along the line Lhaurel could see larger men, ones with the same sense of solidity to their build and movements that Nikanor and Beryl shared. They fell into a posture that made them seem to merge with the stone of the Forbiddence itself upon which they trod. She recognized them, both from their similarity to Nikanor and her readings from the scrolls. Earth Wards. It must have been them who had brought down the Forbiddence. Lhaurel pushed passed the last stunned onlookers and broke into an open space for a few moments before coming up alongside Gavin, Samsin, and Khari. More archers poured down the gap. Now that she was clear of the press of aevians and people, Lhaurel realized that the gap was downward sloped, as if the army pouring into the Sharani Desert had to descend from a great height. 
 
    “Talk to me, Samsin,” Gavin demanded, his voice cracking like a whip with the urgency of his words. Lhaurel glanced sidelong at him, but her eyes immediately returned to the army. More warriors came down. 
 
    “Earth Wards,” Samsin said, voice soft. “Those there are Earth Wards. They’ll keep Beryl from blowing this place as long as the Sisters are here.” His voice caught at that, but Gavin made a pointed grunt and Samsin continued. “The archers are the Sisters’ Bleeders.” 
 
    “Bleeders?” Lhaurel asked. A small voice whispered in the back of her mind, telling her she already knew what he’d say. She had to hear it for herself though. Samsin turned to look down at her, his white-blonde hair whipping in the slight breeze and dancing across his regal face. 
 
    “They don’t aim to kill,” Samsin said. “They only want to wound. Anyone that gets hit by an arrow is drained instantly of blood by one of the Sisters. They call it justice and proof of their right to rule our religion and the Progressions.” 
 
    “What?” Gavin asked, though Lhaurel understood. 
 
    “They use the blood to fuel their power and then turn it against the brethren of the very men they killed. You get killed, literally, by your own blood.” 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered, remembering the Oasis, remembering the old man, moments from death, she’d been forced to use as a means to kill the genesauri. She remembered feeling Shallee’s pain, remembered the feeling of hundreds dying in the Oasis. How could those monsters feel all that and still act the way they did? Lhaurel felt sick and angry at the same time. 
 
    “What can we do?” Gavin asked, looking from Samsin, who had lost all the arrogance and condescension from his voice, to Khari. “What can we do, Samsin?” 
 
    Samsin shrugged. “There’s nothing you can do except sit here and wait for the Sisters’ judgment.” With that, Samsin turned and strode a short distance away, head bowed. He reached into a pocket of his robes and pulled out a small round medallion before dropping to his knees in the sand. Behind Lhaurel, someone started to cry, which sparked others to join. 
 
    Lhaurel, awash in her powers, felt the fear permeating through the Roterralar like sand after a sandstorm. Even without her powers, Lhaurel was sure she could have felt the fear; it was that palpable. 
 
    Gavin looked over at Samsin, his mouth working, then back to Khari, who still hadn’t said anything. 
 
    The woman finally blinked and seemed to come to her senses. “Gavin?” she asked. 
 
    Lhaurel felt her inner calm, brought on by the powers she was holding, tremble and threaten to give way at the absolute despair and hopelessness in Khari’s voice. The Matron of the Roterralar was the rock upon which Lhaurel had built most of her foundation. Especially now, after everything that had gone on, Khari was the one person Lhaurel could always turn to. She was immovable. She was solid. 
 
    She’d given up. 
 
    “Gather everyone, Khari,” Gavin said, recognizing the need to take charge. “And move back. They’re not attacking yet.” 
 
    “Lhaurel can save us, like she did with the genesauri, can’t she?” Khari asked, looking over at her. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a rush of panic and a great weight settling on her shoulder. Gavin looked over at her as well, hope in his eyes. 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” Lhaurel stammered, honestly unsure if she could duplicate what she’d done. She didn’t even really understand how she’d done it in the first place. What she’d read told her that what she’d done was impossible, even for one of the Seven Sisters. “It doesn’t work like that. I mean, I can’t get it to do what I want when I want it yet.” 
 
    Gavin swallowed hard and made a good show of not reacting, though Lhaurel could sense his disappointment. 
 
    He turned to Khari. “Get the woman and children who can’t fight to the back. Get Cobb and some of the others to help you.” 
 
    Khari nodded absently and walked off, not a trace of hurry in her step. Lhaurel scurried over to Gavin. 
 
    “What do we do?” Lhaurel whispered. “There are only a few dozen of us and only a handful of mystics that can fight.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can’t?” Gavin made a vague gesture and Lhaurel shook her head. Gavin nodded again and his jaw firmed. He rocked his head back a few times as if stretching his neck. 
 
    “What do we do, Gavin?” Lhaurel repeated. “If we get a good plan going, maybe we can figure this out.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can,” a voice said. Lhaurel turned to see the man she’d broken walking up behind her. His face was wan and his eyes wider than they should have been, but he suppressed his fear well. 
 
    “Who are you?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Darryn.” 
 
    “Ok, Darryn,” Gavin said, turning to the man. “You’re a mystic, right? Gather the other mystics and meet me back here. They aren’t attacking yet, but we need to have a plan when they do.” 
 
    Lhaurel noticed he didn’t say if. Silently, she agreed with him, realization gripping her with shadowed fingers. She let her powers fade, feeling the latent exhaustion pile in. The pain in her leg returned and a throbbing headache threatened at her temples. Why now? Still, a small voice in her head knew a battle was coming. There would be plenty of time then to draw on additional fuel for her powers. No! No. She would never do that. Not again. She was not a monster. She was a Rahuli and she would fight and die defending them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I need at least two of you watching that army at all times,” Gavin said. “Cobb, you’re in charge of making sure the women and children are kept calm and they stay behind anyone who can defend them. Khari will help you with that.” The old man nodded, expression neutral, but his white hair was plastered to his face by sweat. “The rest of you I need to fly as many trips as you can out to the clans and bring as many of them back with you as you can before we lose the light.” 
 
    “What about them?” one of the men asked, jutting his chin toward the vast sea of red. His question was echoed in the expressions of everyone else in the circle, even Lhaurel, who had found a sword somewhere and belted it on. 
 
    “They’re not going anywhere,” Gavin said, resting a hand on the pommel of his greatsword, which he’d retrieved from Nabil’s back. “It’s nearly dark. Unless they have the ability to see in the dark, they’ll be just as blind as us. I don’t think they’ll attack.” 
 
    Gavin held the man’s gaze for a long moment, trying to convey as much confidence as he could muster. It was difficult, but he knew that’s what they needed. 
 
    Eventually the man nodded, apparently satisfied. Farah flashed Gavin a brief smile when his eyes passed over her, which gave him a small boost of confidence. 
 
    “Alright then,” Gavin said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The majority of the group moved to leave, but one woman lingered. “What about Maugier’s clan?” she asked. 
 
    Gavin looked over at her and tried to not breathe a sigh of frustration. Maugier’s clan. Gavin still hadn’t figured out what to do about them. If he sent another messenger, they would just get ignored. He really needed to either go himself or have Khari go, but they were both needed here. Gavin pursed his lips and ran a hand through his dusty, matted hair. 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope they’ll come, but right now we can’t spare the men or aevians to go warn them or convince them to come. Everyone in the Sharani Desert saw the section of the Forbiddence come down. If they’ve any sense, they’ll come now.” 
 
    “I can go,” the woman volunteered. Gavin regarded the woman, noticing her trembling hands and the stony set of her jaw. Some of the others who had turned to leave turned back to witness the exchange. 
 
    “We need to save as many as we can,” Gavin said. “I don’t know if we can spare you. What connection do you have to the Maugier’s clan? Family?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “My sister and mother are with them,” she said. “Please.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his chin. “Go. If you can’t convince him tonight, you get back here by first light tomorrow. If we’re still alive then, we’ll need you.” 
 
    The woman nodded and, to Gavin’s surprise, snapped a fist to her breast in a salute. Gavin nodded to her and she spun on her heel in the sand and hurried to her aevian. They were in the air in moments. 
 
    “What are the rest of you waiting for?” Gavin asked, looking around at the others. They broke apart immediately, even Cobb, who snapped a salute at Gavin, then left, leaving Gavin alone. Gavin looked around and frowned. Where had Lhaurel gotten off to? He searched the group, but didn’t see her. Instead, his eyes fell on Samsin, who still knelt in the sand a half-dozen spans away, fiddling with the medallion in his hands. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel made her way through the mothers and children, careful not to jostle anyone. Not that it was hard to get through them. They made way before her easily. Her scarlet hair and nails made her easily recognizable and, even among the Roterralar, she was considered something of an oddity. 
 
    Lhaurel ignored them all, instead focusing her attention on finding Khari. Gavin’s plan was fine. It was probably even the right one. But what Lhaurel needed right now was a little stability, and that meant snapping Khari out of whatever stupor she was in. Thankfully, in such a small group, the woman was not hard to find. Khari sat in the sand alongside Shallee, the small former outcast woman nursing her baby as she carried on a running stream of one-sided conversation with Khari. 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what all is going on here, but at least we’re safe for now then, aren’t we?” Shallee said, smiling over at Lhaurel as she took a seat in the sand next to Khari. “I mean, there’s no sense getting all worked up about something that hasn’t happened yet, is there?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lhaurel said, though her words sounded hollow in her own mind. “Gavin’s worked up a plan. We should have the rest of the clans here by morning. We’ll have more people to help us in the fight.” 
 
    Near them, aevians called softly back and forth to one another where they nestled in the sand. Even the unbonded ones stayed close, though they were subdued. 
 
    “Really?” Shallee asked, moving her child over to the other side so he could continue to suckle. “That’s good. We’ll be safe until then.” 
 
    Khari frowned at this and turned her head over to look at the woman. “Safe? For over forty years I got used to dealing with the set pattern of the Dormancy and Migration. Nine months of life followed by three of terror. I devoted my life to the protection of the Rahuli people and to the Roterralar. Makin and I even gave up on having children of our own. As the years went by, the Roterralar warriors became our children, to an extent. What kind of a mother am I now?” Khari’s gaze shifted over to Lhaurel and her expression softened for a moment. Then it hardened again. “I thought we were safe when the genesauri were gone. I thought. I hoped . . . what can I do against this now?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not so bleak as all that.” Shallee said, though Lhaurel was inclined to disagree. “Lhaurel destroyed the genesauri, right? She can protect us now, if we need it, can’t she?” The woman looked to Lhaurel expectantly. 
 
    “I—” Lhaurel began, but Khari cut her off. 
 
    “No,” Khari snapped, fire returning to her voice. “She can’t. Her mind has barely begun to heal from the effort last time. No. This battle we fight on our own. I must protect my children.” Khari straightened suddenly and her lips formed a hard line. She got to her feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to speak to Gavin about his plans.” 
 
    Lhaurel watched her go, grateful Khari had returned to normal, but also recognizing the woman’s lies for what they were. Though Khari’s confident, commanding posture and presence had returned, the woman’s eyes were dull, the fires of hope and resilience within them dim. Lhaurel rested hand on her sword, a deep desire to help Khari blossoming in her chest. Maybe she could save them in the heat of the battle, as she had last time. 
 
    No! 
 
    “What do they even want, anyway?” Shallee asked, most of the brightness gone from her voice now that Khari had gone. 
 
    “All that was a show then?” Lhaurel asked. “Just to get Khari back on her feet?” 
 
    Shallee shrugged, which upset the baby. “And what were you doing just now, may I ask?” 
 
    Lhaurel shot the woman a wan smile. Shallee returned it, then glanced back at the assembled army in what remained of the sunlight. The red-clothed archers were busy setting up tents in neat rows, working around the Earth Wards as if they were stone statues instead of men. “We all do what we can to help our parents, even if they’re only surrogate ones.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, looking back over at Khari’s retreating form. Khari had done so much for her, as had the Rahuli people. There had to be a way to protect them. Lhaurel glanced back down at Shallee and found the woman smiling down at her child, who gazed up at her with wide, wet, innocent eyes. Lhaurel remembered feeling Shallee’s pain that day that seemed so long ago now. The pain one goes through for their children. Khari’s pain came from there as well, though her children didn’t even know they were such. 
 
    “Lhaurel?” 
 
    Lhaurel looked over. “Hmm?” 
 
    “What do you suppose they want?” 
 
    Lhaurel opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again as Nikanor’s words came back to her. “Me,” she whispered. 
 
    Nikanor had said they would kill her to hide their lies. But what if . . . a plan formed in Lhaurel’s mind, one that made her hands tremble and her entire body shake. Lhaurel took a few deep breaths, steadying herself, then slowly unclenched her fists. If it all worked out, she could save the Rahuli people. If it didn’t, well, what did she have to lose? 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Talk to me, Samsin,” Gavin said again, grabbing the man on the shoulder and trying to turn the massive man to face him. “I need some answers.” 
 
    Samsin pulled out of Gavin’s grip with surprising ease, seeming to shrug and turn away at the same time. “Leave me to my prayers, slave boy,” Samsin said softly. “If I am to start the incarnation process over again tomorrow, I want to rise to the next Iteration this time.” 
 
    Gavin ran his hand through his hair in frustration, and blew out a long breath. “If you just answer my questions, maybe we can figure out a way that doesn’t involve us dying either from this whole desert being obliterated or shot by arrows and drained of our blood.” 
 
    Samsin spun back to face Gavin, face contorted with emotion. Gavin was surprised to see tears in Samsin’s eyes. “Nikanor is giving himself up for you. He’s gone. Do you understand? Let me mourn our passing in peace.” 
 
    Gavin swallowed and then nodded.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26: Desperation 
 
    “The Iterations, the Schema, they are not simply paths to a different power. They are more than that. They are the paths to the salvation of souls. They show all of us what we are striving for. The Seven Sisters show us how to attain them, or should, in a perfect world.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Lhaurel walked through the sands on silent feet, her limp all but gone. The ease at which she’d been able to escape the makeshift Roterralar camp had surprised her, but then, they were busy helping the aevian riders unload passengers from the other clans so they could try and get back out there for more before the sun fully set. 
 
    Lhaurel shivered in the growing darkness, wrapping her arms around herself. Cold came quickly in the darkness, though it was probably only relative to how warm it was when the sun was out. She chewed on her bottom lip as she strode toward the army arrayed at the foot of the Forbiddence, careful to stick to the shadows so she wouldn’t be spotted for as long as possible. She didn’t want to get stuck by an arrow before she could speak to the Sisters. 
 
    The plan was reckless. It relied too much on information that could very well be false. But it was the only chance they had. They were relying on her to save them. Despite what Khari had said, despite everything Gavin claimed, she could see it in their eyes. They wanted her to save them. After what she’d done to the genesauri, how could they not look to her for salvation again? But Lhaurel wasn’t going to pay that price again. No, Nikanor had said they were here for her, or they would kill everyone once they found her to cover their charade. Lhaurel hoped to bargain for something better. 
 
    An arrow screamed through the sky, nearly hitting her. Lhaurel jumped and broke into a run, not away from the arrow, but toward it. 
 
    “How dare you fire upon one of the Seven Sisters!” Lhaurel shouted, hoping it would work long enough for her to get into their view. It was stupid, dangerous, and foolish, but no additional arrows came. There was still barely enough light to see she was alone, now that she was no longer hugging the sides of dunes and trying to hide from view. 
 
    A row of sentries appeared before her, seeming to materialize out of the gloom. Behind them, Lhaurel could make out the tents constructed there and the score or so Earth Wards still retaining their statuesque stances in between. Lhaurel studied the sentries as they dashed toward her. Each was clad in red capes and conical steel caps, quivers full of arrows strapped to their backs. Each carried a massive bow in one hand. To a man, they were tall and muscular, as tall as the tallest Rahuli warrior, but they weren’t even close to Samsin or Nikanor’s massive height. Were there different types of Orinai, just like the Rahuli were divided into clans? 
 
    They surrounded her, arrow tips inches from her face. One of the men produced a torch and lit it with an ornate striker. Lhaurel squinted against the sudden flaring light, raising her hand to block the light. The torchlight glinted off her blood-red nails and hair. Immediately weapons were lowered and the archers all took a collective step back. 
 
    The one holding the torch cleared his throat, proffered a hasty bow, and said something that Lhaurel didn’t understand. Were they talking in another language? 
 
    “Take me to my Sisters,” Lhaurel said. She held her breath, hoping he would understand. Nikanor and Samsin had spoken in her language, hadn’t they? A bead of sweat formed on her brow and slid down the side of her face. 
 
    The torch bearer’s eyebrows rose into his dark black hair and his eyes widened. They shone a pale green in the light. “Your pardon, Honored Sister,” the man said in the Rahuli tongue, though with a heavy accent. “We meant no dishonor. We did not know you were here. Your Sisters did not tell us to expect another.” He swallowed and licked his lips, though his posture returned to rigid straightness and his expression melted back into the soldier’s nondescript stare. 
 
    Lhaurel felt something relax inside her and she let out the breath she’d been holding. She also released her grip on her powers, which she’d grasped at in desperation when the torch-bearer’s eyebrows had risen. For the first time, Lhaurel was grateful for her blood-red hair and nails. 
 
    “Take me to my Sisters,” Lhaurel said again. 
 
    “Yes, Sister,” Torch-bearer said, bowing low. He gestured curtly and the other archers formed up around her into two long lines. They kept their eyes forward, not looking over at her or out to either side. The torch bearer took up a position in front of Lhaurel at the head of the two lines. “Would you care for me to fetch you a chair, Sister?” 
 
    A chair? 
 
    “No thank you.” 
 
    The man shifted from one foot to the other, clearly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Would you like us to fetch you a steed, perhaps?” he asked. 
 
    “I will walk,” Lhaurel said, as calmly as she could muster. 
 
    The torch-bearer nodded. 
 
    Lhaurel walked along in the middle of the two lines as they approached the tents, physically forcing herself to remain calm. The first part of her plan—and honestly the part which had the greatest chance of going wrong and making the entire gamble completely meaningless—had gone surprisingly well, mostly due to the power of the Seven Sisters’ reputation and Lhaurel’s hair color. But what about when she met with the very women who inspired such terror and ultimate respect? Lhaurel bit the inside of her bottom lip, not wanting to ruin the imperious image she was trying to convey. 
 
    They strode through the camp, more red-clad archers giving way before them, not one pausing to make mockery of her or protest the group’s movement through their ranks. The only thing Lhaurel’s little procession moved for was an Earth Ward. They passed around him, pushing aside a group of red-clad soldiers who were in the process of getting a fire going using a wood that Lhaurel didn’t recognize and that had a sharp, spicy scent. 
 
    Lhaurel ignored the throng of bodies, the smells of so many people in the same place. They walked, clambering up the broken stones as if they were steps, as more red-clad soldiers passed down to one side, moving out onto the sands and setting up tents on either side of those already erected. Lhaurel had never seen so many people in one place. 
 
    She turned her thoughts back to the reasons she was doing this. Images of Shallee and her baby passed through her mind, of Khari, Gavin, Farah, Tieran, Makin Qays, Fahkiri. They danced through her mind and strengthened her as she walked. 
 
    Eventually, they reached the top of the stand of rocks, now in full darkness except for the torch held before them. A massive pavilion of red material stood there, a stream of people coming in and out. Half a dozen massive Orinai stood outside it, some with blond hair and others with dark or grey, but each as large and tall as Samsin or Nikanor had been. 
 
    Lhaurel steeled herself against the cold and the shivers which threatened to creep up her spine. A strange white powder covered the ground, which crunched underfoot and soaked through her boots. 
 
    She’d long since been forced to draw on her powers to keep up her strength. She felt each of the Earth Wards and Storm Wards, but what was more, a deep, powerful perversion emanated from the pavilion. The feeling of wrongness was so profound that Lhaurel had to swallow hard to keep her stomach from emptying itself. 
 
    The procession stopped, but acting on instinct, Lhaurel continued forward, passing the torch-bearer without a word. It seemed like the right thing to do. One of the massive, blond-haired Storm Wards moved to stop her, white energy crackling up his arm in instant. In a tight grey shirt, pristine white vest, and black leather pants stretched tight over a muscular frame, the Orinai mystic cut an imposing figure. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t stop. Instead, she gathered her courage and raised her gaze to meet the man’s eye, pointedly flipping her curly red hair over one shoulder with one hand. Color drained from the Storm Ward’s face in a rush, like the flesh stripped off a carcass by a pack of sailfins. He stepped back, muttering something in the language Lhaurel didn’t understand. She kept her gaze on him until he dropped his eyes to the ground and fell into a bow. Some of the others, noticing his movements, fell into bows of their own when they noticed her. Only one of them stood up long enough to have a look of confusion cross his face. Nodding once, Lhaurel strode forward and, pushing aside the canvas door, stepped into the lighted pavilion, steeling herself against the feeling of revulsion spinning in her stomach. 
 
    The room was lit by over a dozen lanterns suspended from the poles which held the massive pavilion up. Lhaurel was immediately struck by the warmth and cleanliness within, a stark contrast to the freezing cold outside. The room was empty, save for three extremely tall, thin women with blood-red hair sitting in high-backed chairs directly across from her. At least, Lhaurel thought they were women. 
 
    Blood-red hair hung from scalps so white they appeared almost like bone. Their eyes shone with a deep reddish luster, though they were varied in color in the center. Their features were young, though the eyes and expressions hinted that the appearance was deceiving. Though they sat, they were all tall, taller than Lhaurel even by several feet, their figures curvy and voluptuous. 
 
    Upon seeing Lhaurel, the center woman smiled, revealing teeth that had been sharpened to points. She tapped a long wooden walking staff that lay across her chair with one long, blood-red nail. Lhaurel couldn’t help but shudder. 
 
    “So,” the center Sister said, “it is true.” 
 
    Lhaurel wondered that they were speaking her tongue. 
 
    The Sister on the left nodded and made a gesture with one hand. A short man, clad only in a white vest and leggings, appeared from another door in the pavilion’s canvas just behind the Sisters. “Send everyone away,” she said. “We will have privacy. Remove everyone from hearing range.” 
 
    The servant scurried away. 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips, her throat and mouth a barren desert. She cleared her throat. “I have come to negotiate on behalf of my people.” 
 
    “Your people?” the Sister on the right asked, laughing. “Oh child, your people are before you.” 
 
    The other two Sisters laughed as well. Lhaurel heard movement from outside as those near the pavilion moved away from it, as instructed. A bead of sweat dripped down Lhaurel’s forehead and slid passed her ear. 
 
    “The Rahuli,” Lhaurel said, her voice a hoarse whisper. “I have come to bargain for their lives.” 
 
    “They are of no consequence, child,” the center Sister said. “Tell us, have you been having dreams?” 
 
    Dreams? 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to form cogent thoughts. They hadn’t killed her yet, had even seemed to have expected her. 
 
    “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” Lhaurel said, playing for more time as her mind slowly worked over the information she had available. “You seem to have been expecting me?” 
 
    “Expecting? No, I wouldn’t say that at all. Did we hope we’d find you when we came? Yes. Why else would we have taken an entire month on this wretched journey? We left this place over a thousand years ago, left it to rot within its own decay and mildew as it turned from the true Progressions. Why would we have come back, if not to find you again?” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked, more confused than ever. They’d known she’d be here? A thousand years? What were they talking about? Hadn’t Nikanor and Samsin been surprised to find her here? 
 
    “Now look, you’ve gone and confused her, Sellia,” the Sister on the right said. “Of course she doesn’t know anything about that. You can’t really expect the slaves to remember anything at all, can you?” 
 
    The Sister on the left snorted and Sellia, the center Sister, frowned and narrowed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. She stands before us radiating with the power of the Sisters. She is Elyana’s newest incarnation. We must take her home.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the two other Sisters said together. 
 
    “We will teach her our ways, return her to the fold,” Sellia said with a smile of pointed teeth. “She will renew her Progression and replace the sitter.” Her deep, blue eyes glinted in the lamplight. “Let us bind her.” 
 
    “Wait!” Lhaurel said, a note of terror creeping into her voice as she sensed all three of the women reaching for their power, a vast reservoir of strength flowing through them that made anything she’d channeled seem like a spit in the wind by comparison. “I will go with you, whatever you want. You don’t have to bind me. I’ll do whatever you ask of me. Just let the Rahuli go.” 
 
    “Go?” the Sister on the left said. “Why ever should we? They’re slaves, descendants of rebels who slew one of our very Sisters through your past betrayal.” 
 
    My past betrayal? 
 
    Elyana had betrayed the Sisters, not Lhaurel. She pushed that thought aside, ignoring everything but the three women sitting before her, radiating power yet sitting there as if nothing of any real importance was going on. 
 
    “Indeed. If they had simply left that sword in the rock, they never would have triggered the alert we left behind. They have chosen their own fate, my dear.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt the three women acting as one, reaching toward her with their collective strength. Desperately, Lhaurel pulled at her power, but the three Sisters brushed aside her efforts as if she were a child fighting a sailfin. They entered her mind, her body, her blood. Pain erupted from every part of her body at once. She screamed. 
 
    “Tell the armies to pull back out of this place,” Sellia said. Lhaurel heard the words as if from a great distance as waves of pain coursed through her. She felt as if her blood was on fire, her very skin alight with flame. “Bring the Bleeders back except for the Seventh Phala. They can deliver our message for us. Let Beryl destroy them in this eruption. Let him destroy the very people he once saved. Take her to one of the wagons when she’s subdued.” 
 
    Blackness closed in around Lhaurel. “No,” she whispered, dropping to the floor. Her last fleeting thought as she succumbed to the pain and power thrumming through her was that she’d failed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The vulcanist who had once been Beryl roared as flames licked at his body, but left his skin untouched, whole, and unburned. Beryl had kept him contained—mostly—for centuries, shutting him away in a tiny corner of his mind with the other past and future incarnations and Iterations. Now others blocked his powers. He could feel the Earth Wards working in concert to keep the stone, metal and earth intact above the roiling, beautiful magma deep within the volcano’s belly. They strove together to keep him contained. 
 
    The vulcanist laughed. He was finally out. He would not be contained again. He fought against the Earth Wards and, eventually, began to win out as they dropped out of the fight one by one, until only the first remained.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: Power 
 
    “The blood mages, the Seven Sisters, link us all to the paths we trod. They are the connecting force of the Iterations. They hold the ultimate power.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin awoke as Farah stirred in his arms. He blinked blearily, his mind momentarily a second behind his body, then sat up, careful not to wake Farah. It was still dark, but there was a faint reddish glow resting on the eastern horizon and the stars were starting to fade in the night sky. It had been a long night, and it took several long yawns and stretches to fully banish the sleep from his eyes and mind. 
 
    The aevian riders had gone out and brought back as many as they could until the sun had fully fallen. Gavin had maintained a careful watch on the enemy army as Khari had taken charge of making sure everyone got bedded down for the night, Roterralar and Rahuli alike. As Gavin had observed before, there was unity in fear, and unity in a common enemy. 
 
    Evrouin’s clan had stumbled in a few hours after nightfall, the warlord himself leading them in by following the glowing lights of fires that blazed from the enemy encampment. Once during the night, shortly before the other clan had arrived, the ground had shaken and trembled. Gavin had thought they’d be too late, that Nikanor had lost his silent vigil, but the shaking had subsided after a moment. It wasn’t long after that the second clan had arrived, and Farah had found her way over to him. She fell asleep with her head in his lap, and he’d succumbed to exhaustion shortly thereafter. 
 
    Gavin got to his feet as the first few tendrils of dawn pierced the deep blue sky above. He stretched and looked at the slumbering forms around him. Dozens were already awake, though Gavin questioned whether or not many of them had even slept at all. Maugier’s clan still hadn’t arrived. 
 
    They were still alive though, that was something. Nikanor and the other Earth Wards had been able to keep the Sharani Desert from exploding, at least for now. Now they only had to worry about the armies of Orinai blocking their way. One problem down, just to be faced with another. 
 
    Gavin yawned, scratched at his growing beard to get the sand out of it, and then walked toward the sentries. He might as well go see how large the army had gotten during the night. 
 
    A few of the aevians called to one another from the outskirts of the group. Gavin looked over at them, spotting Nabil by himself to one side. Gavin shook his head. Why did Nabil insist on holding himself apart from the others of his kind? 
 
    Samsin lay a few spans away, head on a blanket, white-blond hair splayed out across the red sand. 
 
    Gavin shook his head again and then looked out to where the Orinai army had formed up. He blinked. Army? Fires still smoldered in the dim light, but no tents remained. Gavin had heard a commotion from the camp for a short while. Had that been them leaving? Only a hundred or so red-clad archers stood in formation in front of where the army had been. One man stood in front of the others, though he was clad all in white. 
 
    Gavin hurried up to the sentries. Darryn noticed him coming and met him partway. 
 
    “When did this happen?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Darryn shrugged. “Nearest we can tell, sometime in the night. Those ones have been standing there since it got light enough for us to see again.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come get me?” 
 
    “There didn’t really seem to be a need,” Darryn said. “They’re just standing there. Besides, you and the girl . . .” He trailed off and then shrugged. 
 
    Gavin ignored that part, though he felt himself flush slightly. “Go get Khari and Cobb. Then wake Samsin on your way back.” 
 
    “I’m here already, boy,” Cobb said, walking up behind him. “These damnable beasts don’t allow my old mind much rest to try and sleep.” 
 
    “Go get the others, then,” Gavin said, nodding at Darryn. The man nodded and hurried off. 
 
    “He’s a good man, that one,” Cobb said. “If a bit stubborn.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t say anything. He kept his eyes forward, watching the red-clad archers simply standing there. Where had the rest of the army gone? Were the Earth Wards still helping keep Beryl in check or was Nikanor on his own once again? Why had that man been so willing to sacrifice himself for them? 
 
    Before too long, Darryn returned with Khari and a grumbling Samsin. The man looked even more disheveled, blond hair a matted mess sticking to one side of his face. The grumbling stopped as he got alongside Gavin and looked out over the remains of the army. He swore. 
 
    “Storms and seas unite!” he cursed. “That’s an Honor Squad.” 
 
    “A what?” Cobb demanded at the same time that Khari said, “I can’t find Lhaurel anywhere.” 
 
    Gavin held up a hand to quiet Khari and turned to look at Samsin, waiting for his answer to Cobb’s question. 
 
    “An Honor Squad,” Samsin said. “They leave behind a squad of Bleeders to deliver a message and allow a worthy enemy their final honors before death. When the sun appears on the horizon, the one in white will deliver the final message, then the archers will kill everyone here.” 
 
    “What honor is there in that?” Cobb demanded, voice quivering with anger and emotion. 
 
    Samsin turned to look at him. “The honor is being allowed to die on your own, without becoming fuel for the Sisters.” 
 
    Cobb snapped his mouth shut. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop them then,” Darryn said. “We can rush them from above and kill them before they have a chance to shoot us down.” 
 
    “They’ll just shoot you out of the sky,” Khari interrupted. “You’ll lose both the aevians and their riders.” 
 
    “Would you rather just sit here and die?” 
 
    Khari’s eyes narrowed. “What I’m saying is that we need a better plan. What range do those archers have, Orinai?” 
 
    Samsin looked down at her, lips pursed, expression affronted. “You can’t attack an Honor Squad.” 
 
    “What range, Samsin?” Gavin asked in a level voice. 
 
    "Fifty paces for accuracy. But they don’t have to get as close as that. They just fire in a massive cloud of arrows from far away.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Gavin said, ignoring the look of incredulity that still clouded Samsin’s chiseled features. “We’ve got about twenty minutes before the sun gets over the edge of the Forbiddence. Listen closely.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fifteen minutes later a score of aevians rose into the air, riders on their backs. The Bleeders, upon seeing this, started advancing. 
 
    “So much for stealth,” Cobb said with a chuckle. 
 
    He stood next to Gavin, sword in hand. A line of warriors stretched out to his left. More were on Gavin’s right. There weren’t many of them, only about ninety or a hundred. The rest of the Rahuli people, the women and children, retreated. Samsin stood in the line next to Gavin, though he kept muttering about impossibilities and dishonor. 
 
    “How do you miss a great massive bird flying around in the sky?” Samsin snapped. “Of course there’s not going to be any stealth.” 
 
    “It worked for the Roterralar for a thousand years,” Khari said from the other side of Samsin. 
 
    Gavin chuckled and Samsin muttered something under his breath. It felt good to laugh. Gavin had had so few opportunities for it lately. The large Storm Ward still disagreed with their plan, but had agreed to help them anyway. As he’d put it, it was better than simply giving up. 
 
    As the aevians climbed higher, the Bleeders broke into a run, narrowing the gap as quickly as they could. A small part broke off and stopped, loosing arrows up at the aevians. They fell miserably short, but it would only be a matter of moments before the bulk of the army was within firing range of Gavin and those with him. Gavin heard muttered whispers dance through the line of people and looked up at the aevians. 
 
    “A hundred paces,” Cobb yelled. 
 
    The aevians climbed high into the air. The riders, led by Farah and another of the mystics, carefully turned and climbed up out of the range of the archers below. Several of them readied the bundled blankets each carried with them. 
 
    “Eighty paces!” 
 
    Gavin felt Samsin drawing energy into himself through the sands, a tingling sensation running through Gavin’s body and up his arms. Gavin drew his greatsword and reached inside himself as well, pulling on the energy already flowing around him. His arms erupted into white sparks and crackling bands of energy at the same time that Samsin’s did. 
 
    “Sixty paces!” 
 
    The aevian riders hurled their bundles over the side of their aevian’s backs. Rocks, daggers, bits of metal, and misshapen, heavy lumps of crockery and anything heavy they could find plummeted through the air toward the heads of the Bleeders beneath just as the red-clothed soldiers halted in formation and readied their bows. 
 
    “Now!” Gavin shouted. 
 
    The rocks and assorted falling objects hit the bleeder Honor Squad at the same time that Gavin and the rest of the Rahuli Warriors surged forward in a rush, shouting at the top of their lungs. Dozens of the Orinai men were struck, falling with brushed skulls or with something sharp sticking from some soft bit of their anatomy. Not all of them went down, however. At least two score arrows left strings and screamed toward the oncoming Rahuli. 
 
    Gavin felt a thrill of fear as time seemed to slow. Screams filled the air, both from the crushed Orinai army and the Rahuli, though theirs were screams full of fear rather than pain. The arrows fell. Rahuli fell. Gavin screamed and pulled ahead of the others, matching Samsin’s longer strides pace for pace. They closed the distance between them and the remaining Bleeders before a second wave of arrows could be launched. Gavin spared only half a thought for those who had fallen behind him. More would die if he didn’t stop them now. 
 
    Samsin crashed into the line with a sound like thunder. Gavin, one step behind him, noticed that the Bleeders weren’t as tall as Samsin, nor as muscular, though they were larger than the average Rahuli. Then a bolt of ragged energy burst from Samsin’s fingers and tore into a cluster of Bleeders on the verge of shooting another wave of arrows. The smell of char mingled with the salty tang of sweat, fear, and pain. 
 
    Gavin crashed into one of the bleeders who was still standing, his greatsword leading the way. They collided with resounding force and toppled to the ground. Gavin flared his powers, driving the energy down his blade and into the man that had landed beneath him. Anger and confusion melted to terror in the Orinai’s eyes as Gavin stared down into them. Green eyes. Human eyes. Eyes that clouded over in death even as Gavin watched. Then he tore his sword free of the Bleeder’s chest. He was up moments later, joining with the wave of Rahuli warriors who fell upon the red-clad remnants of the Honor Squad. 
 
    Samsin roared and fired another bolt of energy through the crowd. Gavin felt the hairs on his arm stand on end and his own inner powers and energy pulsed with the crackling beam branching off from Samsin’s upraised fingers. 
 
    Something slammed into Gavin’s shoulder. Gavin spun around as pain blossomed along his right arm and down his back. One of the Bleeders who Gavin had thought dead, stood just a few paces behind him, bow still upraised, string slowly reverberating back and forth. Had he just been shot? 
 
    The Bleeder reached for another arrow. Gavin drew upon his powers, drawing energy into himself like a cloth wicking liquid from a pail. He poured it into the greatsword in his hand until it crackled and pulsed like a living thing. Then he threw it, ignoring the fire of pain that lanced through his back as the arrow sprouting from his shoulder dug just a little deeper into his flesh, working toward bone. 
 
    The Bleeder froze with his hand halfway to his quiver, eyes widening slightly. Then the sword took him in the chest. For a moment, the sword crackled with surging light, the buried hilt deep in the Bleeder’s chest. Then the smell of char grew stronger and the man toppled into the sand. 
 
    Gavin stumbled forward and pulled his sword from the man’s chest, groaning now at the pain. He considered yanking the arrow free, but thought better of it. Gripping the sword in his left hand, Gavin turned to survey the battle. 
 
    What was left of the Honor Squad fought hand to hand with the Rahuli, who now outnumbered them at least three to one. Here and there, Gavin noticed a Rahuli body among the fallen with a rush of anger, guilt, and sorrow, but the majority of the bodies that littered the ground were Orinai. The soft hum of pain buzzed through the air accompanied the greater staccato clangs of battle. 
 
    “Gavin!” 
 
    It was Khari’s voice. Gavin turned toward the sound, expecting to see Khari walking toward him. Instead he saw her forcing the white-robed messenger forward at the point of her sword, the man’s face cut and bleeding, several other wounds slowly staining his clothes. Gavin realized he was still holding onto his powers as he raised a hand and noticed the faint dancing sparks bouncing across his fingertips. He dismissed them as the white-clothed Orinai came to stop before him. 
 
    The man’s face bore the same chiseled quality as Samsin’s did, but without the extra muscular physique. Despite being held at sword point, the man held his chin up and met Gavin’s gaze without flinching. It probably helped that he was over a foot taller than Gavin, though he didn’t let that intimidate him. Gavin had an arrow sticking out of his back, after all. He thought that certainly leveled their respective internal strength. 
 
    “Tell him what you told me,” Khari hissed, prodding him with her sword hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    The man didn’t flinch. He remained silent. 
 
    “They’ve got Lhaurel,” Khari supplied for him. “They took her with them. That’s why I couldn’t find here before.” 
 
    “Took her? Samsin said they wanted to kill her.” 
 
    At this, the white-clothed man reacted slightly, a minor shift of his gaze to one side. Gavin watched the man closely, but didn’t get any other reaction. 
 
    “We’ve got to go after her,” Khari demanded. “They’ll only be a short distance away. If we can move quickly enough, we should be able to get in there and rescue her.” 
 
    Gavin winced as fresh pain washed over him. He opened his mouth to protest the ridiculousness of that plan, when the earth rocked beneath his feet and a massive crack rent the air. The ground surged and rolled, nearly knocking Gavin from his feet. Khari cried out, though Gavin had gotten turned about by the rocking earth and didn’t see her. The ground surged again, then stilled. Gavin licked his lips, suddenly nervous even though they’d won the battle. 
 
    He turned back to Khari. She lay prone on the ground, her own sword through her belly. The white-clothed man was halfway to the Forbiddence wall already, clothing flapping in the wind. 
 
    Gavin rushed to her side, dropping his greatsword and gritting his teeth against the terrible pain blossoming in his arm. 
 
    “Khari,” Gavin nearly shouted, taking the woman’s hand. It was terribly cold to the touch. “Khari can you hear me?” 
 
    Khari’s eyes fluttered open and she looked over at him. Her mouth worked, but no sound came out. 
 
    “Cobb! Darryn!” Gavin shouted. He looked up, casting around for anything, anyone that could help. Cobb came running forward, his limp making his gait awkward, but effective. Darryn was only a few steps behind, though he sported a cut on one cheek and his sword dripped crimson. Farah and some of the other aevian riders alighted nearby and Farah, after dismounting, ran toward them. 
 
    “Please,” Gavin continued, putting a hand beneath Khari’s head and tilting it upward. “Look at me, Khari. Don’t die on me now, you annoying old lady.” 
 
    She groaned at him, though one side of her lip twitched up. Farah skid to a halt near them, hand over her mouth. Cobb frowned somberly and Darryn looked murderous. Gavin looked from one face to the other, then made a decision. The earth trembled slightly under his hand, like the feeling of distant vibrations in water. Khari couldn’t die. Not now. Not when they needed her most. 
 
    “Cobb, Darryn—gather everyone. We’re getting out of here. Fetch Samsin and have him show you the way.” 
 
    “Maugier and his clan aren’t here yet,” Darryn said. 
 
    Gavin looked over his shoulder at the women and children who were hurrying toward them and then back over toward the surviving warriors who had attacked the Bleeders. 
 
    “There isn’t time. This place could be obliterated any second now. The threat blocking our way is gone. We go now and save the ones we can.” 
 
    Darryn looked like he was about to protest, but Cobb placed a gnarled, wrinkled hand on the younger man’s shoulder and he stilled, nodded, and turned to carry out his orders. Gavin watched him go. He turned to Farah then. 
 
    “Can you help me with a stretcher then, Farah?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded and then one of her knuckles slipped into her mouth. She frowned and something that looked suspiciously like anger crossed her face. “You know you have an arrow sticking out of your back, right?” 
 
    “Yank it out,” Gavin said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yank it out,” Gavin repeated. 
 
    “Leave it there,” another voice said. 
 
    Gavin turned to see another woman approach, scurrying forward. He didn’t recognize her, but Farah made way before her as if she knew her. 
 
    “You stay put,” the woman said. “You’re fine. Let me look at Khari first, then I’ll be over to look at you.” 
 
    Gavin frowned and opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    The earth shook. It rocked. Gavin nearly fell. Farah reached out to steady the woman, but she shrugged her aside, leaning over to Khari. Gavin tried to stumble to his feet, but a massive cracking sound split the air. A wide rent appeared in the sand a dozen feet from them, splitting wide. Sands spilled down into it as half of it rose slightly. Screams of terror and pain filled the air. 
 
    “Go!” Gavin shouted, ignoring the pain and trying his best to stay upright. “Get out of here. Up the rocks and out of here.” 
 
    Gavin stumbled forward, grabbing Farah and stumbling over to the woman helping Khari. Samsin appeared at Gavin’s side. He bent down and scooped up Khari despite the other woman’s protests. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, slave,” Samsin hissed. “Nikanor is losing by himself. Don’t let him die in vain, idiot.” 
 
    Gavin growled. “I’m not leaving until everyone gets out.” 
 
    “Gavin, look!” Farah shouted, pointing. 
 
    Gavin turned and looked where she was pointing. Scrambling over the boulders, clambering up the side of the broken Forbiddence walls, the Rahuli people were fleeing. Aevian’s flew up through the crack, riders on their backs. Cobb, Evrouin, and the woman Gavin had sent after Maugier lead them. Gavin breathed a sigh of relief, lungs heaving. 
 
    “Let’s go.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28: Mountain Snow 
 
    “The Sisters are the knife threatening at the neck of the entire nation, and the balm which calms the wound.” 
 
    —From Commentary on the Schema, Volume I 
 
    Gavin stumbled along the path and barely caught himself as his foot found a rock hidden under the light dusting of snow. It was like cold sand, piled in drifts and making walking difficult. 
 
    Why had Lhaurel gone with those monsters? They had threatened the destruction of the entire Rahuli people. The armies were gone now, not one of them killed in the fiery eruptions which had struck the instant the Rahuli had gotten clear of the Forbiddence itself. The horror of that moment was something Gavin never wanted to remember. 
 
    Gavin’s mind was as numb as the rest of his body, unused to the cold. Samsin, his face a hard mask of stone, strode to one side of him, long legs taking half as many steps as Gavin had to. Who was this creature? He was one of them. One of the Orinai. How could he trust him? He’d saved Gavin’s life, but was it all just an elaborate game? 
 
    “Gavin.” 
 
    He turned at the sound of his name. 
 
    Farah ran toward him, a blanket draped over her shoulders, though it was thin and offered little real protection against the cold. Samsin had said the snow was early and was lingering as a result of the weather magic being disrupted by his changing of the winds to send the ash from the volcano’s eruption out to sea and not over them. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop,” she said, stopping near him. 
 
    The procession of people continued onward. Evrouin glanced over at him, but kept walking, eyes downcast watching his feet. Everyone trudged along the path, carrying what little remained to them on their backs, which were bowed under the weight. 
 
    “The wounded?” 
 
    Farah nodded. Gavin reached out and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. She was freezing—so was he, for that matter—but holding her there, the closeness, rekindled a little warmth within him. 
 
    “Samsin,” Gavin called over his shoulder. 
 
    The Orinai reacted slowly, but signaled a halt to the line with a lethargic motion and then walked over to where Gavin and Farah stood. 
 
    “Yes?” The hollowness in Samsin’s voice matched the sunken expression on his face. The once-fine clothing draped over slumped shoulders. The only thing about the man that shone with any sense of gleam was the war hammer strapped to his back. 
 
    “We need to take a break. Should we have them eat again or something to keep warm?” 
 
    Samsin blinked a few times and suppressed a shiver. He didn’t have a blanket or other warm clothing on, but he’d said the cold was minimal for him. He was used to it. 
 
    “How should I know?” Samsin snapped, a trace of his usual arrogance returning. “Nikanor was the one who cared for these sorts of things. Do what you want. At this pace, we’ll never make it before you all freeze to death.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Farah asked. Her tone was sharp. It was obvious, with everything else going on, that she didn’t like not knowing about the lands through which they were traveling. And she and Samsin never seemed to get along. 
 
    Samsin shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Farah pulled away from Gavin’s embrace and dropped a hand to the glass dagger at her belt. 
 
    Samsin gave her an uncaring look in response to her glare. “This was Nikanor’s idea. I’m only here because I can’t go back. He told me to walk southwest for three days, then turn west above the Straights. That’s all he told me before he sent me away. The fool.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his beard. Why had Nikanor sacrificed himself like that? What was there to gain? Gavin didn’t know, though he was grateful. 
 
    “And what will we find there?” 
 
    Samsin shrugged again. “At the speed we’re walking, we won’t even get to the Straights for another four or five days. We’ll be dead before then.” 
 
    “And the wounded will be dead before then if we go any faster,” Farah snapped. 
 
    Gavin stepped up and placed a hand on her shoulder. “This isn’t helping,” he said. “We don’t have anywhere else to go either way.” 
 
    Farah sniffed and pulled away. She turned around without looking at Gavin and strode back the way she’d come, back to Khari’s side, where she’d been since the woman had been wounded. 
 
    “That woman has a mean streak in her as wide as the sea,” Samsin grumbled. 
 
    “She’s right, you know,” Gavin said, a little more sharply than he intended. “You have no idea where we’re going, we have no food, and the cold is going to start taking its toll on us faster than we could hope. I’m going to send out the aevian patrols to see if they can find this place. If we’re lucky they’ll find it and be able to start transporting the wounded and some others back and forth.” 
 
    Samsin shrugged again. Gavin ground his teeth, feeling suddenly frustrated. 
 
    “You know what, Samsin?” Gavin snapped. “Our lives are in your hands. The least you could do is show a little emotion and try and be helpful.” 
 
    “Why should I care? You don’t have any idea what you and your people have forced me to give up.” 
 
    “That was your choice.” 
 
    Samsin threw up a hand and spun away, storming off toward the head of the line. Gavin ran a hand over his chin. Stubble made a gruff sound as it caught on his skin, though his hands were too cold to feel it. 
 
    “Evrouin!” Gavin shouted. 
 
    The man detached himself from the group he was with and shuffled through the snow over to him. A few flakes of snow dusted his black hair. 
 
    “Why are we stopping again?” Evrouin asked once he was close enough. 
 
    “The wounded,” Gavin said, curtly. “I need you to take a cast of aevians and fly until you get to a place called the Straights.” Evrouin looked like he was going to ask a question so Gavin held up a hand to stop him. “Ask Samsin where it’s at. From there, fly due west until you find the place we’re headed for. I have a feeling you’ll know it when you see it.” 
 
    “Can I speak now?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “I thought you said we couldn’t use the aevians in this cold,” Evrouin said. “And I’ve never ridden on an aevian, remember. You Roterralar were rather particular about that.” 
 
    Gavin snorted. “Take a look around you, Evrouin. Do you see any Roterralar? I don’t. All I see is one broken people. Just the Rahuli. We don’t even have a place to call home anymore.” 
 
    “Fine, but I don’t know anything about the beasts.” 
 
    “It’s time you learned then. Find someone who knows and have them show you what to do. Take the big white ones—the grye. They seem to be handling the cold the best.” 
 
    Evrouin opened his mouth, raised one hand, and then let it fall. “Alright,” he said simply, then left. 
 
    Gavin watched the man leave and make his way first to Samsin, then back along the line toward where the Roterralar guides were. There were a few scouts in the air, but the vast majority of them walked along with everyone else. The aevians, those they could find at least, flew above them or waited in crags ahead of them for the slower moving humans to catch up. At least, that’s how Gavin saw it. 
 
    He longed to whistle for Nabil and join them up in the sky, despite the cold. His grandmother had always said that leaders became such because they were men and women of action, that they became leaders because they actually did something. Yet he’d learned that sometimes doing what was best for a group forced leaders to simply become a pillar of strength for them to lean on when something challenging happened. With Khari gravely wounded and near death already and the other clan leaders quiet, broken remnants of what they’d been before, Gavin had been forced into that role, just when he thought he’d figured out his role within the Roterralar. 
 
    Gavin sighed and ordered the line back into motion again. Samsin was right. They needed to keep going, and at a faster pace than they were currently walking. The Rahuli people trudged forward through the snow. At the back of the group, a handful of white aevians climbed into the sky. 
 
    An hour later, Khari died. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin leapt from Nabil’s back, shivering from the cold, but with an awed warmth spreading through his chest. When the patrols had returned with news of structures in the area Samsin had described, Gavin hadn’t believed it. Thousands upon thousands of tiny structures dotted the valley in front of him, snow covering their roofs in a white blanket. Hundreds, no thousands of people scurried through the space between the structures. Gavin faintly heard a horn sound, but didn’t process the information for the warning call it was until he noticed everyone below him scrambling for the buildings. Hundreds broke off and ran for specific points throughout the valley. Samsin landed behind him and flopped down onto the ground. Nabil hissed gently. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Samsin whispered, walking up next to Gavin. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re slaves.” 
 
    Gavin gave him a flat look. 
 
    “No really, they’re all slaves. Is that—?” 
 
    Samsin cut off as a group of the people below headed in their direction. One figure stood at the forefront, sword in hand. Samsin darted forward, long strides making his passage down the steep slope a quick and easy one. 
 
    “Samsin, wait!” Gavin called, but the tall Orinai was already gone. Gavin hesitated for a moment. They didn’t know these people. How did Samsin know them? But Samsin was the only one who knew the way around this place. Gavin chased after him. 
 
    “You!” Samsin shouted. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Gavin chased after him. The approaching men, armed with spears, swords and an assortment of clubs and axes, didn’t slow. The man in the lead stopped in front of Samsin, who pulled to a halt as the group of men encircled him. Gavin tried to dodge out of the way, but one of the soldiers slammed his spear in front of him and sent him toppling to the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Samsin demanded as he was surrounded in a ring of spears and sword. “How dare you draw weapons on a Great One.” 
 
    “Silence, you,” the leader said, sword coming up to rest on Samsin’s shoulder. Gavin got to his feet carefully, keeping his hands out to appear as unthreatening as possible. “Where’s Master Nikanor?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Gavin said. “Died saving us.” 
 
    Stunned silence filled the air for a long moment before muted whispers sprang up among the group. The leader silenced them with a single raised hand. 
 
    “Who are you?” the leader asked, regarding Gavin with an intent, even condescending expression. Were even the Orinai slaves that arrogant? “From which plantation do you hail?” 
 
    “You! Explain yourself,” Samsin demanded. “What are you doing here? What is all this?” 
 
    The leader ignored him. “From which plantation do you hail?” 
 
    Samsin interjected before Gavin could reply. Gavin felt the building power within the Orinai before the sparks appeared on his arms. Why only sparks instead of the bands of energy? 
 
    “I will not be ignored, slave. Answer me!” 
 
    The leader turned and gave Samsin the coldest, most condescending look Gavin had ever seen. “I am not your slave. I am not anyone’s slave. If you move, you’ll be dead before you even feel the prick of the sword.” 
 
    Gavin swallowed hard as the sparks on Samsin’s arms died and the power dissipated. It wasn’t the threat, but the cold fury behind the man’s voice. 
 
    The leader turned to look at Gavin again. “I will ask you one last time. From which plantation do you hail?” 
 
    “I don’t know what a plantation is. My people and I are what’s left of the Rahuli. We’ve got wounded and cold people behind us. Can you help us?” 
 
    The leader’s face went from cold and condescending to stunned and disbelieving in less than half a second. The spear tips and sword points bristling in Gavin’s face dipped and quivered as their bearers reacted with their own expressions of shock and surprise. 
 
    “He was right?” the leader said, voice soft. “Nikanor was right.” 
 
    Gavin held up a hand. No one stopped him. “I don’t mean to be rude or violate any sort of protocols or anything, but I have people dying only a few hours walk from here. Can you help us?” 
 
    The leader shook his head as if to clear it and then turned to one of the other men there. “Go fetch another few squads. How many of you are there?” The leader looked at Gavin expectantly. 
 
    “A few hundred.” 
 
    “Go. Hitch up some of the wagons,” the leader said to another of the men as the first ran off. “The rest of you, take the Great One to the Box.” 
 
    “Wait,” Samsin protested. “What are you doing? I helped these people. What are all of you doing here?” 
 
    The leader ignored him again. The other soldiers grabbed him and led him away. Gavin watched him go, unable to even think about protesting as an ethereal sense of relief washed over him. His shoulder throbbed and he fell to his knees in the snow. The leader was at his side in an instant. 
 
    “Come, we’ll get you a hot meal. I’m called Brisson. I was Nikanor’s steward.” 
 
    “My people,” Gavin said, struggling to his feet. “We’ve got to go get them. They’re up the pass there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Brisson said. “We’ll get them. What’s your name, Rahuli?” 
 
    Gavin licked his lips, finding them numb. “Gavin.” 
 
    “Is what you said before true?” Brisson asked. “Is Master Nikanor truly gone?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    Brisson sucked in a breath and then let it out in a long, sibilant hiss. “We will honor his passing this evening, once we have your people back in and sheltered.” Brisson looked over at Gavin and gave a tight-lipped smile. “Don’t worry. You and your people are safe now.” 
 
    Gavin slipped back down onto the ground. Safe? He didn’t even know what that was supposed to feel like.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Lhaurel sat upright and immediately regretted it. Her head throbbed for a moment, blood pounding in her ears. Then it cleared, dissipating like water left too long in the sun. Memories flitted through her mind, but she couldn’t tell if they were real or merely part of dream. 
 
    “Peace, child.” 
 
    Lhaurel spun, reaching desperately for her powers. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    One of the Sisters sat on the rocking, wooden floor with her, watching Lhaurel intently. Fear laced through Lhaurel and she found her lips and throat dry. 
 
    “Where am I?” Lhaurel asked, looking around. They were in a small room made of wood, which bounced back and forth slightly beneath her. Was that another quake? Terror worked up her throat and tried to strangle her. 
 
    “On your way home, child.” The Sister flashed her a smile, revealing her pointed teeth. 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered. “What about the others? Did you honor our arrangement?” Lhaurel’s voice held a measure of desperation to it, even to her own ears. 
 
    The Sister smiled again. 
 
    “Why can’t I feel my powers?” 
 
    “Well, child, we can’t have you playing with things you don’t understand.” The Sister’s eyes flashed and she smiled a third time, as if she’d said something clever or funny. Lhaurel swallowed hard to keep down the bile that arose within her. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” Lhaurel licked her lips, finding herself ready to meet her fate. 
 
    “Kill you?” The woman laughed. The sound had no humor in it. “No, child. We’re going to make you one of us.” 
 
    “One of you?” 
 
    “Welcome to the Seven Sisters, child.”
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    Chapter 1: Questions 
 
    “The Progressions are but seven branches of the same Path walking parallel to one another, all leading to the same eternal goal. They are guides toward salvation. Witnesses to the End.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Lhaurel stared out the back of the wagon, her gaze lingering on the blackened smudge wafting across the horizon which marked where the Sharani Desert used to sit. The smell of char hung heavy in the air, even this far from the smoky remains. The smoke and debris drifted to the west, out over the mountains, but still the stink of it reached her nose, reminding her of the volcano’s destructive power. 
 
    She hadn’t seen the eruption—she’d been unconscious at the time—but the aftermath alone made her shudder at the horror her own imagination conjured for her. She hoped the Rahuli had managed to make it out. If not, her sacrifice, her current situation, and her terror was all for naught. 
 
    No. 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head and turned away from the open upper door at the back of the wagon. She couldn’t think like that. The Rahuli had made it out. Gavin, Khari, Shallee, and the others all made it to safety. Lhaurel’s sacrifice had not been in vain. She had saved them again. She was their savior. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a wetness on her cheek and brushed away the tears before they could drop off her chin. She sat and tried to ignore the relief that washed over her as aching muscles in her legs relaxed. She wasn’t sure she could remember a time when she wasn’t sore and tired anymore. And she couldn’t even call on her powers for help. Part of her welcomed their absence. Another part longed for the strength they provided. 
 
    More than a week had passed since she’d woken up from the Sisters’ induced sleep: ten days of travelling in the back of a wagon over rolling hills covered in snow and grass since she’d realized the absence of her powers and abilities. That moment of realization sat like a depressing blanket of terror over her emotions, dampening them and making her efforts at hanging on to some measure of hope seem futile and tenuous at best. 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered and pulled the thick cloth garment she’d been given closer about her shoulders. The woman who had given it to her, one of the Sisters, had called it a cloak. It was thick and lined with a strange-smelling fur, but it was warm, far warmer than the Roterralar robes it so closely resembled in cut and style. It kept out the chill that seemed to gnaw at her bones, mirroring the ice that weighed down her heart. 
 
    The wagon ground to a halt.  
 
    Lhaurel looked up as the door near the front of the wagon opened and one of the three Sisters who accompanied her walked in. The sunlight glittered off the bejeweled end of a walking stick, or staff, she carried with her, wrapped in the clutches of one pale hand. Lhaurel instinctively pulled away as the woman entered and the wagon door shut behind her. The woman was tall enough that she had to stoop, even in the massive wagon, though she was thin to the point of gauntness. The red nails on her hand stood out in sharp contrast to the whiteness of her skin. Lhaurel recognized her as Sellia, the leader of the Seven Sisters. 
 
    “Peace,” Sellia said, taking a seat on the space Lhaurel had been using as a bed. “You should not cringe when you look upon your Sister.” 
 
    Lhaurel scooted further away from her, retaining her silence. She hadn’t seen Sellia since she’d first woken up in the wagon. She’d seen the two others from a distance, though Lhaurel hadn’t spent any real time with either. There were marked differences in their appearances, but each had the same air of condescending, oily superiority, and the same features she herself shared in the pale skin, blood red hair, and matching nails. 
 
    “I will give you but one warning,” Sellia said, her accented voice not changing tone in the slightest. “You will listen and you will obey. You have a long journey ahead of you before you return to Estrelar. Several months even. Still, that is very little time for you to become what you must be, child. It will go easier on you if you obey.” 
 
    “And what must I be?” Lhaurel’s voice was strong, but the small quaver at the end betrayed the emotions running through her. 
 
    “One of us, child. A full Sister.” 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t suppress the shudder that ran down her back and caused her fists to clench and then unclench. Sellia muttered something under her breath in another language. The words seemed to tug at Lhaurel, as if she should know them, but she pushed the feeling aside. 
 
    “How am I supposed to be one of you without my abilities, without my powers?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    Sellia flashed her a pointed smile and Lhaurel shuddered again. Lhaurel decided at that moment that no matter what else she was required to do, she would never file her teeth down like that. 
 
    “Close the window, and then come sit here with me. We have much to discuss.” 
 
    Lhaurel remained where she was, more out of curiosity about what the Sister would do to her than out of actual defiance. She’d comply eventually, but first she wanted to see if Sellia would make good on her threat. Though her agreement with the Sisters assured her complicity, even that had its limits. Lhaurel just needed to figure out what they were. 
 
    The Sister’s expression didn’t change, but in the space of half a heartbeat Lhaurel went from calm and curious to feeling as if an invisible hand were clenched around her heart. No sudden ring of red mist formed around her, and Sellia kept her expression in the same emotionless mask, but Lhaurel knew she was using her powers against her. Lhaurel screamed, a sound of the purest agony that tore from her throat with the force of a sand storm. Then the pressure was gone, leaving only a slight burr of pain behind. 
 
    “Close the window, child,” Sellia repeated. 
 
    Lhaurel got to her feet on shaking legs and stumbled over to the back wall. With more effort than it should have taken, she pulled the thick wooden door closed and fastened the metal clasp to keep it locked. The room inside dimmed, the only illumination a pair of lanterns affixed to the wagon wall behind Sellia. Lhaurel walked back over to the Sister, using the wagon’s wall to give her support, though she kept her back straight and her expression pain free. 
 
    Sellia regarded her with intent eyes. “Strength is good,” she said as Lhaurel sat, “but do not test me. That Progression is not yours.” 
 
    Lhaurel kept her expression neutral, though curiosity floated through her. Part of her knew she had already assured her complicity, but her stubborn streak came through when pushed, despite Sellia’s rather painful object lesson. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t reply. 
 
    “You will respond when spoken to,” Sellia snapped. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    “The correct response is, ‘Yes, Sister.’” 
 
    “Yes, Sister.” 
 
    Sellia nodded and Lhaurel took a moment to study the woman to distract herself from Sellia’s penetrating gaze. The Sister’s clothes were strange. Thick, yet well cut and formed to the woman’s shape, Lhaurel would have thought them underclothes if she hadn’t seen the other Sisters wearing similar garb. Various metal bracelets and necklaces ornamented Sellia’s thin wrists. Her hands wrapped around the short staff across her lap, the stone at its top the same dark shade as was her nails. Lhaurel found herself drawn to the stone for some reason, as if it were calling to her. 
 
    “You will need to learn many things before you can become one of us.” Sellia tapped her staff against the wagon’s floor, which drew Lhaurel’s gaze away from the orb and back to Sellia herself. “Most importantly, child, you’ll need to forget this barbarous tongue you speak. The slave language isn’t fit for one such as us.” 
 
    “How do you know it then?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    Sellia tilted her head to one side, as if curious, though her lips formed a thin line. “Watch your tone. My Sister and I will be leaving you soon. The route you and Talha will take is a circuitous one of necessity. Aiam and I will travel more swiftly. We are needed in Estrelar more so than you. It will be a long time before you see me again. It would be well of you to learn during this journey and learn well. The lives of the Rahuli and the return of your powers both hang in the balance.” 
 
    Sellia got to her feet and tapped on the wooden wall. The wagon slowed immediately and soon came to a smooth halt. The door opened, letting in daylight. Lhaurel caught a glimpse of one of the soldiers before Sellia’s tall form blocked her view. Lhaurel didn’t know if she should rise or not, but before she could decide Sellia stepped out into the light and shut the door behind her, plunging the room back into semidarkness. 
 
    Lhaurel stared at the closed door for a long, poignant moment, then closed her eyes and sucked in a deep lungful of air. She held the breath inside her for the count of several heartbeats, hands clenching into fists, then let it out in a long stream that became almost a hiss. The wagon remained still, so Lhaurel sucked in another breath and held it, allowing her mind to wander and her frustrations to ebb away. Eventually, her thoughts drifted to the last thing Sellia had said, her threat against Lhaurel’s people. 
 
    Lhaurel had feared, those first few days, that dwelling on her people—on Khari, Gavin, Farah, and the others—would bring her nothing but pain and regret. Pain was there, true, along with a good bit of longing, but Lhaurel had been surprised to discover another emotion hidden beneath the pain each time her mind returned to them. Resolve. And beneath that, determination. 
 
    What she’d done, she’d done to protect them. They were alive and well because of her sacrifice, not just once, but twice now. She would not think otherwise. She was their savior in many ways, but now, through memory and pain, they became hers. She welcomed the pain because it gave her a chance at peace. She welcomed that pain because it gave her strength. That resolve strengthened her and allowed her fists to unclench at her sides and her breathing to return to normal. 
 
    Noises at the door pulled Lhaurel from her thoughts and forced her eyes open. Light flooded back in through the opening door, carrying a damp flurry of a breeze with it, before a silhouette blocked the entrance and another of the Sisters entered. Lhaurel allowed only the briefest grimace to cross her features before she forced a wan smile. 
 
    The Sister ignored her. 
 
    Lhaurel chewed her bottom lip in confusion as the Sister turned around and bent over, reaching back out the door behind her. With a grunt, the Sister hauled something into the wagon and carefully placed it on the floor beside her. 
 
    “The annoying part about carrying books around on a journey such as this is how heavy they all are,” the Sister said, turning back to Lhaurel and reaching behind her again to shut the wagon’s door. “Can you help me out and open that back window, child?” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked. “Open it? The other Sister . . .” Lhaurel trailed off and then shrugged. 
 
    She walked to the back of the wagon, limping only slightly, and opened the window again. When she turned back around, the Sister was sitting on the bed where Sellia had been earlier. A number of squarish objects lay strewn over the remainder of the bed. The Sister looked up and smiled, flashing pointed teeth. Something about them made Lhaurel pause and peer a little more closely. Unlike Sellia’s, which had been filed down, the points appeared to be made from a blackening around the corners. 
 
    “Are your teeth painted?” 
 
    “Yes, child. So much better than garishly filing them down, wouldn’t you say?” The Sister smiled at her again, then began rummaging through the satchel at her feet. “Thank you for opening the window.” Her voice was slightly muffled as she bent down even further, reaching down deep into the bag. “Now come here, I have a thousand different questions to which I really must have answers. If I could only figure out what I did with that pen . . .” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t know how to respond. The other two Sisters had both been tall, thin, and pristine, at least as far as Lhaurel had observed. This new one, while also tall, was more thickly built, and her clothing far less immaculate. Her hands also had a strange bluish cast to the underside of the palm and along the tips of her fingers. Her deep, blood-red hair was pulled up into a tight circle through which a pair of wooden rods had been thrust. Most interesting of all was the lack of noticeable accent in her voice. That contrast was a stark one, considering Sellia’s earlier comments. 
 
    “Ah, here it is,” the Sister said, pulling out a feather quill and a bottle of ink. She looked up. “Come now, child, I really don’t like having to ask more than once.” 
 
    The Sister’s tone changed at this, taking on the air of command and utter authority that Sellia had used. Lhaurel started forward. 
 
    “Why are you limping?” 
 
    Lhaurel opened her mouth and then snapped it shut. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to speak ill of the other Sisters, but the woman just clicked her tongue and shook her head. 
 
    “Right, Sellia was just in here,” she said. 
 
    Lhaurel narrowed her eyes as the woman made an odd gesture with one hand. Lhaurel’s eyes widened. Power ran through her, an icy chill that burned away the pain and left a cool balm behind. As before, no red mist surrounded the Sister, nor did Lhaurel feel any answering swell within herself. She only recognized it because it was a power she herself had once held. 
 
    In moments all her pains and aches had been washed away. Even her internal, emotional pains seemed somehow lessened, though Lhaurel wasn’t sure if it was any real healing on the Sister’s part or if it was more her own perceptions of the stark contrast stemming from sudden relief. The experience left her longing for the return of her powers for a long moment before she pushed it down to the dormant reaches of her mind. 
 
    “Sit with me, child,” the Sister said, pushing aside some of the things she’d placed on the bed. 
 
    Lhaurel sat, studying the woman only a few feet from her. The Sister’s eyes were a deep, dark grey. Such an odd color. 
 
    “You may call me Talha,” the Sister said. “I am the Sister of Knowledge.” 
 
    “Lhaurel.” She didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “Interesting,” Talha said, unstopping the ink and dipping her quill into the well. She began jotting down notes on some papers bound within one of the square objects Talha had picked up off the bed. “Still with the honorific lettering, I’d imagine, yes?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your name, you spell it with an ‘h’ after the initial ‘l,’ yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lhaurel chewed on her bottom lip, brows coming together over the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “Don’t chew your lip,” Talha said absently, studying Lhaurel’s features with darting, penetrating eyes. “I wonder what other tendencies remained and what fell to the vagaries of time?” 
 
    Lhaurel let her lip slip out of her teeth and rubbed her shoulder with the opposite hand. 
 
    “Tell me, child,” Talha said, continuing a steady barrage of questions, “what did you eat among your people? Were you all of a similar height and disposition as yourself? What were the common external characteristics of your people? How did you all manage to survive the genesauri monsters your past Incarnation created?” 
 
    The Sister waited, quill poised above the page, ink threatening to drip off the nib. Lhaurel licked her lips and then started chewing on the bottom one again. Which question was she supposed to answer? 
 
    “Um, we ate food, I guess. Sheep, some cattle, grains that we could find or grow. The Oasis offered a little variety to the diet, though some years were harder than others. I was taller than most others and the reddish hair I had before it became this dark was uncommon. Most had dark skin and hair, with brown or dark colored eyes. Sorry, what was the last question?” 
 
    Talha’s pen scratched across the page in a flurry, the end of the quill only a hair’s width away from the end of her nose. As she wrote, the Sister muttered to herself, whispering in the language Lhaurel had come to understand as the Orinai tongue. 
 
    “What was that?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “Hmm . . . oh right, I still need to teach you our language. Luckily, we have a nice long journey home before us without Sellia or Aiam to bother your learning. Our path will be much too slow for them, though I do find it quite fascinating the tones and inflections you’ve developed that differ from our own slave people. I suppose a thousand years’ separation creates variances in divergent, isolated populations, just as new species of animal develop when separated by geographic barriers that prevent further integration between the groups.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Talha chuckled. Lhaurel was surprised to hear some measure of actual warmth in the sound. 
 
    “Just the scholar in me at work. I was simply wondering how you managed to survive the genesauri monsters for all these years. The Circle of Sisters left the Sharani Arena to its fate long ago, convinced that your people would suffer horrendous deaths at the hands of Elyana’s creations. Mouths, really, I’d imagine. They didn’t really have hands now did they?” 
 
    “Thousands of us did die over the years,” Lhaurel said in a hard yet hushed voice. She stared down at her hands, remembering the battle at the Oasis, Saralhn, and the moment that had seemed to start all of this, when she had picked up that sword in Saralhn’s defense all those months ago. 
 
    “Really?” Talha asked, pausing in her writing to look up. “What was that like?” 
 
    Lhaurel sat up and leaned back slightly, lips pursing before she answered. She’d thought this woman different from the other two Sisters at first, a much kinder, gentler version of them, perhaps. But something sinister and callous hid just beneath the surface. The emotionless way in which she’d asked about the genesauri and her callous disinterest in the deaths left Lhaurel with no real desire to stay anywhere near this woman for any longer than she had to. “What was it like? People died. People I loved.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Talha said, resuming her writing. “Naturally. But how did the genesauri do it? Some of the books make mention of the fact that the genesauri could fly—are they those creatures we saw with your people? Did you tame some of them? Those looked far more like normal birds than the eel-like sand creatures most accounts agree on.” 
 
    “How did they do it?” Lhaurel’s hands began to shake, so she cupped them together, which only helped a little. “The sailfins burrowed up out of sand and skimmed over its surface in giant packs. You didn’t hear them coming unless they broke the surface and the terrible keening of their fins cut its way into your heart. By then, though, it was too late. They’d burst up out of the sand, crackling with energy, grab onto your brother, or your mother, or your sister and drag them back down under the roiling, red sands. The marsaisi and karundin were worse.” 
 
    “Interesting. I am not familiar with the subspecies. We’ll have to discuss this further. Yes, indeed.” Talha smiled and closed the bound papers and set aside her quill. “I can see this is an emotional subject for you. I think we’ll have to stop here with my questions for today. I’d hoped for more, but alas, my time with you is short today, only a few hours, and we must begin your lessons.” 
 
    Lhaurel pulled back her anger, allowing it to fade from a raging storm to a much smaller swell. At the moment, it wouldn’t serve her in the least. This woman reminded her of Khari for some reason, though she didn’t seem to have Khari’s fire. However, they both shared a seemingly innate ability to utterly infuriate her. 
 
    “Lessons?” Lhaurel asked finally. 
 
    “Indeed, child. Lessons indeed.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Wonder 
 
    “. . . though the names of the Progressions help in their understanding, they are also limiting by design.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 14, Year 854 
 
    A knock sounded on the wagon wall, emanating from near the door. Talha looked over with her face scrunched in confusion. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she said, her expression clearing. “Food. I thought perhaps you’d be hungry, what with the poor rations Sellia saw fit to provide you.” 
 
    Talha got to her feet, beckoning for Lhaurel to follow. Lhaurel got up as well, following after the woman out of curiosity more than any real hunger. They’d given her some bread and water earlier in the day. The day before she’d even been given several large chunks of dried meat. Lhaurel wasn’t sure what sort of meat it was, but she’d eaten it anyway. It had tasted familiar, at least. 
 
    Talha opened the door to the wagon and stepped out. Lhaurel hesitated for a moment, eyes adjusting to the direct sunlight. Except for a few brief moments at night when they let her out to empty her bladder, Lhaurel hadn’t been out of the wagon since being taken prisoner. For a fleeting moment, she contemplated running, then Talha’s hand wrapped around her wrist and tugged her out into the open air. 
 
    A long table had been set up on the ground next to her wagon, upon which a pure white cloth had been placed. Lhaurel’s attention was immediately drawn to the mounds of food resting on top of the cloth. 
 
    Dozens of different foods rested in metal dishes the color of early morning sun. Large glass pitchers of various liquids rested between the platters of food, though Lhaurel only gave them a passing glance. She counted four different kinds of meat glistening and steaming in the chill air, a dozen different breads, and an array of fruits she didn’t recognize. Only two chairs were set up next to the table. 
 
    “This is all for us?” Lhaurel asked, her voice soft and her expression slack with incredulity. 
 
    “I ate earlier, child,” Talha said, pulling her to a chair and then sitting in the other herself. “I wasn’t sure which foods you’d prefer, so I had the servants prepare a little bit of everything. I know it’s rather sparse, but still better than what you’ve had until now.” 
 
    Lhaurel gaped. This was more food than what the Roterralar could have eaten during a banquet, and she’d thought some of their meals had been extravagant. Lhaurel just stared at it all, overwhelmed and hesitant to participate in such a meal when she knew her own people would be struggling for food now, fighting their way through the mountain passes. Eventually, however, her stomach betrayed her by rumbling at the savory smells that wafted toward her. 
 
    Lhaurel reached for a platter of meat, not bothering with the strange utensils that lay next to the platter on the table in front of her. She’d dumped about half the tray onto her platter before she noticed the woman dressed in white standing next to her. She jumped as the woman bowed slightly in her direction. 
 
    “Honored Sister,” the woman breathed in Lhaurel’s tongue, though with an inflection that made it seem like the language wasn’t hers either, “may I assist you with your meal?” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced over at Talha, but the Sister was busy writing in her book again, which someone had fetched from the wagon for her. Lhaurel looked back to the white-clothed woman, noticing that the woman wore a blue shufari about her waist. What was that doing here? 
 
    “I can do it myself,” Lhaurel said, returning to her meal and choosing to ignore the woman. 
 
    She sampled a little of everything, making note of those foods she liked and those she didn’t. Lhaurel had tried pouring herself a drink at some point during the meal, but the white-clad servant had immediately taken the pitcher from her and poured a cup of the clear liquid Lhaurel had been reaching for. Lhaurel had thought it water, but it burned her throat as she’d tried to take a swallow and so she’d left it untouched throughout the remainder of the meal. During it all, Talha never stopped scribbling in her book. 
 
    When Lhaurel finished, wiping her grease-covered fingers on her cloak out of habit, she leaned back in her chair, only then noticing the ring of wagons which encircled them and the numerous servants scurrying back and forth. The wagons, all three of them, rested in a shallow depression between hills. The ground was rocky, but devoid of ice and snow. In the distance, Lhaurel could still see the plume of smoke from the Sharani Desert and the two mountain ranges sitting on either side of the horizon. 
 
    “Why are the women wearing shufari?” Lhaurel asked, half-turning to glance back over at Talha. 
 
    The Sister looked up, eyebrows lifted in surprise. “So shufari survived all that time but the essence of the culture did not? Interesting.” 
 
    Talha started laughing. Lhaurel pulled her attention away from the passing servants to look over at the woman. Talha quickly suppressed her mirth enough to take some more notes in her book, but not quickly enough to stop a few tears from leaking down one cheek. 
 
    “You know, you can be extremely frustrating sometimes,” Lhaurel said. “Can’t I get a straight answer from anyone?” 
 
    “Probably not, child,” Talha said, looking up, “but I will try. I believe your most recent question was about the shufari, yes?” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, not sure she understood or liked the sudden change of mood. 
 
    “The priestesses, those dressed in white, wear the sashes to designate to which Sister and Progression they adhere. The ones wearing blue are yours, child.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “Yes, yours. Is that a straight enough answer for you?” 
 
    Again, Lhaurel nodded. What else could she do? 
 
    “Good,” Talha said with a small nod of her own. “Now I have a question of my own. How did you use the shufari?” 
 
    “Women wore them to show what rank their husbands had achieved within the clan,” Lhaurel answered slowly, looking around at the many women, including the one standing next to her still, wearing the blue shufari. 
 
    “Hmm,” Talha said, again taking notes. “That’s not so far a perversion from the original that it would no longer make sense. Interesting to note the change in gender roles, however. Among us, the woman’s rank supersedes the male in the relationship.” 
 
    Lhaurel cocked her head, both at the unfamiliar words and the implied meaning. “The women?” she asked. 
 
    “Indeed, child. The women are those who hold the most power, at least in regard to rank and religion. Men are the politicians, but they’re really a far cry from intelligent, I’d say.” 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head, which was spinning from all the new information and the differences in the culture into which she was being immersed from what she knew. Yet, at the same time it seemed almost familiar to her. The juxtaposition made her nauseous. It was either that or the food. 
 
    “I’m guessing by your reaction that such was not the case in your incestuous familial groups,” Talha said. 
 
    “Incestuous?” Lhaurel stumbled over the foreign word, mind starting to go numb around the edges. She felt oddly restless and suppressed a sudden urge to get up and start running. What she wouldn’t have given to have even a practice sword with which to work the forms. 
 
    “Inbreeding,” Talha said, taking notes in her book. “Parents mating with offspring, or siblings even. It’s fairly common in small, isolated populations. Generally, this manifests in lots of specific traits being brought to the surface, so to speak—things normally seen only once or twice in a dozen generations will crop up in three times the numbers they would normally appear.” Talha looked up and frowned at the expression on Lhaurel’s face. “Sorry, child, was that too complicated for you?” 
 
    Lhaurel’s temper flared up and almost got the better of her, but Lhaurel managed to bite off the cutting remark before she made it. 
 
    “We are not incestuous,” Lhaurel said instead. “But, regardless, yes, it was different in the Sharani Desert. The men were the Warlords and leaders. The women bore children and tended to their womanly duties.” 
 
    Talha made a face, then took some more notes in her notebook. Was she ever not writing something? 
 
    “So primitive,” the Sister said. “How could such knowledge and power have degraded so quickly? By the Path, I don’t know how any of you even survived at all. The odds were astronomically against you.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt a headache swell on the edges of her temples, but she resisted the urge to massage them. Instead, she attempted to focus on what was going on around her. 
 
    The priestesses—the women in white who wore shufari—flitted about, completing various tasks. There were male servants as well, along with dozens of warriors looking grim and stony faced in their stark red uniforms, but Lhaurel had expected far more of them than there were. Where were the armies? Where were the other Sisters? Only two other wagons sat in alongside the one in which Lhaurel had ridden, both the same squat, angular affairs as her own. And pulling them . . . 
 
    “What in the seven hells are those?” Lhaurel asked, getting to her feet in such a sudden, jerking motion that set her already upset stomach into a churning mass of nausea. 
 
    Talha looked up from her notes, brow furrowed in either concentration or concern, then noticed where Lhaurel was looking. The creases in her forehead smoothed to their normal size and she gave a half-grin. 
 
    “Those? They’re just gatheriu.” Talha’s voice was dismissive, though there was a hint of suppressed mirth mixed in as well. 
 
    As large as one of the vessels they pulled, a single, massive creature stood strapped to each wagon. Massively wide at the shoulders and hips, with heavy, square heads, the creatures looked almost like a cross between a sandtiger and a bull, but three times as large. The front legs were thicker and longer than the back, giving each of the creatures an odd, stooped back, though Lhaurel couldn’t remember it affecting their gait enough to notice in the back of the wagon. They appeared quite docile despite their size. All three sat idly munching at the long grass and scratching at the dirt with the long, thick claws that grew from each front paw. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like them,” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “They’re native to the northern regions here,” Talha said, a note of curiosity creeping back into her voice. “I would have thought there would be one or two in the Sharani Arena after all these years.” 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head. “If there were, the genesauri ate them long ago.” 
 
    Talha pursed her lips for a moment, tapping one finger to them for a moment before nodding. 
 
    “I suppose,” Talha said, lifting her finger, “I have wondered how the genesauri managed to sustain themselves for so long. Surely there were never enough of you to provide a sufficient diet for the thousands of monsters that ravaged that area.” 
 
    “They ate each other too,” Lhaurel noted, still distracted by the gatheriu themselves. 
 
    “Yes, yes. But no population of any size can be maintained solely on the merits of self-cannibalization. Water and blood bind me, I hate unanswered questions. That is something you and I must discuss in detail later. For now, we must turn back to your studies. We may have several months to reach Estrelar, but the time will pass all too quickly. Sellia will be most displeased if you aren’t ready when we get there.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Lhaurel asked, tearing her eyes away from the gatheriu to look over at Talha with her entire focus instead of simply sidelong. 
 
    Talha smiled at her and Lhaurel squirmed as she met the woman’s discordant, humorless eyes. 
 
    “For life as a Sister.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Death 
 
    “Goodwill. Conquest. Power. Knowledge. Strength. Arts. Honor. 
 
    “. . . these are the Paths people trod. Those who stray from the Progressions wander into darker Paths and are lost.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 18, Year 1172 
 
    The soft patter of drums echoed through the valley, a rhythmic, staccato beat that contained within it the dull, hollow sounds of death. Flames crackled in counterpoint to the steady precision of the drums. Two massive bonfires lay on either side of an open expanse near the far end of the valley, casting heat all the way to where Gavin stood within the assembled crowd, though it may have simply been his mind grasping for something it only thought was there. A stone block roughly the size of a large man sat in between the fires. 
 
    Brisson stood behind the stone, his uncovered head bowed low, breath misting out before him. Gavin could just make out the dark, robe-like garments Brisson wore. He wore something similar himself. It served to keep out the cold, but seemed almost like a thick blanket except for with a hood and drawstring to tie it closed. The freezing air still managed to cut through the fabric and burn at his lungs with each breath. He was one of the few Rahuli that had come to the ceremony. The rest were still too weak, too exhausted from their frantic flight from the Sharani Desert. Too afraid of the cold. 
 
    Why did Beryl try to kill us? 
 
    Gavin shook his head and banished the thought. They’d been in the valley for a little longer than a week and already Gavin was beginning to see there were far more pressing concerns than dwelling on the past. Despite Brisson’s words to the contrary, the Rahuli were far from safe. They were as broken as they’d ever been, a shattered remnant of a once proud people, surrounded by a culture they neither knew nor understood. Gavin couldn’t afford to let the Rahuli fall into obscurity. They were united now, and needed to stay that way. The Orinai armies were still out there. 
 
    Brisson looked up and raised one hand. The drums ceased, the drummers but shadowy figures at the fringes of the light cast by the fires. 
 
    “The Orinai have no concept of true loss,” Brisson said, his voice echoing slightly through the valley. “In their understanding of the Progressions and the Path they trod, they give no importance to a single life, for they believe they have many. We slaves, according to them, are unimportant, with but a single momentary life of servitude upon the Path. We are not welcome in any of the Progressions. According to them, we do not return in new bodies or move forward in Iteration. For us, death is something final, not fleeting.” 
 
    Gavin glanced at the people around him, watching their reactions to try and gauge what this information meant since it made only partial sense to him. 
 
    “They think they are better than us because they have longer lives, in their grand religion and understanding.” Brisson’s voice grew hard. “But they are not. Master Nikanor taught us that. I do not call him master because of ownership, but because of what he showed us about ourselves. We can live on far longer than our short existence, through the memories of those we’ve touched in this life.” 
 
    Gavin pursed his lips, considering Brisson’s words, and scratched absently at his short beard, ignoring the twinge of pain in his wounded shoulder. The concept of death had always been a strange one to him, something he’d feared since childhood. It seemed so bleak an ending. According to what he believed, what he’d been taught at least, everyone ended up in one of the seven levels of hell according to how they lived in life. The best people ended up in the highest level of hell and suffered the least. But everyone suffered to some degree. 
 
    Brisson placed his hands down on the slab of stone before him. Dark and roughly hewn, the dark stone shone with the words carved into every side. Gavin wasn’t close to enough to read them. 
 
    “We honor him tonight, on his journey through the Progressions. He believed, even if not in the same way the Seven Sisters preach. For us, we can remember him as we remember this stone, which will last for generations. Our children and our children’s children shall remember him and his sacrifice for us as long as this stone stands.” 
 
    Around Gavin, the assembled people bowed their heads, a soft murmur of sound passing through them like a gentle breeze. Gavin shivered. He didn’t understand these people at all, and that made him nervous. Brisson continued to speak, but Gavin worked his way through the crowd and back toward his own people. Toward the comfort of shared understanding. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Glowing motes of burning cloth danced in the midnight air. Gavin watched them as they consumed themselves and vanished into the blackness of night. Eventually, Gavin’s gaze drifted downward, passing over the silent, huddled figures of what remained of the Rahuli people, and alighting on the burning shufari nestled in the embers of the funeral pyre. The last of it curled up and faded away, climbing into the sky and getting lost among the glistening stars. 
 
    The light from the flames danced over the assembled onlookers, casting their faces into flickering shadows. Gavin studied them, noting the haggard, haunted looks in their eyes. Two weeks of rest had not done much to cleanse the Rahuli of the haunted shadows behind their eyes, but it had granted them a measure of respite and allowed them to regain part of their strength. This was a broken people, but a united one. The clans were gone, left upon the burning sands of the Sharani desert with their forgotten dead. This pyre burned for them, in part at least. Part of it was for Khari, who now rested within the tombs of Brisson’s people. Gavin shut his eyes for half a heartbeat, feeling the thrum of his own blood pounding through his ears. Then he stepped forward into the light, letting go of Farah’s small, warm hand. His booted feet crunched in the hardened snow, and his nose filled with the scent of burning cloth. 
 
    “Whatever realms of hell now hold our fallen kin,” Gavin said, “let us hope it is a kind one. Those who fell in battle fell defending us, we who now live. We have another chance. Let’s honor their sacrifice by taking upon ourselves their names. Let us write their names in our hearts, and let their sacrifice guide our actions as we—once again—rebuild.” 
 
    Gavin’s gaze flicked through the crowd, glancing at each of them in turn. Evrouin stood with his wife at the forefront of the group, his posture upright and rigid, his eyes focused and hard. Cobb was farther back in the crowd, one hand resting on a sword, the other gripping his cane. There were others there in the crowd, ones Gavin couldn’t name, but upon each of their faces were signs of resolve and a deep, burning anger mixed in with the exhaustion and pain reflected there. Gavin’s own heart ached at what they had lost, but he’d found new strength as well, and a respect for this people he had not known before. 
 
    “We are the Rahuli,” Gavin continued. “A people born of the rocks and sand of the Sharani Desert. Through it all, we will be strong and we will succeed. Let those who have fallen guide and bless us all.” 
 
    Gavin let his last words hang in the air, echoing into silence. No one spoke. Only the crackling flames pierced the silent dark. Gavin waited a long moment before he turned and stepped back into the crowd. Farah stepped in beside him as he walked into the semidarkness toward Brisson’s valley. As if Gavin’s leaving were a sign of permission, the crowd began to break up as well, each taking their own route back toward their section of the camp. Gavin watched them leave out of the corner of his eye as he walked, some of the groups carrying lit torches to guide their way through the lingering ice and snow. 
 
    “It was a good speech, Gavin.” Farah pitched her voice so that only Gavin could hear. “Not as good as the one you gave when the genesauri attacked the Oasis, but still a fine speech indeed.” She smiled at him and squeezed his arm. 
 
    Gavin returned the smile and made an expression he hoped was somewhere between humble acceptance and pride at the compliment. 
 
    “I worry, though,” she continued, voice still a whisper, “that it may not have the effect you were hoping for. I love your optimism, but I don’t know if it’s the right thing just now.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his beard. Though it had itched like sand caught in his pants at first, it was now just long enough that it didn’t bother him anymore. “What would you have had me say? Should I have told them we’re little more than a broken remnant of something we used to be? That we’re essentially prisoners of another new enemy? That there’s little hope of us staying who we once were?” 
 
    Farah quickened her step. Once she was alongside him she turned to look at him, face somewhat illuminated in the moonlight. Gavin looked over and smiled at her. Even clothed in one of those ridiculous blanket-like coverings Brisson called a cloak, she was still beautiful, especially in the moonlight. 
 
    “I—” Farah hesitated. “I just don’t want you giving them a false hope.” 
 
    “A false hope is better than no hope at all.” 
 
    “What is the test of honor,” Farah said, “to uphold the flame, or to snuff it out?” 
 
    Gavin smiled, though he knew the expression would be lost in the darkness and let it fade away. “I guess we all have to figure out the answer to that particular question on our own.” 
 
    Farah didn’t answer, but a moment later Gavin felt her small hand slip into his own. Though the gesture was becoming a familiar one, he still didn’t know what Farah truly meant by it, but he enjoyed the closeness. Pushing aside his own insecurity, he lifted his chin and, despite the chill in the air, felt just a little warmer. 
 
    They walked on in silence, following the well-marked path back toward the few flickering lights that marked Brisson’s little valley. Gavin used the term “little” only in the loosest of senses. The whole of the Sharani Desert could have fit into the flat plain nestled between two mountains that Brisson called a “little” valley. 
 
    As they neared the lip of the ravine leading down into the camp, Gavin noticed several guards hidden in strategic places along cliffs and crags around them. What was more, a shadowy figure was striding up the path toward them. Gavin didn’t need to hear the man’s voice or wait for the figure to fully resolve out of the darkness to know who it was. Farah’s grip tightened in his hand. 
 
    “Brisson,” Gavin said, pitching his voice so it would carry. 
 
    The figure didn’t slow, but Gavin noticed a marked change to his step, a slight hesitation perhaps. Good. Keep you off balance. 
 
    “I thought I instructed you to complete your ceremony before night fell.” Brisson’s figure took shape out of the shadows, the tall man’s thin frame hidden inside the folds of a thick wool cloak. 
 
    “It was delayed,” Gavin said. Brisson fell into step beside them. Farah let go of Gavin’s hand to shift to his other side, leaving Gavin between herself and Brisson. She took up his other hand. 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Gavin waited. Responding didn’t seem necessary. 
 
    “Your fire is still burning,” Brisson said. “I will send men to take care of it for you.” 
 
    “Cobb will take care of it. It is part of the ritual.” 
 
    Brisson sniffed audibly. “Light like that will draw attention in the mountains. It will be like a beacon to our enemies. I will send men.” 
 
    Gavin ground his teeth together and counted his breaths. A fortnight of dealing with Nikanor’s steward had done little to increase Gavin’s patience. 
 
    “Cobb will see to it. As I said, it is part of the ceremony. Please do not desecrate the memory of our dead by sending men.” 
 
    The conversation had carried them to the bottom of the ravine and they now walked in the valley below. Dozens of houses stood on either side of the path they followed, appearing as shadowy mounds in the darkness. There was a restriction on light after dark. 
 
    “Your ceremony is not worth being discovered.” Brisson’s words were almost a hiss, though far too much bite remained for it to be a true hiss. 
 
    Gavin recognized the tone and felt his back stiffen in response. “I learned something as an outcast among my people, Brisson, visiting the different clans,” Gavin said, focusing on making his tone light and conversational despite the stiff set of his jaw. “You could always tell which clans you wanted to return to and visit again based on how they treated their dead. Those who observed the ceremony and posturing were those worthy of the blessings and guidance they request from those who have gone.” 
 
    “Do not preach to me, Rahuli.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth and then snapped it closed again. Farah’s grip in his hand was hard as stone, almost painful. Gavin rolled his shoulders, resisting the urge to scratch at the place where the cloak he wore rubbed against his neck and irritated his wounded arm. 
 
    “Peace, Brisson. Forgive me. We are guests here. I will return myself and make sure the fire is put out promptly. Will that suffice?” 
 
    “See that it is fully out before you return,” Brisson said, then turned sharply and strode off into the darkness. 
 
    As soon as he was out of earshot, Farah swore. “That arrogant little sandspider,” she hissed. “I’d like to face him in the dark on my own one night and give him a solid thrashing.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t know if he should chuckle or retain his silence. He actually agreed with her, but, in the end, decided to try talking her down from the anger boiling within her. 
 
    “I’d join you, but you’re not really one to share when there’s a fight to be had. Besides, where’s the contest?” 
 
    Farah smirked and Gavin felt a small rush of triumph surge through him as he watched her anger fade away. 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    Gavin winked at her and raised a hand—his uninjured one—to run through his hair. “To be fair though, they have given us food, shelter, and cared for our wounded. That’s more than we expected to begin with.” 
 
    “And they treat us like an odd curiosity,” Farah said. “A chance flower in the middle of the shifting sands. They don’t care about our ways or our troubles, just their safe little hiding place.” 
 
    “It’s only been three days since we got here. Give it time.” 
 
    “Time? We’ve been down this path before. We thought we’d have time after Kaiden tried to kill us all in the Oasis. We thought we’d have time once Samsin and Nikanor showed up in the desert. We don’t have time.” 
 
    Farah’s words resounded in Gavin’s mind, mingling with his own similar thoughts and feelings. 
 
    “Peace, Farah. Peace. I need to go handle the fire. I’ll meet you back at the hut when I’m done.” 
 
    She took his hand and gave it a brief squeeze, harder than it probably should have been. As much as the motion eased some small amount of his tension, Gavin wasn’t fool enough to think he’d fully calmed the storm within her, but he’d at least succeeded in clearing a part of the skies. If it had been fully light outside, he would have been able to see the scowl he was sure adorned her face just now. 
 
    Gavin turned on his heel as Farah’s form faded into the darkness. He walked back along the path they had just taken, his pace almost twice as fast as it had been on the trip down the ravine. The sentries there let him pass without a word, though he knew their eyes followed him. 
 
    The Orinai here—though that wasn’t what they called themselves—looked at the Rahuli people with a mixture of awe and incredulity. Suspicion danced within their eyes as well, hidden beneath the awe. It lay just beneath the surface, a silent testament to different cultures, different lives, and the new battle Gavin would have to fight. He knew it now, deep within himself. There were two battles to be fought. One with the people within the camp and one with the Orinai without. 
 
    It was simply too much to ask for a respite from the struggle, though Gavin had secretly hoped when they’d found Brisson that maybe they would be welcomed as friends, heroes, and companions. Nikanor had planned all of this, after all. Gavin thought back over the large Orinai man’s sacrifice on their behalf, and their ensuing flight from the erupting volcano. Death greeted him in those memories. 
 
    Brisson was no Nikanor. The Rahuli were far from safe now. The only thing they had going for them were the mystics. Brisson’s people had none. At least, none that they knew about. Apparently the Seven Sisters tested and took any able to touch those abilities. Selective breeding left the population devoid of those who could pass on the ability to future generations. Gavin shuddered at the memory of the factual, dry way Brisson had told him about that aspect of their life when the man had discovered Gavin’s relampago abilities. Though Brisson didn’t see it, Gavin wondered if the two of them didn’t have more in common than he thought. 
 
    A dot of red broke the darkness on the horizon. There was no mistaking the deep umber of smoldering coals. A wisp of a breeze picked up and carried the scent of a doused fire along with it. Gavin slowed, his boots crunching in the snow and loose rock beneath that white blanket. He shivered and pulled the hood of his cloak lower over his face as the breeze picked up and intensified the biting chill. 
 
    A noise pulled Gavin’s attention back toward the reddish glow in the distance. Two vague forms strode toward him, their outlines a dark mark against the red-grey background of the dying embers. Even from this distance, Gavin could see one walked with a limp and, besides that, Gavin could hear the odd click of Cobb’s cane as it hit the ground. Gavin grinned. Old fool. 
 
    The walking pair stopped briefly for a moment once they got near, then Gavin heard the rasp of steel against leather and heard Cobb’s voice pierce the darkness. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    “It’s just me, old man,” Gavin said with a soft chuckle. He heard a small curse and the sound of leather against metal again as Cobb sheathed his sword. Gavin’s own sword was a heavy weight at his side. 
 
    Cobb cursed under his breath, but Gavin pretended not to notice. 
 
    The two figures approached and came within a close enough distance that Gavin was able to vaguely distinguish their features. The second figure was the woman who had taken to following Cobb around lately. Gavin had meant to ask Cobb about it, but the opportunity had never presented itself. He thought she was Cobb’s wife, but he wasn’t entirely sure. Details like that were dwarfed by the scope of the other worries filling Gavin’s mind. She seemed familiar, though, as if he should remember her. 
 
    “Hasn’t there been enough death for you to be giving me such a fright, boy?” Cobb’s voice was the rough burr of the aged, though it held steel that Gavin had come to rely on. “What was the point of hiding out here, lurking in the dark?” 
 
    The woman clicked her tongue disapprovingly. Gavin almost chuckled, but was able to contain himself. 
 
    “Brisson sent me to see that the fire was taken care of,” Gavin explained, falling into step alongside the pair. “When I saw you’d already attended to it, I figured there wasn’t much point to finishing up the walk.” 
 
    “Brisson sent you.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Cobb’s silence said more than what words would have in its stead. 
 
    “So who is your friend, here?” Gavin looked over at the woman next Cobb. 
 
    Cobb grunted, as if acknowledging that Gavin was very tactlessly attempting to change the subject. 
 
    “Alright, then. Dear woman, might I ask your name?” Gavin kept his voice light and conversational. 
 
    “Maryn,” the woman said, her voice a match for Cobb’s. “I’m his wife.” 
 
    Gavin started in mock surprise, but because he wasn’t paying attention to where he was going, stumbled on a patch of ice, and nearly fell. He caught himself and tried to pretend it hadn’t happened. Cobb chuckled. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were married,” Gavin said, coughing into his hand. He said it more to try and draw more information than out of actual surprise. She seemed so familiar . . . 
 
    Their group passed the sentries at the mouth of the ravine and started down the steep trail. The first time Gavin had gone down it, he’d been afraid of the inevitable ice and snow that made the path slick and dangerous. However, several of Brisson’s people kept it clear of both on a daily basis. Now the only thing Gavin had to worry about was his cloak catching on a protruding rock. 
 
    Cobb grunted again and Gavin decided not to press the issue. 
 
    “Samsin’s trial begins tomorrow,” Gavin said. 
 
    Cobb grunted again and, for a moment, Gavin thought he would leave it at that, but then the older man spoke. 
 
    “It won’t be a trial. It will be their justification for satisfying their own vengeance. No matter what he says, these people will never free him.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth, but then closed it. He knew Cobb was right and a part of him almost agreed with the slave people’s assessment. Part of him squirmed at the admission. 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Why?” It was the woman, Maryn, who asked the question. Gavin glanced over at her, even though she was only a vague outline once again. “He probably deserves death for what he’s done. If they only end up leaving him to rot in a prison cell, they’ll be doing him a favor.” 
 
    Gavin wrapped one hand around the hilt of his sword, then let go, before repeating the process a few more times. His mouth worked, but he couldn’t think of how to respond. 
 
    Maryn snorted. “See, I told you he didn’t have the steel in him to keep leading. I don’t know why you chose them over me.” 
 
    It took Gavin a moment to realize she was aiming her remarks at Cobb. Not that he was slow; rather, his mind was still working over her earlier remark. 
 
    “Leave it be, Maryn,” Cobb muttered, halting. There was a tired tone to his voice that Gavin had never heard before. 
 
    Maryn grumbled something under her breath and turned away from them, the sound of her booted feet crunching in the snow marking her retreat long after her form rejoined the darkness. Gavin waited alongside Cobb, sensing by the undertones of the conversation that there was more going on here than Samsin’s trial. After a long silence, Gavin finally decided to speak. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were married.” 
 
    Cobb grunted. “She’s a hard woman, but you owe her your life. She sent me into the Oasis walls that night when I saved you and the girl.” 
 
    Recognition flooded through him. He’d seen her before, there in the Oasis and then afterward in the Roterralar Warren. Cobb glanced after the spot where she’d disappeared, expression thoughtful. 
 
    “She left with the Sidena when the clans split apart. I stayed.” Cobb’s voice trailed off as he spoke, drifting on the wind until it, too, was gone. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Reasons, boy. Reasons. She’s right though. You’re too malleable with these people. The Rahuli are going to be taken in by these Orinai here and lost. We’ll cease to exist, if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his beard in irritation. Hadn’t he just led them through the two worst things that had ever happened in their known history? 
 
    “And what would you have me do?” 
 
    Cobb grunted again. That was getting old. 
 
    “I don’t know, boy. But think on it. Long and hard. We can’t afford to simply fade away into this people. Everything we just went through, our entire lives and history as a people, will mean nothing if we don’t stand firm.” 
 
    Gavin still stood there long after Cobb disappeared into the gloom.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: The Sound of Justice 
 
    “Conquest is an odd Progression. To vanquish an opponent, to win, is at the heart of everything constituents of this Path do. They seek mastery, subjugations, enchantment, and—at times—seduction. It is the act of conquest itself that is the key. The destination rather than the journey.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Gavin had never seen so many people in one place before, not even at the ceremony they’d held for Nikanor. The valley lay choked with people as far as the eye could see, awash with an array of colors that boggled the mind. A low hum of soft conversation cluttered the air with an omnipresent buzz of noise. So many different shades of blues and greens danced through his sight that Gavin found himself watching the crowd itself more than the procession leading up toward the square. 
 
    Gavin sucked in a breath and pushed the distractions aside. Brisson stood atop a raised wooden platform alongside several other men in the center of where two roads met. Four guards and their massive prisoner were only one more grain of sand lost in the shifting dunes of the crowd, though it opened up before the group as the prisoner, Samsin, neared Brisson’s position. 
 
    “So much color,” Farah breathed, her voice tugging at Gavin’s attention. He nodded numbly without looking at her. “Where does it all come from?” 
 
    “All what?” Gavin asked, finally tearing his eyes away from the crowd of strangers pressing in around them. He felt slightly unnerved at the closeness of it all, though the former Orinai slaves left a small space between themselves and the Rahuli. 
 
    “This,” Farah made a vague gesture with one hand, sweeping it outward to encompass the entire scene before them. “Where did all this color and food come from? Where did all these people come from? What about the Seven Sisters, where do they fit in all this? It’s . . . it’s . . .” Farah’s voice trailed off and she shrugged. Gavin couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her at a loss for words. 
 
    In truth, Gavin didn’t blame her. His own mind struggled to comprehend the enormity of it all. The valley in which Brisson’s people lived was a massive, sprawling affair nestled between two mountain ranges. The whole of the Sharani Desert could have fit in just one tiny piece of it. Gavin estimated that over ten thousand people lived here, sheltered from much of the weather by the way the mountains were positioned around them. There were herds, cattle, stores, and supplies enough to keep that massive number of people living lives that—in Gavin’s opinion—were plush and simple when compared to the life he had lived before. These “former slaves,” as Brisson called them, were a pampered group, by the looks of things. And they outnumbered the Rahuli so completely it was almost laughable. 
 
    “It’s terrifying and beautiful at the same time,” Gavin whispered. 
 
    “It’s sickening,” Farah corrected, her voice pitched even softer than his. 
 
    Gavin sighed softly in quiet agreement. He made sure his shoulders didn’t move and that no one around him would notice. The Rahuli needed him to be strong. He was their undisputed leader now, though Gavin wasn’t sure the cost had been worth it. He felt the weight of their needs on his shoulders, mingling with a latent, burning exhaustion that clung to him like a fine grit of sand. His hands itched to massage at his temples, but he restrained himself and finally managed to turn his gaze to Samsin as his guards led the large Storm Ward up onto the raised, wooden platform. 
 
    Samsin looked far different than that first day Gavin had seen him hiding with Nikanor in the stoneway. Where he had once walked with a regal, proud bearing, each stride projecting him forward with the arrogant bounce of one used to being obeyed, even worshipped, he now shuffled along in bare feet, eyes downcast and back bent in the shape of a sickle. The thick ropes wrapped around his wrists and connected via a long lead to other bonds around his ankles didn’t help either. His white blonde hair hung in a ragged sheet over his face, though it wasn’t thick enough to hide the purplish bruise on one cheek. 
 
    Gavin took a step forward, but stopped himself as Brisson raised his hands and the soft hum of conversation died. Gavin ground his teeth together, but stepped back to where he’d been, hoping no one else had noticed. 
 
    “Samsin, thirteenth incarnation of Samsinorna, of the family Creager, First House of Estrelar,” Brisson cried, voice echoing back faintly from the valley walls. “You stand before us to answer for the crimes you and your kind have committed against our people.” 
 
    Gavin looked out over the crowd. He expected some sort of reaction, a cheer, a protest, something, but only silence answered Brisson’s declaration. The faces of Brisson’s people were grim and set. Even the small children remained still and silent, eyes hard. Gavin shivered. 
 
    “Samsin Creager,” Brisson said, turning around to face the Orinai behind him. “You have murdered our families, friends, and companions. You have beaten us and worked us until our bodies gave out and we broke under our own burdens. You have treated us worse than cattle, worse than swine which lay in the mud they create with their own filth.” Brisson’s voice rose in volume until, at the end, it was almost a scream. 
 
    Farah stepped close to Gavin and took his hand. Gavin glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and noticed Cobb and Maryn behind her. Maryn’s face was as hard as that of Brisson’s people, though Cobb’s face bore a troubled look. 
 
    “Do you have anything to say to us, murderer?” Brisson bellowed. 
 
    One of the guards at Samsin’s side gave him a small shove and Samsin stumbled forward, the leads connecting his ankles getting in the way. The silence stretched out into oblivion as Samsin regained his balance and slowly raised his head to stare out into the crowd. Gavin saw a measure of his former pride in the man’s eyes, though his once-fine clothes lay in torn and filthy rags about his shoulders. Samsin squared his shoulders as best he could, adopting a look that bordered on arrogance as he stared down his accusers. 
 
    “I have killed dozens of slaves over the course of my life.” Samsin’s thickly accented voice was barely more than a whisper, but it carried through the silence like an arrow flying from a bow. “And never noticed. It is the nature of Great Ones. It is how we are raised. It is how the Empire has existed since it was formed. I do not offer this as an apology, for I am offering none. This is simply an explanation. Who I am, what I’ve done, they’re simply a part of what our religion and my chosen Progression have done to me. Your place is thrust upon you as part of those same paths.” 
 
    “You don’t deny what you’ve done then?” Brisson demanded. 
 
    A faint hum of voices sounded from the crowd of watchers, the first noise they had made since the trial began. It wasn’t hard for Gavin to picture Samsin doing any of the things of which he’d been accused, but still, Gavin felt uncomfortable with the situation. Farah’s hand shifted in his grip and Gavin realized he was squeezing it far harder than he’d meant to. He relaxed his grip and turned his attention back to the platform. 
 
    Samsin turned and looked Brisson in the eye. Even bound as he was, Samsin’s expression bore far more dignity than Brisson’s did. Gavin half-expected the man to start shouting out his superiority over them, like he did when Gavin had first met him, but Samsin simply shook his head. 
 
    “I do not. I fulfilled my purpose, as did those I’ve killed.” 
 
    Shouting erupted from the assembled crowd. Gavin didn’t understand half the words said, but he recognized the emotions erupting like flames in dry wood around him. Hatred, pain, and anger burst through the crowd like the wall of a sandstorm. The shouts grew to a united, powerful roar. 
 
    Something small zipped through the air and struck Samsin in the side of the head. Rotten fruit dripped down Samsin’s face, which was contorted in a mixture of disgust and anger. Another small fruit shot out of the crowd, but before it could strike Brisson leapt in front of it. The fruit spattered across Brisson’s chest. The shouts broke into shards of sharp silence as the fruit’s reddish juices dripped down Brisson’s white tunic. 
 
    “Hold your anger, brethren,” Brisson shouted. “There is no honor in attacking a man not yet condemned. Do not dishonor Nikanor’s memory by acting against his teachings and Progression.” 
 
    Dishonor Nikanor? How involved had Nikanor been in all this? Gavin silently cursed his lack of understanding. What little he knew he’d gleaned while trying to attend to the needs of his people. He would fix that as soon as he was able. 
 
    “Let the elders discuss what fate awaits this Great One. Hold your anger. There will be ample need of it later.” 
 
    Brisson held his position in front of Samsin for a long moment, his hard, proud eyes meeting the gaze of everyone in the crowd in turn. The red stain on his tunic stood out like the reminder of a past wound. When Brisson’s eyes flickered over Gavin and his people, Gavin returned the gaze, not fully understanding the odd tingling at the back of his neck. Something was going on here that Gavin didn’t like, even if he couldn’t specify it amidst the chaos of the moment. 
 
    After a moment, Brisson nodded once and turned to the other men at the back of the raised platform. They formed a small circle and began talking amongst themselves. 
 
    “They’ll find him guilty, sure enough,” Cobb said as he walked forward. “Mark my word, boy, he’ll die.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t condemn him?” Farah asked. 
 
    Gavin didn’t say anything. Something welled up in the pit of his stomach, like the feeling he got after eating too old meat. He glanced from Samsin back to Cobb and then over to Farah. 
 
    “He did help save us, no matter what else he did,” Gavin said. “I won’t condemn him after what he’s done for us.” 
 
    “What he did for us?” Cobb’s voice was almost a bark, though a subdued one. The old, grizzled man shot furtive looks to the assembled Orinai slaves around them before continuing. “What did he actually do for us, boy? It was the other one—what’s his name—Nikanor, who really helped. It was by his doing that we had a place to go and we got some warning at least.” 
 
    “And Nikanor was the one who held back Beryl until we were able to get away,” Farah added. 
 
    “Samsin killed Kaiden. He saved me.” 
 
    Neither Farah nor Cobb had any response to that, though a small voice in Gavin’s mind had a suitable argument. Replaying the memory of that moment in his mind’s eye, Gavin remembered how close that bolt of energy came to hitting him too, not just Kaiden. He wondered if Samsin would have cared if Gavin had been killed along with Kaiden or if that crackling bolt of energy had missed him simply by chance. In Gavin’s experience, controlling those bolts was like trying to hold back a sandstorm by blowing against it. 
 
    “He’s still going to die,” Cobb said after a moment. “When he has no defense at all, not even from his own lips, there really isn’t much question left to it, is there?” 
 
    “Maybe someone should give him some, then,” Gavin said, softly. 
 
    Farah and Cobb spoke at once, their objections overlapping with one another. 
 
    Oddly, the voice that won out wasn’t from Farah or Cobb. It was Evrouin. “What are you doing, Gavin?” 
 
    Farah and Cobb stilled their protests enough to fall in on either side of Gavin as he turned to face the tall man. Together, the four of them formed a small circle very similar to the one conversing atop the raised platform behind Samsin. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything yet,” Gavin said. 
 
    “You cannot be seen or heard to be in sympathy with Samsin,” Evrouin said, carefully, pointedly ignoring the look Farah leveled at him. “Not with this crowd. They are here for blood, nothing more.” 
 
    “They’re putting him on trial, Evrouin. This is about justice.” 
 
    Evrouin shook his head and furrowed his brow in concentration as his eyes narrowed. His eyes glinted as they locked onto Gavin’s. “I told you once that you were naive, and I meant it then. You still are, in some ways. These people don’t want justice. They don’t want guilt and innocence. This isn’t a trial, it’s justification for their vengeance.” 
 
    Gavin noticed Farah’s sharp step forward out of the corner of his eye and reacted instinctively. He caught her hand before she could slap Evrouin. Though he knew Farah wouldn’t regret the act, he needed the man. Both he and Farah would have regretted letting that slap land. 
 
    “You would know all about justification,” Farah said. “You and the others who followed Kaiden. And don’t you dare call him naive, Evrouin.” She didn’t struggle against Gavin’s grip, but at the same time, didn’t back down. 
 
    “Peace, Farah, please. I know how you feel about him,” Gavin said in a voice meant only for her ears. He met her eyes and held them for a long moment before continuing in a louder tone. “Evrouin is free to speak his mind. What he says makes sense. I’ve—I’ve felt those emotions before. Once.” He eased his grip on her arm and rubbed a finger across the back of her wrist. “You will have your say as well. I promise.” 
 
    Gavin looked up and met Evrouin’s gaze again and brief moment of understanding passed between them. 
 
    Farah wrenched her arm free of Gavin’s grip and strode away, disappearing into the crowd of Rahuli still watching the others debate on the raised platform. Gavin sighed inwardly. He’d have to make it up to her later, but there wasn’t anything he would have done differently. Being the leader of this people required him to do things he would rather have avoided. 
 
    “Fine, Evrouin. What would you have me do then? This isn’t right—this isn’t justice.” 
 
    “I already acknowledged that,” Evrouin said, staring after Farah’s retreating form for a long moment before returning to look at Gavin. “But you have to stay out of it. You’ve got bigger battles to fight when it comes to this people. No one man is worth more than an entire people.” 
 
    “Did Kaiden teach you that?” Cobb asked. 
 
    Before Evrouin could answer a strange hush fell over the crowd. Gavin turned toward the platform. Samsin stared out over the crowd with unblinking eyes. Brisson stood at the forefront of the small group of men, arms upraised for silence. 
 
    “Samsin, thirteenth incarnation of Samsinorna, of the family Creager, First House of Estrelar,” Brisson yelled, “you have been judged. You are guilty by your own admission.” 
 
    Gavin licked his lips, his mouth strangely dry. 
 
    “The punishment for murder is death. You shall be stoned tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    Gavin blew out a long, silent breath. The crowd cheered.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Meetings in the Night 
 
    “The Progression of Power is more about capacity than implementation. The other Paths can feed into it and create it. Power is the control of an intangible force which allows the holder to act and to do in any given situation. It is the knife in the hands of a murderer, the speed and agility of the thief in the night. Strength, Knowledge, Arts, Honor, Goodwill, and Conquest can all be sources of Power.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Gavin bolted upright in his bed, sweat beading on his brow and dripping down into his eyes. His lungs heaved and his heart pounded a steady, loud, staccato beat inside his chest. His hands curled into fists at his side and got entangled in his thick wool blanket. 
 
    Mind spinning between half-recalled memories and the shattered images of a nightmare, Gavin swung his legs out over the side of his bed and got to his feet. He barely registered the chill bite against the sweat that covered his bare torso. 
 
    He strode over to the hearth where the embers of that night’s fire still smoldered a dull red. He absently pulled a heavy wooden chair over next to the coals and sat down, warming his hands over the coals. The remnants of their meal—a dish of meat, cheese, and dried vegetables which had all been so heavily doused in seasoning that Gavin didn’t know what the meat itself actually tasted like—still lay on the table. 
 
    Gavin’s stomach growled, but he didn’t get up. Something nagged at the back of his mind like sand inside a dust devil, gnawing away at him and interrupting his sleep multiple times already that night. Though he couldn’t name it, the thought troubled him. Blowing out a long breath, Gavin stood up and ran both hands through his shaggy brown hair. 
 
    The floor creaked as he walked and he glanced quickly at two of the three doors leading out of the room. Farah, Shallee, and her baby slept in one, Evrouin and his wife in the other. When houses had been assigned to them, they’d drawn stones out of a bag to see who would have to bunk with whom since there were not enough individual buildings for each family to have their own. Gavin had been delighted to draw the same as Farah, but that elation had quelled considerably when Evrouin had drawn his lot. Gavin had learned all sorts of new words from Farah when she’d heard the news. 
 
    Gavin dressed quickly, donning thick clothing and pulling on his boots with practiced familiarity. He would have been a little embarrassed to admit to anyone else that he’d practiced putting on the unfamiliar clothes, but he was glad of it now. Dressed, he threw on his cloak and headed toward the door outside, only stopping to pick up a lantern and a taper with which to light it. 
 
    He paused for only a brief moment to light the lamp near the door of his hut. The light flared as the wick caught and Gavin squinted against the sudden brightness. Once his eyes had adjusted, Gavin started walking. Small, squat huts loomed on either side of him, each one a near identical lump of shadow along the path. The Rahuli survivors took up about forty of the huts, though the wounded lived in the medical building near the other side of the valley. Some had lost fingers or toes from the bitter cold through which they’d slogged before finding the hidden valley. There were far too many of those, mostly women and children stricken with what Brisson’s people called “frostbite.” Gavin shuddered at the memories. White, pale skin didn’t look so innocent anymore when it turned into blisters and blackened, dead patches of flesh. 
 
    The path he followed met up with another going the opposite direction, so he turned left and went that direction. He knew that path would lead him deeper into the valley, but he didn’t care if he got slightly lost. Finding his way back wouldn’t be too difficult in a valley after all. He wandered, his mind sifting through information without settling on any one particular bit. The wind picked up and tugged at his cloak, whipping it around his ankles. Gavin shivered and tugged it closer around his shoulders. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    Gavin jumped at the sudden sound and dropped his lamp, which immediately went out. A hand appeared out of the darkness, grabbing him roughly on one shoulder and spinning him around. Light flared, blinding Gavin before he could get a good look at who was attacking him. Instinctively, Gavin reached out with his mind. 
 
    A moment passed in the instant between one breath and another. Gavin let that instinct flow within him, rushing toward his powers, then he seized upon it consciously and pulled at the strands of energy around him. The act was like trying to lift a sailfin corpse with his bare hands, as if he were blocked from his powers somehow or they simply weren’t there. For half an instant, a smattering of sparks appeared in Gavin’s hands, glistening in a minute cascade of white light. Then the sparks simply died away. Gavin looked down at his hands, feeling empty inside. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Someone swore and the hand on Gavin’s shoulder fell away. Gavin only half heard the sound of men scrambling away from him, boots scraping against loose stone. 
 
    “What are you about?” It was hard to tell through the voices and heavy accent, but the man sounded hesitant, almost afraid. Fear was recognizable in any language. 
 
    Gavin blinked a few more times and raised a hand in front of his eyes. A few shadowy figures resolved out of the blinding light. 
 
    “I’m just walking. Is there something wrong with that?” Gavin kept his voice neutral, but felt the hair on the back of his neck rise in frustrated annoyance. He wished he’d thought to bring his greatsword along with him. 
 
    “You’re one of them Rahuli,” one of the shadowy figures said, voice a thin rasp. “Isn’t your lot housed back that way? Mayhap you should return there, I think.” 
 
    The man may have made a gesture, but Gavin didn’t see it in the darkness. 
 
    “I haven’t finished my walk just yet.” 
 
    “Yes, you have.” 
 
    Something moved in the shadows and Gavin took a quick step back, readying himself for a fight. 
 
    “Let him go, Derric. He’s just walking. Brisson won’t want us stopping him.” This from a third voice. 
 
    “You mind yourself now,” the first man, Derric, said. 
 
    “Leave off it,” Rasping Voice said. “Let him go. He’s not doing anything but walking.” 
 
    Derric grumbled something unintelligible. “Fine then,” he said. “Be off with you. Just don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    Gavin waited for a long moment, watching the small group of men walk away until they became a small pool of light in the distance. After running a pensive hand through his hair, Gavin bent down to retrieve his lamp, gaze lingering on the diminishing pool of light in the distance. The encounter had ended without violence, but it grated at Gavin. It didn’t bode well for their future relations if random patrols felt it within their power to stop him at their leisure. 
 
    After a few tries he managed to light the lamp, thoughts troubled. Along with the simple political implications, Gavin’s worry danced back over what had happened when he’d attempted to use his powers. The energy that had flowed so easily in the Sharani Desert was now as elusive as a mote of dust on a breeze. Admittedly, the powers were still new to him, but it had become something he could access with barely a thought before. What leverage did he have here if the mystic abilities were no longer a factor in the coming maneuvers? 
 
    Troubled, Gavin resumed his slow, meandering walk. 
 
    He eventually found himself standing in front of the medical building. He didn’t remember the journey to get there, but by the position of the stars in the sky and the distance he knew he’d travelled he realized he must have been walking for well over two hours. His arm ached from holding the lantern and the lingering pain from where the arrow had taken him in the shoulder when the “honor squad” of archers had attacked them before the volcano had erupted. Healing moved slowly while in sorrow’s icy grip. 
 
    A light flickering in the distance caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. Curiosity tugged at him and he turned in that direction. Samsin’s prison. At least that’s what Brisson’s people called it. Half a dozen armed guards stood in front of the squat, square building. Light glinted off metal shields and other bits of metal armor, which was what had drawn Gavin’s eye. 
 
    “Hey you,” one of the guards called to him as Gavin approached. “What are you doing out and about at this thrice-cursed time of night?” 
 
    Gavin rolled his eyes internally. He’d already had his fill of being questioned. He started to turn away, an excuse on his lips, but then found himself turning back instead. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to the prisoner,” Gavin said. 
 
    “And I’d like a nice haunch of roast venison smothered in herbs with a mug of fine honey mead,” one of the guards said. His companions laughed. 
 
    “How about a nice, roaring fire to go wid it!” More voices joined in with the first. 
 
    “And half a gatheriu turning on a spit.” 
 
    “Tubers and fruit.” 
 
    “Wine!” 
 
    When Gavin didn’t say anything or move on, the laughter died off jaggedly, filling the air with a heavy, piercing silence. 
 
    “Off with you, then,” the first speaker said at last, tugging at a strap on his metal armor. 
 
    “I lead the Rahuli people,” Gavin said in a slow, deliberate voice. “Your prisoner was mine first. I captured him. If he is to die tomorrow, I have questions that need answering before he’s no longer able.” 
 
    The man swallowed and glanced at his companions, obviously unnerved by Gavin’s calm tone. Gavin took a step forward. Two of the guards stepped back and reached for the swords at their belts. Another licked his lips nervously. 
 
    “He’s one of the mystics,” the lip-licker whispered to the first guard. “I’d be doing what he says.” 
 
    Gavin gave his best Warlord glare and the man folded. 
 
    “Alright, sir, alright. You can go in, but be out again ‘afore long, alright?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. It was a sharp, perfunctory gesture—a simple acknowledgment of understanding rather than a mark of deference or equality between them. Gavin could thank Kaiden for that little trick. 
 
    Gavin stepped into the room and paused just inside the doorway. Just like the outside windows, bars of thick, black iron cut the room in half. The space it created was further subdivided into three smaller chambers, each containing only a simple bed made of wood and a chamber pot. A lantern hung from the wall inside each of the end chambers. They cast twin pools of light over the occupant of the middle one. 
 
    Samsin knelt on the floor with his back to the barred, metal door, posture rigid and upright, knees bent before him with his hips resting on his heels. His half-folded arms rested before him on top of his legs, palms up and resting on his knees. He still wore the simple rags he’d worn at the trial earlier. The lamp light made the bruises on his face appear almost black and mottled, like the pattern of a sandtiger’s pelt right before the seasons changed. 
 
    “I thought you would come before the end, Gavin.” 
 
    Gavin almost jumped, but was able to restrain himself. He didn’t think Samsin had noticed him. Besides that, how did Samsin know it was him? The Orinai hadn’t turned around to look his direction. 
 
    “You remind me a little of him—you know, Nikanor,” Samsin continued. “Neither of you know anything about politics. Achk, this language really is quite barbarous, you know.” 
 
    Gavin stepped further into the room. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My language has much better words,” Samsin said in a soft, highly accented voice. “It has music to it, an ability to make the sounds themselves mean almost as much as the words.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know.” Samsin took in a deep breath and held it for a long moment, letting the silence stretch until Gavin almost said something again, but Samsin breathed out after a moment and continued. “You should not have come here. It was not a wise move.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here already. The damage is done.” 
 
    Samsin shook his head and scratched behind one ear. “You are right. It is done. The Sisters will find this place anyway. What does it matter if you’re alive then or not?” 
 
    Gavin pushed down the irritation that rose within him. “What is this place, anyway?” 
 
    “A monument to one man’s ideals.” Samsin sat down on the bed. “In more exact terms, it appears to be a haven for runaway slaves and the remains of Nikanor’s plantation workers.” 
 
    Gavin’s brow furrowed. “How did they get this all built so quickly?” 
 
    “I heard one of them telling another that they’d been here for years, some of them at least. That fool, Nikanor, had been sending them up here with supplies and materials to build for decades. Deaths are common on plantations, so they were always in need of new slaves to replace ones they lost. I think Nikanor just sent the slaves he said had died to live up here and then requested new ones. No one even questioned it.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his beard and frowned as he considered it. Slavery in this form was a new concept for him, but it seemed a little too grand a scale to have simply been sneaking a few out of a field or two. 
 
    “How many of these worked Nikanor’s plantation?” 
 
    “At least a few thousand.” 
 
    “There’s three times that number here,” Gavin protested. 
 
    Samsin raised his hands and shrugged. 
 
    “You seem rather complacent for someone about to die,” Gavin said. 
 
    “Complacent?” 
 
    “Calm.” 
 
    “It is simply another step along the Path. I will be reborn. Maybe this time I will rise to the next Iteration.” 
 
    Gavin gave a small half-groan. There was simply too much he didn’t fully understand. 
 
    “You came here for a reason, though. What is it?” Samsin’s voice held only mild curiosity, though he raised one eyebrow speculatively. 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth and then closed it, trying to decide. Samsin was right of course. He’d felt compelled to come here even if he didn’t fully understand what had driven him. His mind did that to him sometimes, forcing him to do things before fully formed thoughts could come together. 
 
    “I was out walking tonight,” Gavin said slowly, sifting through the thoughts in his mind and coming to the slow realization of why he was there, “and I was stopped by some of Brisson’s people. They startled me and I reached out for my powers and . . .” Gavin let his voice trail off, realizing how foolish he sounded. 
 
    “And it didn’t work for you,” Samsin prompted, sitting up. He grinned. “I thought that might happen. I felt the massive wells of energy in the Sharani Arena. It was there, hidden deep in the sands.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. 
 
    “You draw the energy into you, even you primitive mystics. You can’t use what isn’t there.” 
 
    “What do you mean, isn’t there?” 
 
    Samsin leapt to his feet and rushed toward the bars. Gavin took a quick step back as Samsin grabbed onto the door’s bars and pressed his face up against them. 
 
    “How did your people survive for so long with so little real knowledge?” Samsin asked, studying Gavin intently. “Energy is the result of movement, the product of motion. Without motion, there is no energy. You can feel it in the storm, sense it on the wind, in the clouds crashing into one another. There is little motion here, outside of the storms.” 
 
    Gavin frowned, a hint of understanding dawning. “But in the desert, the sands were constantly shifting. That’s motion.” 
 
    Samsin’s lips formed a thin line. “That was my theory. It was that, or the immense systems of weather magic in the air. Not that it matters anymore. Still, it has been a long time since I felt that much power.” 
 
    Gavin felt dread spread through him like the tingling chill of frostbite. If his powers didn’t work, if none of the mystic powers worked like they had in the Sharani Desert, how were they going to hold any advantage at all within Brisson’s people? It was the only bargaining tool they had. Without it . . . 
 
    “What do you do about it? You can’t only have powers any time there’s a storm.” 
 
    “I won’t tell the secrets of a Great One to a mystic,” Samsin said, white blonde eyebrows forming a bright cloud over his eyes. “Not even at the threshold of death or the gates to the seven hells.” 
 
    Samsin stepped back from the bars and turned back to his kneeling position, ignoring Gavin completely, even when Gavin tried to say something. 
 
    Eventually, Gavin left. He stumbled out into the night, pulling his cloak fast around his shoulders. He felt more than a little helpless. Everything he’d worked for in the Oasis was now gone and the very identity of his people was threatened. True, according to Brisson and Nikanor, the two peoples shared common ancestry, but a thousand years of divergence left them with little in common, even in appearance. Gavin shook his head and pulled his hood up. He pushed by the guards, who gave him a wide berth, but then noticed movement coming from the medical building. 
 
    Two men bore a third on a litter of sorts. A fourth man nearing a lamp bounded up the wooden steps and pounded on the door. Without thinking, Gavin rushed over and grabbed the litter. The salty, sharp smell of blood wafted up from the litter. His shoulder throbbed where it was still healing from the arrow wound. 
 
    “Thank you,” the man nearest him said. 
 
    Gavin nodded, noting the weariness in his voice and the slack, haggard drooping of his mouth and in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Oi,” the lantern bearer shouted, pounding on the door again, “open up in there. We’ve got a wounded man out here.” 
 
    The sound of someone stirring came from inside the medical hall and then the sound of wood rasping against itself before the door creaked open and an older woman peered out into the night, eyes squinted against the blinding light of the lantern. 
 
    “Quiet down, you,” the woman snapped. “There’s children sleeping in here. Bring him in, bring him in. And don’t be making noise while you’re at it.” 
 
    Gavin had to squeeze to one side to get through the door, brushing shoulders with the archer, but they made it into the room. Rows and rows of narrow beds lined both sides of the room, most occupied by people Gavin recognized. 
 
    “Over there,” the woman said, gesturing toward a corner of the room where a raised counter lay. “Shift him off that stretcher and get him out of those clothes.” 
 
    Gavin blinked at the tone of authority in the woman’s voice. They maneuvered the stretcher up onto the counter and shifted him off the litter. The smell of blood and festering infection made Gavin want to gag, but he swallowed the bile and helped the two men remove the man’s shirt and trousers, leaving him clad only in grey, wool under clothes. The wound was a mass of red blood and festering skin hot to the touch on his chest. 
 
    “Out of the way,” a familiar voice said softly. 
 
    Gavin turned to see the woman who had pulled the arrow from his shoulder back in the Sharani Desert approaching from the far side of the room. 
 
    “Move back, you three,” the woman, Alyson, said, nodding deferentially to Gavin, but still shepherding him and the other two men back. “Give me a little room to move please, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    They moved back, the two men—soldiers, Gavin assumed—shuffling toward a small, wooden bench near the door. Gavin, not knowing what else to do, went with them. 
 
    “What happened?” Gavin asked in a soft voice. 
 
    The two men eyed him, their expressions openly appraising. “You’re one of those Rahuli, aren’t you?” 
 
    Gavin didn’t answer. The speaker, not the one to which Gavin had spoken earlier but the other one, sniffed and wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “I could use some mead, Tadeo, how about you?” the man said. He turned, intentionally moving so his hand fell onto the hilt of his sword and turning a shoulder to exclude Gavin from the conversation. 
 
    Gavin was too used to the political scheming of the Rahuli to miss it, but also to give it more meaning than it actually had. This was simply a man used to being ignored and so he was playing with a newfound authority. He was too soft to be a real soldier. Gavin noticed his muscular frame, but it was the wrong sort of muscle. Hard corded arms and broad shoulders, but disproportionate to the rest of him. Unbalanced. If Gavin had learned anything about fighting over the last few weeks it was that it was a question of balance more than strength. It was a question of endurance. 
 
    “You know I do not drink,” Tadeo said, his voice a rough burr so different from his companion’s accent that Gavin’s interest was immediately piqued. He was clothed in thick leather overclothes and wore a sword at his waist. A bow rested over his shoulder and a quiver of arrows lay alongside it, poking up behind his head. Gavin hadn’t seen a bow quite like it before. 
 
    “Well, I could sure use a belt. I hate the smell of blood, the feel of death claiming friends around you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Gavin repeated. This time, though, he directed the question toward the archer, Tadeo, not the gruff swordsman. 
 
    Tadeo turned his gaze on Gavin, studying him with discerning, curious eyes. Gavin met the gaze, noting the hard, knowledgeable wisdom within them, then used the opportunity to study the man back. His eyes, though dark and piercing, were sunken deep into his face, like dark hollow pits from which little light glimmered, despite their large size. His skin was browned and weathered. Wrinkles were only just beginning to give it age. The short beard and hair were both grizzled with white. Despite that, Gavin guessed the man was only barely into his fourth decade. Sharp, angular lines highlighted his cheekbones and gave the man a distinct appearance as different from the other former slaves as was the man’s accent. His simple clothing draped over his frame like a ragged cloth over a skeleton. What muscle he did have, was wiry and corded and an old scar ran across the side of his nose. This was a man who’d known a hard, violent life. 
 
    “The patrol got hit by a group of Orinai scouts,” Tadeo said. “They took our companion by surprise before I could distract them and get us back to this place.” 
 
    “Patrols?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “None of your concern, Rahuli,” the first man snapped. “We’ve got it handled. What were you doing over here at this time of night, anyhow?” 
 
    Gavin ignored him. 
 
    Tadeo glanced sidelong at his companion before returning his gaze to Gavin. Gavin noticed a strange twitch at the corner of Tadeo’s mouth, but wasn’t sure if it was the beginnings of a frown or a smile. 
 
    “We have regular patrols,” Tadeo said softly, his accent making the words even more difficult to understand. Behind them, the murmur of voices picked up and the man on the table moaned and thrashed about. “The Orinai are out there, looking for us. Maybe for you too, I think.” 
 
    “What’d you tell him that for?” the other man asked, expression sour. “He’s one of them.” 
 
    “He asked,” Tadeo said, “so I told him. Your people are not warriors, Joren. His are. Perhaps he can help.” Tadeo gave Gavin another appraising look then shrugged. “I changed my mind. Let us go find that drink.” 
 
    “That’s summat I can agree with.” Joren sniffed loudly and, pointedly ignoring Gavin, headed for the door. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to wait for your friend?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Tadeo shook his head. “The women here will care for him. This thing is certain. Farewell for now.” Tadeo nodded at Gavin and then followed Joren out the door into the night. 
 
    Gavin thought about following them and probing Tadeo for more information, both about the patrols and the man himself, but just as he was about to leave Alyson called out to him. 
 
    “Don’t you take another step toward that door,” she said, coming over to him while wiping her hands on a reddish cloth that looked as if it had once been white. “I haven’t looked at that shoulder of yours in far too long.” 
 
    Gavin pursed his lips and absently raised a hand to probe at his wounded shoulder. “I’m fine, really.” 
 
    Alyson snorted. “You think I’m just going to take your word for it? You’re a man. You’d lie about the pain just to save face. Off with that shirt of yours.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t move. 
 
    “Now!” she snapped. 
 
    Gavin shrugged out of his cloak and then pulled his shirt over his head, containing the wince that threatened to betray him at the motion. Even inside the building, he shivered at the cold and felt his skin raise along his arms and the back of his neck. He looked down at his shoulder, seeing the purple bruising and the deep, red-brown scab where the arrow had taken him. Thankfully, no fresh blood stained the skin around it. 
 
    Alyson bustled over, tossing the rag aside. Gavin found himself immediately discomfited when her disapproving gaze fell on him. 
 
    “Where’s the bandage I put on there, hmmm?” she snapped. “The wound has just barely begun to heal. It needs another few weeks with a poultice on it before you can leave it exposed like this. It’s a wonder it hasn’t become gangrenous already.” 
 
    Gavin shifted uncomfortably, then winced as Alyson probed the wound with her fingers. He stumbled back and almost collapsed onto the wooden bench behind him. Alyson’s eyes flashed to his face, her lips in a thin line that almost seemed to say that she’d expected this. 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” Gavin said defensively. “I put new bandages on it as often as I can. I’ve been resting and haven’t tried to use the shoulder much.” 
 
    Alyson gave him a flat look that clearly told him he had said something stupid. 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to heal you then,” Alyson said and before Gavin could respond, she reached out and placed a hand over the wound. 
 
    For a moment, Gavin wondered what was going on, then a feeling of intense cold washed through him as if he’d fallen headlong into a pile of snow. He gasped, and shivered at the same time, a sensation that left him a little nauseated and confused for the space of half a breath. Then the feeling vanished. 
 
    “What was that?” Gavin said, pulling away from Alyson’s grip. 
 
    She let him go and took a step back herself, a clear frown in her expression now. She looked suddenly weary, haggard even. She gestured toward his shoulder with a sluggish motion. Gavin looked down. His skin was unbroken and flawless, all trace of the wound having completely vanished. 
 
    “You’re a wetta!” Gavin said loudly enough that Alyson made a face and looked about the room to see if anyone else stirred. 
 
    “Clearly,” Alyson said, taking a seat on the wooden bench alongside him. The weariness in her voice was palpable. “Though it was a recent discovery. Lhaurel found me a little while ago, in the same group as the other mystics she was trying to Break. Unlike some, I didn’t break until our journey here. That journey . . .” Alyson trailed off, voice falling to less than a whisper. 
 
    Gavin prodded his shoulder with hesitant fingers, pushing harder when he didn’t feel even the slightest twinge of pain. 
 
    “So your abilities aren’t lessened in any way, then?” Gavin asked, then shook his head and removed his hand from his freshly healed shoulder. “I guess you wouldn’t know, seeing as you didn’t have your abilities before.” 
 
    Alyson pursed her lips and gave him a flat, penetrating look. “There’s a lot of moisture here, a lot of water. From what I know, that means the wetta magic will work just fine.” Alyson shrugged. “Well enough for this lot, anyway. We save most of the ones that make it this far.” 
 
    Gavin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” she snapped, a rough burr of irritation creeping into her voice. “You didn’t really expect those Orinai types to just up and let us go without any more fighting, did you? Or even this lot here. The Orinai don’t seem the sort to just let anyone out of their clutches for long.” 
 
    “You mean they’re out looking for us?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Gavin narrowed his eyes at the woman. “Of course I didn’t think we’d be safe for long, I just thought it would take them longer to figure out where we were.” 
 
    Alyson sighed and leaned back against the wall and raised one bare foot, absently massaging it with one hand. “These here—” Alyson gestured idly toward the man on the counter, who was now resting quite peacefully. “—have patrols of a sort, but they’re far from warriors. The weakest Frierd could eat them for the midday meal and not even think twice about it. A sailfin pack would make most of them wet themselves and curse themselves to the lowest level of the seven hells.” 
 
    Gavin pursed his lips, musingly, and stroked his beard. A few tendrils of thought and idea flirted with one another within his mind. “So you were a Roterralar before, then?” 
 
    Alyson opened her eyes long enough to glance over at him and give a little snort. “Hardly. I was part of the Mornal for a while, until we all ended up together with the Roterralar. Khari persuaded me to stay behind when the clans all separated. She thought I had been using my abilities to some degree for years. I’d always been a healer of some skill among my clan. Maybe she was right.” Alyson’s voice carried a foreign note to it as she spoke, something Gavin recognized. Pain. 
 
    “And when Maugier and his group didn’t come back?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Alyson stiffened. “I have patients that need attending, boy,” she said, voice hard and cold. “See yourself out.” 
 
    Gavin watched the older woman get to her feet and stalk off across with room without a backward glance. He was unsure of what to do, but his mind was busy thinking, processing the information he’d gathered. Eventually, he got up and wandered out into the night once more.


 
   
  
 

 Part 2: Silence and Ice


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: Limitations 
 
    “A single word has as many meanings as there are people to use it.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 14, Year 854 
 
    They traveled southwest for several days, moving at the same plodding pace. Lhaurel spent the majority of the journey in the rear section of her wagon taking lessons from Talha, the back door left open to let in fresh air and to watch the plume of smoke shrink in the distance. This time, however, they’d blessedly been able to stop and take lessons while sitting a small distance away from the wagons. 
 
    Lessons in language and politics quickly gave way to ones on the common trade practices of the various Dominions, which were what the territories of the Orinai were called. Talha also took every opportunity possible to question Lhaurel about life in the Sharani Desert and the traditions and practices of the Rahuli people. It was one of the few times the generally emotionless woman showed any real passion. That, and when she was explaining odd vagaries of the religion to which Lhaurel supposedly belonged. Not only belonged, apparently, but administered over. 
 
    “What?” Lhaurel asked, voice rising slightly with the emotion behind the question. “The Sisters do what for the people?” 
 
    “We are the guardians of the Progressions,” Talha said in a weary voice. “Really, child, do you hear nothing I try and teach you? As we reincarnate, we move along a great invisible Path. This Path has seven segments, called the Progressions. Each of the Sisters represents one of these paths and administers in its ministry here on this side of the seven hells.” 
 
    Lhaurel ran her fingers through her thick, red hair. The motion was much easier to do now that her hair lay straight, rather than the frizzy, unruly mane it had been before, though she would have gladly dealt with the tangled mess of hair again if it meant not having to listen to Talha’s seemingly endless lectures. The Sister’s lessons, while vastly entertaining, were exercises in memorization and information retention. 
 
    At this point, it was all starting to run together in Lhaurel’s mind. Mingled with the latent fear and stress she kept suppressed just below the surface, Lhaurel was surprised she didn’t have a headache far more often than she did. She wouldn’t have even tried, if the threat of the Sisters returning to destroy the Rahuli wasn’t there in the back of her mind. The plume of smoke rising into the air behind them was a constant reminder of the deal she had made for their survival. She would keep her word and the headaches could be damned to the seven hells. 
 
    “So explain reincarnation to me again,” Lhaurel said. “Our bodies are just vessels for someone else’s past life?” 
 
    “No. Our internal selves, our conscious souls, are forever travelling on an eternal path. But mortal bodies are frail vessels. It would make little sense if the eternal progression of a soul was limited to the confines of a single body. Because of that, each soul is reborn shortly after physical death. Movement along the Path occurs when the body catches up to its soul’s position on the Path and they are then able to jointly move forward in Iteration.” 
 
    There it is. Lhaurel felt the headache swell to wince-worthy pain in a few short moments. 
 
    “And that movement along the path is part of the Progressions?” Lhaurel asked, squeezing her eyes shut. 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    Lhaurel blew out a long sigh and got to her feet, pushing back from the table with more force than was necessary. Talha’s eyes followed her, but didn’t immediately say anything, not verbally at least. Open appraisal and a constant curiosity bored into Lhaurel through those eyes. It was like looking into the gaze of an inquisitive child, but with the wisdom of ages keeping the torrent of questions that would normally fall from such a child’s lips at bay. Sometimes, at least. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for today,” Lhaurel said. “I’m not sure I can handle much more.” 
 
    Talha shrugged. “I will be here when you wish to return to your lessons.” 
 
    Lhaurel sighed and turned her back on the woman. Setting a brisk pace, Lhaurel strode toward her wagon with purposeful steps. Her headache subsided somewhat as she walked. Talha wasn’t so bad, but her thirst for knowledge and desire to spread it was as annoying as the keening sound of a sailfin. Talha never seemed to sleep or do much other than study and learn, making Lhaurel’s life a long string of boring acts. Sellia and the other Sister, Aiam, had departed with the bulk of the army earlier, leaving Lhaurel solely at Talha’s mercy. 
 
    As she approached her wagon, Lhaurel allowed her gaze to wander across the massive gatheriu attached to leads in front of it. The shaggy-haired behemoths still sent shivers of fear and awe through her every time she saw them. She’d taken the time to study them up close, even touching one under the careful watch of one of the handlers. Lhaurel was a little ashamed to admit how intimidated she’d been initially, worrying that the animal would rear up and kill her in one swift stroke, but she’d found the creature to be so docile that she half wondered why she’d ever been intimidated at all. Still, something about the gatheriu tickled at the back of her mind, reminding her of the genesauri and the aevains back in the Sharani Desert. 
 
    When Lhaurel reached her wagon, she did her best to ignore the line of white-robed priestesses waiting there. All of them were at least as tall as she and fair-complected, though none had any true red coloring in their hair. Despite that, and perhaps because of the shufari about their waist, Lhaurel felt a strange kinship to them, as if they reminded her of the Rahuli. Still, Lhaurel honestly had no idea what to do with them, so she pretended they weren’t there at all as often as she could manage it. 
 
    “Shall I fetch something for you, Honored Sister?” one of the priestesses asked. 
 
    “No,” Lhaurel said curtly. Then her stomach rumbled. “Well, I suppose I could eat. I’ll be busy for a moment, but arrange a table for me over there.” She gestured vaguely at a spot of grass—that’s what the green squishy stuff was called, though it didn’t resemble the grass in the Oasis at all—and then turned away from the women as they moved to carry out her request. 
 
    Once she was sure the priestesses were gone, Lhaurel reached underneath her wagon and wrapped her hand around a long, wooden staff she kept tied there. Her fingers found the ties and tugged them loose, letting the staff fall into her waiting hand. She walked with it to the center of the open meadow. A simple affair, the staff was just a straight length of wood about a foot taller than Lhaurel herself, but sturdy and strong. Lhaurel gripped it in both hands and planted her feet, then fell into the sword forms of the Rahuli people. Though they didn’t translate perfectly from sword to staff, Lhaurel had discovered soon after speaking with Talha that they weren’t going to let her anywhere near a sword, not even a practice one. The staff was all she had. 
 
    Lhaurel stepped forward, eyes closed in concentration. The staff made sweeping circular motions in front of her, then whipped back behind her. Lhaurel moved through the forms, breathing steady and deep, and slowly increased the speed of her movements. 
 
    Lhaurel opened her eyes as the staff spun over the back of her hand and up around her head, becoming a blur of motion. She spun and dropped her right hand down to the end of the staff and swept it out in a long, wide arc, which—Lhaurel assumed—would have knocked her opponents off their feet if she’d been fighting real foes instead of the imaginary demons within her mind’s eye. 
 
    It felt good to move, to sweat, and to be in motion after so long sitting stationary. She preferred doing things instead of learning about them. Still, without her powers, without her abilities lending her strength, balance, and endurance, she felt slow and lethargic. Her motions were precise, the forms were still perfect, but they weren’t the graceful dance of the warrior she’d been. They weren’t anything of which Khari would have approved. 
 
    “To prance about like that is unseemly for one of your station.” 
 
    Lhaurel pulled herself to a stop in mid-motion. She turned to regard Talha standing only a few steps away. 
 
    Has she been standing there the whole time? 
 
    Impossible. Lhaurel’s staff had passed right through where Talha now stood. How had Talha approached without Lhaurel noticing her? 
 
    Sweat beaded up on Lhaurel’s forehead and dripped down the side of her cheek. Lhaurel’s brows came together over her nose for a moment and she considered the question, then remembered the absence of her magic and scowled. She’d gotten used to knowing when others were approaching. 
 
    “Nor is that amount of sweat proper for a woman of any superior station,” Talha chided, lips pursed into a frown, though her hands were busy taking notes. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a flush of irritation building on her cheeks. She narrowed her eyes slightly as she regarded Talha. 
 
    “It’s not going to stop,” Lhaurel said. “So why don’t we simply move on from there? I’ll learn what I need to learn, but I’m not going to give up the one thing that gives me any sense of peace. Alright?” 
 
    Talha’s pursed lips relaxed into the barest hint of a frown, but gave a small nod. 
 
    “As you wish, child.” Talha made a curt gesture. As if out of nowhere, several of Lhaurel’s lesser priestesses—Lhaurel still cringed at the thought of calling them that, but she had to call them something—appeared bearing a long, thin wooden box. Lhaurel leaned against her staff as the women walked forward and placed the wooden box at her feet. It was only then Lhaurel noticed the bright metal clasp and the hinges that glinted faintly in the light. 
 
    A chest? 
 
    Such a massive amount of heavy, dark wood was unheard of in the Sharani Desert. Lhaurel hadn’t really ever considered the lack of real wood in the Sharani Desert until she’d been presented with the overabundance of it here. Anything there paled in comparison next to the masterwork that was the chest before her. Most of the crockery and containers among the Rahuli had been fashioned from stone or ceramics of some kind. What wood there was often yielded a poor-quality product, held loosely together by iron nails or bands. This—this was something of great worth indeed if the container itself was of such elaborate and extravagant design. The wood even gave off a faint earthy smell and shone in the sunlight. 
 
    “What is it?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “Why would I tell you when you can just open it for yourself?” 
 
    Lhaurel would have rolled her eyes, but her curiosity proved superior to her irritation. She reached out a hand toward the clasp and noticed a slight tremble to her fingers with a note of surprise. Memories flitted through her mind, images from the only other times she’d received gifts of any kind. A bone comb and a forgotten sword. Both memories left a bitter tang behind. 
 
    Cool metal greeted Lhaurel’s fingertips as they closed on the latch and, with a sudden firm resolve, Lhaurel flipped the latch and pulled the surprisingly heavy lid open. Light glinted off the long, thin metal staff lying on rich velvet cloth within. A sphere of clear glass the size of Lhaurel’s fist adorned one end of the staff. The rest of the shaft descended in a gradual taper until it was only two fingers wide, a perfect twin of the staff Talha and the other Sisters often carried. 
 
    “If you’re going to be eccentric you may as well use a proper staff.” Even though Lhaurel didn’t look up, she noted the extra emphasis Talha put on the word “staff.” They were still speaking mostly in the Rahuli tongue—or “slave speech” as Talha called it—but Talha tried to trick her sometimes by throwing in Orinai words. She’d recognized the word for “staff” this time, though she’d missed it several times before. 
 
    Lhaurel held that bit of information for the moment, though. She reached out and slipped a hand under the staff, lifting it free from the case. There was a surprising heft to it, which—when Lhaurel considered it—wasn’t that surprising for a staff made entirely of metal. Lhaurel spun it around in her hands a few times, feeling the balance. Lhaurel vaguely heard some hushed whispers from the women around her and a distant hum of activity in the background, but her attention remained fixed on the staff in her hands. She spun it up and stilled its spin so she could study the glass sphere. 
 
    “Sister, look out!” someone shouted. 
 
    Lhaurel looked up in time to see one of the priestesses hurtling toward her across the grass. Lhaurel reacted instinctively, reaching for her powers, but found only emptiness inside her mind. An instant later, the priestess slammed into her and took them both to the ground. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled under the enveloping cloth of the priestess’s white robes, losing her grip on the staff and feeling it roll free of her fingertips. Heaving, Lhaurel pushed the woman off her and rolled to her feet, heart pounding. 
 
    An arrow screamed by overhead. Lhaurel ducked to one side by reflex. As she did, her eyes caught sight of the metal staff only a few feet away. It had rolled until stopped by a loose stone in the grass. Keeping her head low, Lhaurel dashed over and snatched it off the ground. 
 
    Over twenty archers stood at one side of the camp, a few swordsmen with shields placed before them. Red blood glinted off the tips of their swords or lay smeared across their shields. A small group of Orinai soldiers, taller and broader than the attackers, formed a thin line between them and the priestesses and servants near Lhaurel. She cursed Sellia and Aiam to the seven hells inside her mind for taking the bulk of the army with them when they’d left a few days before. 
 
    Priestesses in white robes raced across the open meadow in a panic. An arrow took one of the women in the back. 
 
    Lhaurel tried to reach for her powers again as her head turned in the direction the arrow had come from, but—once again—found only emptiness. The feeling bore no resemblance whatsoever to how Lhaurel had felt before she had been broken. That had felt like a wall or barrier she had to get through. Now, even that was gone. Lhaurel felt a sliver of fear claw down her throat and into her heart. She paused to catch her breath, suppressing her fear, and took a moment to study the scene unfolding before her. 
 
    A flurry of arrows shot by Lhaurel. She ducked behind an overturned table. Several arrows bit into the wood with a hearty thwack. Lhaurel cursed again, wishing she had a sword. No, wishing she had access to her powers. She could kill them all in barely more than a moment, barely more than the passing of two breaths, with her abilities inside her grasp. 
 
    She shuddered at the thought, sickened at herself, then shuddered again. Even under attack, she wasn’t sure she wanted to experience that level of power and communion with death again. Did she? Lhaurel licked her lips and fought down a moment of panic. To defend herself, she would do almost anything. Even that. 
 
    Where is Talha? 
 
    Lhaurel glanced back where she and the Sister had been standing. Though Lhaurel didn’t spot Talha, her eyes fell on the prone figure of the priestess who had knocked her to the ground. 
 
    Why is she still there? 
 
    Why wasn’t she getting up and . . . Lhaurel’s thoughts trailed off as her mind registered what she’d already been seeing. Two arrows rose from the fallen woman’s back. 
 
    Lhaurel felt the muscles in her face harden and her jawline clench. Her grip on the staff tightened until it almost hurt. In the background, a woman screamed and metal clashed against metal as weapons came together. The hot smell of blood tinged the air as Lhaurel took in a deep, purposeful breath. She held it, and glanced over the top of the table. The archers were shooting individually now instead of as a group, picking off lone targets with uncanny precision. The few Orinai soldiers that remained were locked in deadly combat with the smaller shield-bearers, though they were proving the better in the confrontation against their larger foes. 
 
    Lhaurel ducked back down behind the table and made a quick decision. The archers and other attackers were distracted. If she could get behind them, she could take the archers by surprise. She knew she wouldn’t be able to do enough damage to change the course of the battle, not without her powers, not on her own, but she could distract them long enough to perhaps allow a few of the others to get away. And maybe she’d be able to find someone on the way that would be able to help her do a little more. 
 
    Where was Talha? 
 
    Ignoring the rational part of her mind that told her she was being an idiot, Lhaurel dashed out from behind her scanty cover and raced for one of the overturned wagons. The gatheriu remained hitched in place between the runners, though the wooden frame was now pinned beneath the creature’s massive carcass. Dozens of arrows bristled from the golden-brown fur. 
 
    An arrow skipped against the ground at Lhaurel’s feet, but she didn’t give it much more than a passing thought. She reached the overturned wagon and dashed behind it to the safety it provided. Several priestesses wearing Lhaurel’s color huddled there. 
 
    “Sister!” one of them breathed. “What’s going on? Please help us.” The woman was young, younger than Lhaurel even, and her face burned an ashen grey streaked with the marks of tears. One of the other priestesses, far older and looking much calmer despite what was going on, placed a hand on the first woman’s shoulder and hushed her. 
 
    “Do not make requests of a Sister,” the older woman hissed. “To do so is death to us all.” This said, the woman pulled a small knife from her belt and raised it to her companion’s throat in an unhesitating motion. 
 
    “What in the seven hells do you think you’re doing?” Lhaurel snapped, smacking the older woman’s hand away with enough force that the knife flew from her grip. “I forbid you to do anything to this woman. Can’t you see she’s frightened?” 
 
    The older woman blinked, confusion clear in her expression, though the younger priestess simply wept silent tears, adding more streaks down her pale, frightened face. 
 
    “Who are these men?” Lhaurel pressed, once she was sure the older woman wasn’t going to try and retrieve the knife. “What do they want here?” 
 
    “It is not our place to speculate over such matters, Sister,” the older woman said, mouth a thin line. “Ours is but to serve our Sister in her Progression.” 
 
    Lhaurel grabbed the woman’s shoulder as a scream of pain ripped through the air, cutting over the din of metal clashing against metal. “Do you hear that?” Lhaurel asked. “That’s the sound of people dying. If you don’t want to be next, follow me and do exactly as I say.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked around at the other woman, meeting each of their gazes in turn. Each of them held Lhaurel’s eyes only for the briefest of instances and Lhaurel felt a knot well up in her stomach that left a bitter taste in her mouth. It was clear that whatever else was going on, even a sure and instant death, they were still more afraid of her—a Sister—than they were of the men killing indiscriminately near them, just as Samsin had been. 
 
    “As you command, Sister,” the older priestess said with a slight nod. 
 
    “Gather what weapons you can. You can use the wetta powers, right?” When the older woman gave her a blank look, Lhaurel tried something else. “You can heal people with your powers, yes? Manipulate water?” 
 
    The priestesses all nodded, not meeting her eye. 
 
    “Good. Take whatever weapons you can and gather your powers. If one of you gets wounded, the others will heal them. Don’t let anyone die and don’t do anything to get yourselves killed, alright?” Lhaurel wasn’t sure why she cared, but was relieved when they all nodded, again. 
 
    Several of them pulled out short knives from their belts. The blades looked more ceremonial than functional, but they were better than nothing. A few of the others, including the younger woman with the ashen face, rummaged around on the ground and in the back of the wagon and came back with an array of weapons that included a meat cleaver, a cudgel, and something that looked like a scythe for cutting grain. 
 
    “Well then,” Lhaurel said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Lhaurel took a single look over them to see that they were ready and then stepped out from behind the wagon and straight into a trio of short men bearing shields. 
 
    The three men hesitated for a moment longer than Lhaurel. Lhaurel brought her staff up and spun it in a low arch that took the legs out from under one of the men before the other two even moved. The man fell in a crunch of metal and rock and his sword went flying. Lhaurel took two quick steps forward, spinning the staff over her head and back around as she would her sword, aiming for the swordsman who had been in the center of the group. 
 
    She wasn’t holding a sword, though. The back end of the staff struck something behind Lhaurel and one of the priestesses cried out in pain. The two swordsmen were able to take a few steps back and their companion leapt to his feet as Lhaurel backed up, hissing at those behind her to get out of the way. 
 
    The three men glanced at one another and one of them grinned, a look made sinister by the thin beard and fresh scar across his otherwise youthful face. He looked no different than a Rahuli, aside from the pale complexion of his skin, though Lhaurel didn’t recognize him. Besides, no Rahuli would attack a group of mostly women—not anymore at least, not now that Khari was among them. She’d tear apart any man who tried. 
 
    Lhaurel spun her staff before her, resetting her mind and feet to remind herself that she was using a staff, not a sword. She felt sluggish and slow, especially without access to her blood magic abilities, and the staff was not her weapon of choice, not by any level of the seven hells, but she wasn’t about to retreat. Not this time. Not again. This wasn’t an unwinnable fight, like the Sisters entering the Sharani Desert and threatening their entire existence while Beryl was trying to drive them out. This fight she could still win, mostly because they underestimated her. 
 
    The two men on each end darted forward at the same time, the one in the middle hanging back momentarily. Lhaurel let them get within a few feet of her, one man leading with his shield, the other his sword, then spun to one side, ducking around the man with his shield raised on her right and spinning the staff around with her. She halted her turn as the man ran passed and jabbed the staff’s butt hard into the back of the man’s knee. He crumpled with a shout. 
 
    “Keep him down!” Lhaurel shouted over her shoulder, hoping the priestesses would hear and act on her words. 
 
    The third swordsman, the one who had hesitated, darted in as his other companion leapt over his fallen friend and tried to move in behind Lhaurel. Lhaurel sidestepped, grateful that the tiredness in her muscles wasn’t growing so quickly as to be called exhaustion yet, and put her back up against the dead gatheriu, using its massive bulk to offer her some shelter. The animal smelled of dust, sweat, and blood. It would limit her ability to swing the staff, but she needed the protection if she was on her own. 
 
    The two men fell in ahead of her, ignoring the pair of priestesses that swooped in behind them and finished off their companion. 
 
    Lhaurel felt sweat bead on her forehead, but found herself suppressing a small smile of exhilaration. For several weeks now, dark thoughts had plagued her. She felt as if she’d betrayed her people somehow, by going with the Sisters instead of staying to fight. Beyond that, guilt still haunted her dreams over what she’d been forced to do in the Oasis. But this, fighting and defending both herself and others, granted an exhilaration and thrill that burned away the lingering self-cynicism. This was Lhaurel, stubborn and resistant. This felt right somehow. She was one who acted instead of letting others control her through their own actions. 
 
    “Are you really sure you want to attack a Sister?” Lhaurel asked in a broken mixture of the “slave tongue” and Orinai. 
 
    The soldier on Lhaurel’s left hesitated, though the one on the right kept coming. Lhaurel readied her staff, hoping that one of the priestesses would take the initiative and distract one of them, though she knew the hope was a foolish one. Her earlier confidence in being able to take down all three men wavered slightly, though it was a pale thought against the thrill of the fight itself 
 
    The soldier on the left stumbled, and then seemed to catch himself, before falling headlong into the dirt, shield skidding across the ground before him. An arrow stood up from the back of his neck. An instant later, the other soldier fell, also transfixed by a red-fletched shaft. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over in the direction the arrows had come, not sure what to expect. Blood thundered in her ears in accompaniment to her beating heart. 
 
    Talha stood at the head of over a hundred archers clad entirely in red, her scarlet hair—now free of the odd bun from earlier—billowing out behind her, caught by the breeze. The blood-red stone on her staff shone with a burning, almost flame-like light and, for the briefest instant, Lhaurel thought she saw a faint cloud of reddish mist around it. Then it was gone. 
 
    Lhaurel let out a long breath and then sucked in a short shallow one, careful not to linger on the scent of fear, sweat, blood, and death that hung thick in the air around her. She kept one eye on Talha, who looked far more regal and deadly than Lhaurel had ever seen her before. Up until that moment, Talha had seemed almost entirely a bookish, unimposing thing, especially when compared to Sellia or the other Sister Lhaurel had met, but in that moment, standing at the head of the archers and with her staff held before her, she’d been as majestic and regal as anything Lhaurel had ever seen. Holy, even. And terrifying. 
 
    Lhaurel shook her head, trying to clear it. The last thought had come from what had seemed a great distance away, a passing tendril of memory attaching itself to a current image, like the feeling a moment has happened before, even when truth dictates that hasn’t. She glanced back at the priestesses behind her, not sure what to expect. 
 
    The younger priestess stood at the front of the others, her back turned to the still figure on the ground behind her. Red glinted on her hands, but she stood with her head bowed, facing Lhaurel with subservient attention. The older woman and the others stood behind the girl, all with heads bowed. None of them looked at the dead man at their feet. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Lhaurel asked them. 
 
    “We are at your service, Honored Sister,” the older woman said. “How may we serve you?” A tremble caught the woman’s voice for a moment, but it steadied after a short moment. She kept her head down as she spoke, however. 
 
    The younger priestess that stood at the forefront raised her head for the briefest of moments, catching Lhaurel’s eye, before her eyes darted back to the ground. The girl’s face was still ashen and drawn, streaked with tears and a reddish smudge on her chin, but the eyes had changed. Lhaurel recognized a bit of the emotions that flashed there for a tiny moment. Pride. Anger. Fear. It amazed Lhaurel how frequently those three emotions existed together within the same individual. 
 
    “Are you alright, Lhaurel?” Talha asked, walking toward her. Talha walked through the dead carefully, avoiding the bodies and pools of blood that lay around them, staining the ground a familiar red color. 
 
    Lhaurel nodded and leaned heavily on her staff. She felt weak, even with the adrenaline still coursing through her. She breathed in through her mouth for a moment, the smell proving too much for her, but it didn’t help much. Lhaurel couldn’t remember feeling this drained after a fight since . . . well, since the first time she’d secretly practiced with the sword among the Sidena. 
 
    “Who were they?” Lhaurel asked. “Why did they attack us?” 
 
    Talha shook her head and signaled for one of the priestesses that accompanied her to fetch some water. “Just runaway slaves. Sometimes they band together and form a resistance . . . of a sort.” Talha’s lip curled into a small sneer as it worked around the word. 
 
    “Slaves?” Lhaurel’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Yes, Lhaurel, slaves. We will discuss this later.” 
 
    An archer with golden bars on his uniform came forward. He stopped next to Talha and gave a slight bow, right hand clenched into a fist and pressed into the palm of his other hand in front of his heart. 
 
    “We only took three casualties, Honored Sister,” the man said in the Rahuli tongue, though with an accent and inflection that Lhaurel had to concentrate to understand. “Though they killed the gatheriu.” 
 
    “No matter. We’re only a short distance from the sea, a day at most. You and your men will need to pull them the rest of the way yourselves. Leave the bodies.” Talha’s tone was factual, without any emotion of inflection. Lhaurel thought leaving the bodies was strange, even callous, but she wasn’t about to argue after what she’d seen of Talha in the last few minutes. 
 
    “As you command,” the man said with another bow, hands clasped before him in the same manner as before. 
 
    Lhaurel looked a question over at Talha, but the Sister simply shook her head. “You’ll see soon enough.” 
 
    Talha turned and looked back over the scene of carnage behind them. Lhaurel counted almost a dozen bodies, each bleeding into the ground. Talha breathed in deeply through her nose and, for a moment, the orb on the end of her staff glowed. The deep red color deepened and some of the blood pooled around the nearest body simply disappeared. 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed hard. 
 
    “I do not envy you, Lhaurel,” Talha said in a voice that was almost a whisper, eyes closed. “To feel as we do, with the powers that we have, is beyond comprehension for those who have never experienced it. To be cut off from that . . .” Talha trailed off and opened her eyes. The look she leveled at Lhaurel was one of both pity and open curiosity. “I would not wish that upon anyone who has ever drunk from that cup. I will be interested to see how it affects you over the coming weeks.” 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips and looked down at the bodies around her, ignoring the scurry of Orinai rushing through the makeshift camp. A breeze picked up, tugging at her cloak and stirring some fallen leaves and depositing them atop a fallen Orinai soldier. The soft smell of char mingled with the lingering stink of death. Lhaurel wrapped her arms around her own shoulders and shivered from more than just the cold.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Longing 
 
    “Goodwill is often seen as the weakest of the Progressions, though which is the stronger, the tree that remains unyielding in the storm and is broken by its passing or the one which bends and still remains when the storm is gone?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Lhaurel looked out at the expanse of water before her, sunlight reflecting off the perfect, blue-green surface. The sheer size of it took her breath away and left her speechless. Even the vastness of the underground lake in the Sharani Desert, Elyana’s grotto, was but a small drop in the bucket. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how astounding it would feel standing here if she simply had access to draw upon it. Profound regret at not having access to her powers wrapped cold fingers around her heart and squeezed. 
 
    “Breathtaking, isn’t it?” Talha asked. She walked up to Lhaurel, staff making sharp thunks against the ground. 
 
    All Lhaurel could do was nod. Even that came with effort. Tears formed on her cheeks but she didn’t have the heart or energy to wipe them away. A small flush of chagrin at the tears colored her face, but Lhaurel chose to ignore it. 
 
    “You know, as the Sister who walks and guides others on the path of Knowledge, I end up cloistered in a room much of the time, nose pressed into the musty pages of a book. It’s a stale, stagnant sort of life sometimes. I love it, as I should; there really is no greater pursuit in life than the quest for Knowledge. But this.” Talha breathed in through her nose, straightening to her full height and closing her eyes. “The sea. It’s always so fresh and lustrous. It’s a visceral, emboldening experience that almost makes me regret my chosen Path. Almost.” 
 
    Lhaurel stared at Talha through the blurry edges of her tear-filled sight. Though Talha spoke the Rahuli tongue, many of the words were new to Lhaurel. The meaning and emotion still managed to come through in Talha’s tone, though. Something more than the passing curiosity that generally garnished her words filled her voice. Little actual passion lived in that, though there was often an intensity to the woman that made Lhaurel uncomfortable. No, this new color to Talha’s voice ran deeper by far. Talha clearly felt the awesome power and might of the vastness before her. She experienced it. She lived it. 
 
    “I miss being able to feel it,” Lhaurel said, not ashamed of the quaver in her voice. “I miss being able to be a part of things, to live them. I miss my powers. And yet, I fear them too.” 
 
    Talha looked down at Lhaurel and her face twisted into the first true look of sympathy Lhaurel had ever seen on the woman. 
 
    “I know, child,” she said, placing a hand on Lhaurel’s shoulder. “I know. What we had to do to you was necessary, though the moral ambiguity in it is not lost on me. To be a Sister, to have our powers, is to be a means of connection to life itself. It transcends the physical and taps into the spiritual, the holy, and the deific. Once you truly come to understand that, you’ll see why those who do not know this power still fear us. You will come to understand the divine and our small place in such vastness. It is right to both love and fear what you are to become.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed hard and scrubbed at her eyes. Her hands came away wet and dirty, but she didn’t care. She looked out over the blue-green horizon, stunned by the scope of what filled her gaze and struck by a great weight pressing down upon her. 
 
    “I think I’m beginning to understand.” 
 
    Talha pursed her lips and ran a finger along the side of her jaw and down to the tip of her chin. “I believe you are, indeed. When your powers are returned to you in Estrelar, you’ll understand even more. Until then, be careful. There are consequences when one of us doesn’t use our powers for an extended period of time. As I said, what was done to you was necessary, but not without consequences. I will watch over you carefully as we travel, but let me know if anything out of the ordinary happens.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded her acceptance, her curiosity at the woman’s statement dulled by the sheer majesty and power of the ocean before her. Power which she couldn’t even begin to grasp. 
 
    * * * 
 
    An hour later, a small dark dot appeared on the horizon, marring the otherwise perfect view of the water’s vastness. Lhaurel pointed at the blemish from where she still stood at the water’s edge. 
 
    “Talha?” 
 
    The bookish Sister glanced up from her book, where she was busy taking down notes and squinted out over the sea, brow furrowed and lips pressed into a frown. Then her expression brightened and she smiled. 
 
    “Ah, that’s the ship,” Talha said and snapped her book closed. “And right on time, too. Sellia will be pleased. She didn’t like the lengths this journey would take, but I needed the time to teach you the necessary basics of being a Sister.” 
 
    “Ship?” The unfamiliar word fell off the end of Lhaurel’s tongue in a garbled mess and she grimaced. She was beginning to understand just how little she really knew about her own language, let alone that of the Orinai. 
 
    Talha nodded, not looking at Lhaurel. She gestured and one of the priestesses appeared at her side in an instant. 
 
    “Tell the Captain to make ready for the ship’s arrival. The tide will be on our side again before evening and I wish to be at sea tonight. I’ve been away from Estrelar for far too long and I do not wish to delay it any longer than absolutely necessary.” 
 
    The priestess nodded and scurried away. Talha turned back to Lhaurel. 
 
    “A ship is a vessel which travels across the water,” Talha said, standing and brushing off her clothes while a priestess collected her writing tools and book. “This particular vessel was commissioned from one of the Great Houses—House Kelkott, I believe.” Talha’s face took on a pensive look for a moment and she tapped a finger to her lips. “That reminds me, there are protocols we must discuss before it arrives.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s mind spun with the thought of a vessel travelling across such a massive expanse of water, but she tried to keep it out of her expression as she followed Talha away from the wagons. Lhaurel leaned a bit on her staff as she walked. 
 
    “When the ship arrives, there will be a lot of activity here on shore,” Talha began, her expression serious enough that Lhaurel gave the woman her full attention. “You are not to participate in it. You will remain by my side. You will remain silent at all times, not just as we board, but also for the entire time we are aboard ship.” Lhaurel’s lip formed a thin line and she half opened her mouth to ask a question, but Talha’s eyes flashed and Lhaurel closed it again. 
 
    “You will not question me, nor speak to anyone but me unless I have given you leave to speak. Only speak the Orinai tongue and not this barbarous slave dialect we’re using now. You will wear the clothing I instruct you to wear and you will carry your staff with you at all times. Is this understood?” 
 
    Lhaurel hesitated for a moment, trying to decide what sort of an answer she was supposed to provide or if she was going to try and ask a question anyway. She wanted to resist—the thought of simply following along without being able to interact left Lhaurel’s skin crawling with unease—but the hard lines of Talha’s stony expression stopped her. 
 
    “Yes, Talha.” 
 
    Talha nodded. “You should address me as Sister.” 
 
    “Yes, Sister.” A memory tugged at the back of Lhaurel’s mind, a memory of calling other women ‘sisters’ who had no real relation to her. That had been the tradition back in the Sidena. Lhaurel shook her head, wondering if that too was something that had been carried down from the ancient past. 
 
    “What?” Talha’s voice snapped like a whip. 
 
    “Just memories, Sister,” Lhaurel said. “And questions. Always questions.” 
 
    Talha nodded curtly, the sharp gesture softened by the small half-smile on her lips. 
 
    “Good. It is only through questions that you learn. Prudent questions, that is. Now, it’s time we started acting our part as Sisters. Do not speak from here on out unless directly bidden.” 
 
    Lhaurel sighed, but nodded. More and more, Talha reminded Lhaurel of Khari and the way the short, fiery woman had treated her when trying to break her. Lhaurel suppressed the small flush of irritation that crept up in the back of her mind at the reminder. Wasn’t once enough? 
 
    “Good.” Talha gestured back toward the wagons. “There are clothes for you in your wagon. Put them on and wait down by the water where you were.” 
 
    Lhaurel ground her teeth together behind closed lips, but did as bidden. 
 
    The clothes were oddly reminiscent of the Roterralar mystic robes. A tight, white shirt and light brown leggings that hugged Lhaurel’s form went underneath a pure white half-robe. At least, that’s how Lhaurel thought of it. The top was as tight as the undershirt, with sleeves that extended down to her wrists. The bodice laced snugly from the middle of her chest down across her stomach, but the rest of the garment—which extended all the way down to the ground—was split at the front and swept down to either side, exposing her legs and allowing her free movement as she walked back to the water’s edge. A blue belt of worked leather or a similar material fastened around her waist. Not a shufari, but it served the same purpose. 
 
    Over the next hour, the blot on the horizon grew until Lhaurel could make out its vague shape. It seemed to be divided almost in two, the upper half a strange pattern of white and the bottom a thick dark shape with space in between the two halves. As it drew closer, Lhaurel was able to see a few wooden pillars, so massive as to almost be unbelievable, between the white billowing parts of the ship. As the ship neared, Lhaurel was able to see that ropes and lines stretched from the pillars and the crossbeams and the whitish parts were actually giant pieces of cloth or canvas tied to the upright beams which came out of the ship. The main wooden section sat in the water and a number of indistinguishable people scurried about it. 
 
    On shore, priestesses and soldiers quickly broke down the wagons and set about placing all of Talha’s possessions into wooden boxes and piling them near the shore. Lhaurel didn’t have any possessions other than her staff, but her wagon was also broken down and the contents placed in a separate pile. Lhaurel once again marveled at the sheer amount of wood here outside the Sharani Desert. Between the ship fast approaching and the wooden crates, it was more wood than Lhaurel had ever seen in one place before. 
 
    Lhaurel watched it all mutely, lost in her own overwhelmed thoughts. Talha stood on the other side of the bustling activity, mutely leaning on her own staff, garbed in the white half-robes Lhaurel also now wore. 
 
    After a time, the ship turned in the water, exposing just how long and wide it was. For a moment, Lhaurel wondered if something had gone wrong and the ship was preparing to leave, then she let out a small gasp as a rope with a metal hook at the end was thrown off the side of the ship to splash into the water below and the ship slowed to a stop. Lhaurel brought a hand to her lips and gave a furtive look around her, but no one seemed to have noticed her small outburst. 
 
    The figures on the ship lowered several smaller vessels over the side. Several figures jumped into them as they were lowered down toward the water while other men clambered down once the vessels touched the surface. Lhaurel watched in openmouthed awe as the figures in the vessel pulled out some long pieces of wood and began steering the vessels away from the larger ship and toward the shore. 
 
    “Close your mouth,” Talha hissed in a whisper, walking up alongside Lhaurel. 
 
    Lhaurel jumped, but snapped her mouth shut. 
 
    It was only after a long moment that Lhaurel realized Talha had spoken in the Orinai tongue. Lhaurel frowned slightly, lips pursed in confusion. She’d only been learning the language for a few days. How had she recognized what Talha was saying? 
 
    A memory tickled at the back of Lhaurel’s mind, but it slipped away before Lhaurel could turn her full attention to it. 
 
    A half dozen soldiers in red armor filed in around Talha and Lhaurel, standing at attention. They carried long spears and wore swords belted at their waists. Lhaurel didn’t recognize them, but assumed they must have been with the other soldiers she’d known had been around their wagon, even when she hadn’t seen them. 
 
    The little wooden vessels came closer and Lhaurel was able to make out the men in them. Their skin bore a weathered and tanned look like the warriors of the Rahuli, though these men were taller and looked more like the Orinai soldiers than the priestesses and other servants. Lhaurel wished she could ask about that, or anything at all, in all honesty, but she retained her silence. Though the larger part of her wanted to rebel, she knew Talha’s power and also remembered that the safety of her people hinged on her obedience. For now, at least. 
 
    The little vessels thumped onto the shore and some of the men jumped out into the rolling waves and dragged them higher up the sand. Another man leapt out once his vessel was clear of the waves. He wore a large hat, a dark overshirt with no sleeves, and boots covered in golden buckles that came almost up to his knees. He strode up to Talha and Lhaurel and swept his hat off his head before folding into an elegant bow. Behind him, some of the other men leapt out of the vessels and started grabbing crates. 
 
    “Honored Sisters,” the man said in the Orinai tongue, though he kept his eyes fixed on the ground. “I am humbled to have you aboard my vessel.” 
 
    Again, Lhaurel was amazed to realize she understood it. Talha cleared her throat to reply. Lhaurel focused her attention on the woman. 
 
    Talha spoke, but Lhaurel didn’t understand a word of it. 
 
    Confused, Lhaurel frowned and opened her mouth without thinking, then snapped it shut as soon as she realized what she was doing. The man before them licked his lips and shifted his head in Lhaurel’s direction, though he didn’t meet her gaze. He said something Lhaurel didn’t understand. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    Talha made a curt gesture and said something short to the man. He bowed again, flourishing his hat, and then walked back to the small vessel where several of the other men were now waiting alongside the craft. 
 
    “Keep your face still,” Talha hissed, pitching her voice so low and quiet that only Lhaurel could hear. “Don’t draw attention to yourself.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and tried to blank her expression, but it was difficult amid the myriad thoughts and questions jostling together in her mind. She could feel the edges of a headache threatening at the base of her skull, but she ignored it, drawing on her own stubbornness to blank her face and stand upright. 
 
    Talha moved toward the small vessel and Lhaurel followed. The soldiers moved forward on either side of them, the lead guards running forward to offer their arms and, in Lhaurel’s case, a knee on which to stand to get into the vessel. Talha gave her a subtle nod toward one of the benches that crossed the bottom of the craft and Lhaurel took a seat, gritting her teeth as the vessel rocked a little in response to her movement. 
 
    “Let’s be off, Captain,” Talha said. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at Talha, forcing her expression to remain calm, and leaned against her upraised staff. Talha didn’t seem to notice. The hat wearer—the captain, Lhaurel assumed—said something in return, but Lhaurel didn’t catch it. 
 
    Her teeth ground together. What was going on? 
 
    Several more men piled into the craft and grabbed the long pieces of wood with widened ends, dipping them into the water while those still on the sand pushed it back into the waves. 
 
    The boat started rocking. Lhaurel fought down a sudden panic. The thought of falling into the water below without the protection of her powers to aid her left Lhaurel’s mouth dry with fear. 
 
    Talha’s face remained calm and impassive. 
 
    After a moment of intense concentration, Lhaurel oriented herself to the pattern of the movement and her stomach and nerves calmed. She focused on the retreating shoreline, watching the outline of mountains in the far distance from which the plume of smoke could still be faintly seen slowly shrink away. Before long, Lhaurel heard the sound of wood hitting wood and shouts from above. They’d reached the ship. 
 
    The next few minutes passed in a blur of activity. The smaller vessel was hauled up onto the ship. Lhaurel had to force herself to remain calm through the process, though it left her knuckles white against her staff and she was sure her expression betrayed her more than once. When they reached the top of the ship, a half dozen men scurried about clearing a path for Lhaurel and Talha. The captain exchanged words with Talha and the other men on board the ship, then he personally led Talha and Lhaurel through a door and down within the ship, which turned out to be hollow inside, like one of the wagons, but much, much larger. 
 
    Lhaurel strode along in silence, trying and failing to keep track of it all or at least understand parts of the conversations going on around her. The captain led them to a hallway of doors, gesturing to two of them. Talha said something and the captain left with a bow. 
 
    “You’re in that one,” Talha whispered in the Rahuli language. She gestured to the door closest to Lhaurel. “I recommend you try to sleep.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded and entered the small room, finding it well lit inside. A small bed lay against one wall. Lhaurel walked over to it and sat down. She laid her staff down on the floor and then reached up to massage at her temples. Her head throbbed with a dull ache, her mind still rocking and tumbling about like the small vessel had on the ocean waters. The world was so much bigger than Lhaurel had ever known. Locked in the Sharani Desert, she’d thought the Forbiddence was the border to life as it was known. She’d only occasionally wondered if there may have been something on the other side. It had been more a childhood fancy than any actual real or serious contemplation. By adulthood, every Rahuli simply accepted their life as fact. The genesauri were the present danger, not something completely unknown and unknowable on the other side of the Forbiddence. Now, her mind struggled to grasp what she saw around her. Kaiden had known. Somehow. Lhaurel pushed the thought away with effort. She couldn’t afford to add more confusion to her already overtaxed mind right now. 
 
    With a sigh, she stretched out on the bed, finding it incredibly soft. She lay there for a long moment, wondering why sleep eluded her. After a time of listening to the sound of creaking wood and the thump of activity above her, Lhaurel pulled the blanket from the bed and slid down onto the floor. She was asleep in moments.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: Stoned 
 
    “The Progression of the Arts is subject to both internal and external interpretation and, as such, has no real definition. This is the cause of much consternation among the other six Sisters.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Gavin and the other Rahuli followed the crowd that surged through the streets. Farah had gotten after him that morning for not taking her with him when he’d left during the night, and then again for not coming back until so much later, but, thankfully, Shallee had arrived shortly and had spared him a further lecture. Now, walking through the streets, the former outcast woman carried her son wrapped in a thick blanket and beneath the folds of her cloak. He protested, wriggling and trying to get the blanket off, but Shallee was faster than he and managed to keep him adequately covered against the cold. Farah walked near him as well, though closer to Shallee at the moment, cloak pulled tightly around her shoulders, chatting off and on with Shallee. The two had formed a budding friendship, for which Gavin felt immense relief. He didn’t know what he would have done if the two hadn’t gotten on well. 
 
    Gavin smiled, welcoming the pleasant sight after the long night of troubled wandering and conversations. Of the two hundred and forty-seven surviving Rahuli, he and Shallee were the only two outcasts left. It left him with a foreboding sense of loneliness, but that, at least, bore a certain familiarity. 
 
    The crowd pressed through the streets, Rahuli mingling with Orinai far more than Gavin was comfortable with, though he didn’t let it show. He’d come to a decision during his long, silent contemplation the night before. He would not let the Orinai consume his people. There was a heritage there, a legacy of over a thousand years. Gavin would not give them reason to suspect him or his people, even if it meant standing by while Brisson’s people carried out their revenge. Not that Samsin was innocent, or that Gavin himself wasn’t guilty of deaths that may not have been necessary, but stoning Samsin was wrong. Deep down it just didn’t feel right. 
 
    But more than that, more important than anything else, he needed his people to survive. Not just that, though. He needed them to flourish. 
 
    “How are the aevians handling things?” Gavin asked, glancing sidelong at Farah. 
 
    Farah shrugged and brushed some of her blond hair out of her eyes. “They’re taking it better than we are, actually, especially the grye. It’s almost as if they prefer the cold.” 
 
    “Good. Are they getting enough food and attention?” 
 
    Farah rolled her eyes. She’d taken over Khari’s responsibilities with the aevians after the Matron’s death. “No, I’m starving them.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth to defend himself but Farah cut him off with a raised hand and pursed lips. Her other hand rested on her hip. “There’s plenty of hunting in the mountains and, if there wasn’t, Brisson’s people have massive herds of cattle and other animals that would make good eating for the aevians.” 
 
    “Keep away from their cattle,” Gavin said a little more forcefully than he’d intended. 
 
    “What do you think I am? A child?” Farah put both hands onto her hips and frowned up at him. “There’s plenty of hunting. They’ll be fine without Brisson’s supplies, I was just stating possibilities.” 
 
    Gavin winced. “I know. I—I mean, we don’t need to seem any more reliant on them than we really are.” 
 
    Farah gave him a look that quite clearly told him she was still upset with him, but nodded anyway. “Agreed.” 
 
    Gavin gave her a tight-lipped smile and Farah turned back to her conversation with Shallee. He was glad Farah had the foresight to already be doing what he needed. Gavin had started to form a plan in the wee hours of the morning, as the first tendrils of dawn pierced the darkness and tinged it with purple. Part of that plan would involve the aevians. For much of the rest of it, Gavin would need to find Evrouin and Cobb. That, and hope he could convince Farah to go along with it, but now wasn’t the time for that. 
 
    The crowd hit the edge of the huts and spread out in a wide arc. Gavin edged to the left when the crowd parted, gently but firmly pushing through the throng in an effort to make it to the forefront. Farah and the others hung back. Gavin wasn’t a large man among his own people, and most of Brisson’s people were of a size with him, but they noted his darker complexion and thick, muscular frame when they turned to see who was pushing past them and let him through. The greatsword at his waist may have had something to do with it as well. By the time Gavin had made it through half the crowd, those in front had noticed him moving forward and parted for him. 
 
    Samsin stood on the edge of a sheer precipice, unbound and wearing simple, but clean white robes. The hidden valley in which they hid continued down below the cliff, but it was at least a ten span drop where they stood now. Further down the valley, the shelf they were on now and on which the huts were built sloped down and met up with the rest of the valley below, but here it formed a perfect place for a stoning. On the inside, Gavin shuddered. On the outside, Gavin kept his face calm, collected, and otherwise impassive. He needed to be there. He needed to see this. But, more than anything, he needed to be seen witnessing it. 
 
    Brisson and a dozen other men stood between Samsin and the crowd of onlookers, backs to the crowd. Unlike at the trial, a low murmur of conversation already ran through the assembled watchers. Gavin could almost feel the pulses of smoldering anger surging through the crowd. 
 
    The people spread out in a wide semicircle around Samsin and the men before him, like a small section of the moon when it was shrinking. Gavin noticed Evrouin standing near the front of the group on the side opposite him, standing a head or so above most of the others. Brisson turned to face the crowd, and Gavin noticed the thick, fist-sized stone in his left hand. Conversations died. 
 
    “Justice will be served!” Brisson shouted, and then turned back around to face Samsin. “Ready!” 
 
    Thirteen arms raised, stones poised to throw. Gavin’s eyes flickered to Samsin’s face. The massive Orinai looked at his assailants with calm, unafraid eyes. Samsin even smiled. 
 
    “Throw!” 
 
    Gavin shifted his gaze to the red-orange horizon before the rocks struck. He heard the meaty smack of stone on flesh and the clatter of rocks as they struck one another in midair. Gavin felt a collective movement from the crowd, half a wince, half an involuntary motion of satisfaction and justice. Chins lifted, but shoulders remained slumped. A few backs straightened, though others looked away entirely. Gavin kept his own reaction in check, fixing his gaze on a distant mountain peak jutting into the skies. But slowly, as if drawn by a great weight, his eyes drifted downward toward Samsin, knowing what he would see wouldn’t be any worse than the deaths he’d already seen in the Sharani Desert. 
 
    His eyes found Brisson instead, standing where Samsin had been, looking down over the edge of the cliff. Half a dozen rocks lay on the ground, several wet with blood. Brisson turned, and it seemed as if the motion were the movement of the stars across the sky. Gavin half expected him to raise his hands into the air and scream victory to the wind, but instead he simply nodded, expression grim and face set in hard lines. For a moment, Brisson looked far older than Gavin had initially thought him to be. Then the crowd started cheering. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin strolled through the streets with long, purposeful strides, one hand resting on the hilt of his greatsword. Gavin had come to the firm conclusion that he wasn’t overly fond of the weapon, even with its supposed history and power. He heard his grandmother’s voice admonishing him inside his mind, but didn’t give it much heed. 
 
    Gavin was searching for Evrouin and Cobb. He had a meeting scheduled with Brisson to go over the work details to which the Rahuli would be assigned. He needed both men in agreement with his plan before then. 
 
    The sounds of men and women at work were a pleasant backdrop as Gavin walked. Small children in bright clothing scampered across the streets, bounding from building to building or else taking part in a sprawling, massive game of touch-me-not. Their youthful voices mingled with the sharp clang of metal against metal and the rasp of wood against wood as smiths and carpenters worked their wares. The craftsmans’ shops sat intermingled with the smaller houses, sometimes even attached to them, and filled the air with warm, foreign smells. Gavin couldn’t even begin to name them all, but he found them all pleasant. A communal eating building, called a dining hall, rested near the center of the valley, large enough for Gavin to be almost awed by its size, from which a mixture of the various scents and smells wafted and made a heady amalgam of sorts that left Gavin’s mouth watering, but his head spinning. 
 
    Gavin found it all a disconcertingly bright counterpoint to the darkness of the morning’s execution. 
 
    “Oi, Gavin!” a voice called. 
 
    Gavin turned to see Darryn hurrying toward him, carefully avoiding a group of small children kicking a bundle of tied rags across the ground. Several of the kids paused their game long enough to exchange a word or two with the man. Darryn smiled at each of them, but declined to participate in the game and pressed on toward Gavin. 
 
    Gavin silently cursed himself for not having spoken to the man before now. Darryn had been among those Lhaurel had broken—Gavin still shuddered at the thought of her powers being used that way—but, outside of Alyson, he hadn’t spoken to any of the mystics yet. He made a mental note to rectify that situation moving forward. The mystics were a vital part of his plan. 
 
    Behind Darryn, the children whooped as someone managed to get the bundle of rags into a wooden bin laid on its side. 
 
    “Darryn,” Gavin said with a small nod as the man approached. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t tall, only average in height and girth among the Rahuli, but Darryn stood just over a head shorter than him. To his credit though, Darryn was stocky and well-muscled, something that Gavin had a suspicion was a common trait among his kind. 
 
    “Farah won’t let me have one of the aevians,” Darryn said, bluntly, fixing Gavin with hard grey eyes. 
 
    Gavin blinked. “Why do you want an aevian?” 
 
    Darryn’s thick, square-jawed face hardened, making it appear as stone. “I have business to be about.” 
 
    “What sort of business requires the use of an aevian?” 
 
    “My business.” 
 
    Gavin narrowed his eyes. “Well, you won’t get me to intercede with Farah on your behalf if I don’t know what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “Intercede? What in the seven hells does that even mean?” 
 
    “Talk to Farah on your behalf. Convince her to let you use one of the aevians,” Gavin explained, fighting to keep down one corner of his mouth that was threatening to turn upward. 
 
    “Convince?” Darryn said, arching one eyebrow. “You’re in charge. Tell her.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Gavin noticed the set of Darryn’s jaw, the hard ridge of muscle standing out on the side of his neck, and the whiteness around his knuckles. Darryn had been an important part of their escape from the Sharani Desert, so where was the belligerence coming from now? 
 
    “Tell me what you want to do and I’ll consider it.” 
 
    A small splotch of color blossomed on Darryn’s brown face, highlighting the splashes of grey in his hair. He didn’t say anything for a long moment and silence stretched between him and Gavin for the space of several breaths. Behind Darryn, the children cheered as someone else got the rags into the bin. 
 
    “Fine then,” Darryn said. “I’ll figure it out on my own. Thanks for nothing.” 
 
    Gavin half raised a hand, but then let it fall as Darryn spun on a booted heel and strode off back the way he had come. Children dodged out of his way and then resumed their game as if he had never really been there to begin with. 
 
    Gavin made another mental note to talk to Farah about the experience later and have Cobb look into the matter. Someone had to know what Darryn was up to. He couldn’t afford to have someone off on their own agenda when he was in the middle of testing the limits of his own authority with Brisson and his people. Running a hand through his hair, and giving it a firm shake, Gavin resumed his search for Cobb. 
 
    Gavin found Cobb exactly where he thought he would, at a long wooden table in the dining hall. Cobb was just tucking into a large serving of meat, bread, and a number of small, round, white objects with yellowish centers when Gavin sat down next to him. The rest of the table was unoccupied, but there were perhaps two score other people present, sitting at various tables throughout the hall or else serving up the food at long counters along one wall. Cobb looked over at him and grunted, then pushed a large wooden tankard over to him. 
 
    “Have a drink, boy,” Cobb muttered through a mouthful of food. “I think you’ll need it with that expression on your face.” 
 
    “What expression?” 
 
    Cobb snorted and shoved one of the round, white objects whole into his mouth and chewed. Gavin picked up the tankard by the handle and peered down into its depths, studying the dark liquid inside. 
 
    “Where’s your wife?” 
 
    Cobb swallowed and grunted before taking a bite of some meat he’d placed between two halves of bread. He chewed slowly and then swallowed, making a satisfied sound as he glanced over at Gavin, both elbows propped up on the table and his bread and meat held loosely in one hand. 
 
    “What do you need, boy?” 
 
    “Am I really that obvious?” 
 
    “To this lot?” Cobb gestured around at the other people in the room with the hand holding the bread and meat. “No. To me, well, I’ve been around long enough to know when someone’s been thinking and pondering and scheming. I’m too old for all this. I’m tired. Leave me be.” 
 
    Gavin was taken aback by the stark frankness in Cobb’s tone. The old warrior had always been a bit on the gruff side, a little blunt even, but this was something else entirely. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Gavin asked, putting the tankard back onto the table with a heavy thunk. 
 
    Cobb snorted and dropped the bread and meat onto his platter of food. The bread broke apart and part of it rolled across the table and onto the floor. 
 
    “No,” Cobb snapped, jabbing a thick, gnarled finger at Gavin. “We’ve been run out of our home—which has been destroyed, mind you—and we’re stuck here with this bloodthirsty lot of idiots and farmers. We’re a dead people, boy. Dead.” 
 
    “Not yet, we’re not.” Gavin felt blood pounding in his ears. 
 
    “You’re a fool.” 
 
    “Will you just be quiet and listen to what I have to say?” Gavin hissed, temper flaring. “I have a plan, but I need your help to accomplish it.” 
 
    “Of course you do. You always need my help. I’m tired, boy. Find someone else.” 
 
    For half a second, Gavin was at a loss for words, his mind and emotions halfway between surprise and anger. Then he found himself talking. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll talk to Evrouin, then.” 
 
    Gavin got to his feet, noticing the stares from several of the other people in the room. He’d made no effort to control his voice, nor had Cobb, and their argument was far from a private conversation now. The people looked away as soon as they noticed Gavin watching them. 
 
    Cobb reached out and grabbed Gavin around the wrist, his grip like iron. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing, boy,” Cobb said, eyes hard behind a curtain of grizzled hair that fell over them. “You think if you replace me with someone I hate, I’ll get upset enough to just go along with whatever it is you’re planning. You’re wrong.” 
 
    Gavin looked down at the hand at his wrist and then back up to Cobb, meeting his eyes. 
 
    “No,” Gavin said, twisting his wrist free. “I’m not. I can see it in your eyes. You wouldn’t have stopped me if it wasn’t working. I need you, Cobb, or the plan I have in mind won’t work. We are a proud and strong people. Don’t let us die. Fight for us. Be the warrior I’ve come to admire more than any other.” 
 
    Cobb’s brows came together over his eyes, which narrowed as they regarded Gavin. 
 
    “Fine,” Cobb said after a long moment. “Speak. I’ll listen. But that’s all I can promise.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, keeping his expression firm, though inside he revelled. “That’s all I need.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    About half an hour later, Gavin strode out of the dining hall with a measured, confident step. Cobb still sat at the table where Gavin had found him, not fully convinced of Gavin’s plan or the people Gavin intended to make a part of it, but at least he’d agreed to think about it. That left Gavin with the task of finding Evrouin and convincing him to participate. Despite what Cobb had said to the contrary, Gavin had complete confidence that Cobb’s pride wouldn’t allow him to sit by and let Evrouin act without him. Gavin still debated with himself about the sanity of his choice to include Evrouin, but—in the end—logic and the need to solidify all factions within the Rahuli people assured him the choice was already made for him anyway. If he wanted his plan to work, Evrouin would be a part of it. 
 
    Gavin wasn’t entirely sure where to find Evrouin, but he figured the man would either be with the other Rahuli in their section of the narrow valley, or else close to where he could be privy to the most information. That meant the man would be close to Brisson’s headquarters. 
 
    Trusting that instinct, Gavin headed down the main street toward the center of the valley. By this time in the morning, the air was fresh and crisp, the smell of chill still clinging to the air, though with a hint of warming earth. Gavin breathed in a deep lungful, ignoring an odd tickle in the back of his throat. Few people were in the streets now, all having gone about their daily tasks, or else remaining inside their small homes. Gavin didn’t mind. It would make finding Evrouin that much easier. 
 
    The sun cast long spears of light across the sky as Gavin strode down the narrow streets between houses. The squat, little huts held an odd mystery to Gavin as well, though it was only now, striding among them, that he realized what it was. Having lived his entire life either out on the sands or within caverns of various shapes and sizes while within the Sharani Desert, the idea of building a home was somewhat foreign to him. True, there had been several times when he’d lived in various types of tents or in the back of the wide-wheeled wagon-carts of the outcasts, but these buildings of Brisson’s people were different. With walls made of stone and a roof of clay tiles that slanted almost to the ground in the back, they were as far from tents as Gavin could imagine. And the other buildings—Gavin wondered how they could remain standing with so few inner walls to keep the ceiling up. The larger buildings made Gavin uneasy, though he would never admit that to anyone. 
 
    Gavin heard a shout through his thoughts an instant before something vaguely squishy slammed into his stomach. Gavin gasped more out of reflex than the force of the blow, and reached for his powers and his greatsword in the same breath, feeling for the strands of energy around him. A small boy, perhaps ten or eleven years old, rushed up to him, face a mixture of guilt and excitement, but pulled up short as the energy rushed up Gavin’s arms for a split second and then vanished almost as quickly as it had come. Half a dozen other youths scampered around a corner followed by Evrouin—of all people—just as the energy in Gavin’s hands faded. 
 
    “What in the seven hells?” the boy swore. 
 
    Gavin sucked in a breath and pushed any remnant of his powers away before they could do any more damage. He also released his grip on his sword. The group of boys stared at him with wide eyes, clumping together in a group around Evrouin. A bundle of rags tied with leather cords—the object that had hit Gavin—lay forgotten in the middle of the street. 
 
    “Boys,” Evrouin said, his tone cheerful, “this is Gavin, the leader of my people.” 
 
    One of the boys in the group, a short, stocky fellow with a scar that ran down his left cheek in a jagged line, narrowed his eyes and wrinkled his nose in Gavin’s direction. 
 
    “He don’t look very special, do he?” 
 
    Evrouin chuckled and the tension in the group seemed to melt away as the rest of the boys slowly joined in, their laughs a higher pitched version of Evrouin’s. 
 
    “That he doesn’t, Jakob. Not at all, in fact.” Evrouin grinned at Gavin, though his eyes held a sharpness to them that didn’t match his light tone. 
 
    Gavin shrugged and held his hands up in a helpless gesture. “I should at least watch where I’m going, shouldn’t I, Evrouin?” He had no idea what Evrouin was doing with this particular group of children, but he sensed that the answer he gave was an appropriate one. At least, it seemed it was the response Evrouin was looking for, even if it set a bad precedent with Evrouin to let the man think he could insult Gavin in that way. No one would respect him if his own people didn’t. 
 
    “That you should,” one of the other boys said. “If you’re not careful, you’ll run into something.” 
 
    “Or get hit by a ball,” another boy chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe someone will throw out a bucket of dirty water and it will hit you in the face.” 
 
    “Or you’ll fall down a well.” 
 
    “Or off a cliff.” 
 
    The boys all laughed at this one and Gavin shook his head, smiling despite himself. His childhood hadn’t included anything resembling the level of play these boys had. Part of him longed to join them in their game. Duty, however, reminded him of his current course. 
 
    “What was that you were doing, just now?” Jakob asked after the laughter had died down. “You was using magic, weren’t you?” 
 
    The silence grew in the wake of the question. 
 
    Evrouin answered before Gavin had the chance. “Him. Nah, he’s just good for making decisions and eating food while the rest of us work.” Evrouin flashed Gavin such a pointed look that Gavin swallowed his retort, though kept his expression hard. 
 
    “I know what I saw,” Jakob protested, eyes narrowed suspiciously. 
 
    “You’re just sore because your team is losing,” Evrouin said, then looked around at the other boys. “Come on then, now—back to it. I’ll play on the losing team next time, alright?” 
 
    The boys hesitated for a moment, then one of them dashed for the bundle of rags, kicking it off down the street. Moments later, the other boys were after him in a roiling, shouting mass of flesh. Even Jakob. Evrouin remained behind as the group of boys vanished between two nearby huts, though the sounds of their game lingered for a few moments longer. 
 
    Evrouin rounded on Gavin the moment the boys were out of sight. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Evrouin hissed. “Your mind is as empty as a genesauri’s nest, boy!” 
 
    Gavin dropped a hand to the hilt of his greatsword and locked his gaze with Evrouin’s. 
 
    “I was acting as I saw fit at the time,” Gavin said. “And you will not insult me like that again. Not in front of others and not when it’s just you and me.” 
 
    Evrouin’s expression darkened. He wasn’t wearing a sword or any other weapons that Gavin could see, but the man didn’t back down. Evrouin’s grit and determination was one thing Gavin admired about the man, even if it often caused him more headache than it was probably worth. Indeed, Evrouin straightened and took a step closer to Gavin, jaw hardening into a firm line. He stood almost a head taller than Gavin, but Gavin remained where he was, schooling his expression. Gavin knew coming into this that the confrontation between the two of them would happen sooner or later. It was not something he could afford to lose. 
 
    “I won’t lie to children.” 
 
    Gavin ignored the irony of that remark. “This is not the place for this conversation. You said I was the leader of the Rahuli people. Act like it. You can lose this charade of being tough and hard to the core. I saw you with the boys just now. You care about our people almost as much as I do, even if the way you express it doesn’t always agree with how I’d do it. I need to address Brisson within the hour and when I talk to him, I need your support and allegiance.” 
 
    Evrouin’s breathing quickened and Gavin heard the rush of air through the man’s flaring nostrils with each breath. 
 
    “Come with me,” Evrouin said, turning and walking down a side street without waiting for Gavin to reply. 
 
    Gavin followed him for a few long strides and then caught up with the man so they were walking side by side—a feat just barely possible due to the width of the side street they followed. After a few long moments of silent walking, the buildings fell away and the street ended at the edge of a cliff not far away from the spot where Samsin’s sentence was carried out. Gavin could just make out the black stone marking the memorial to Nikanor in the distance. 
 
    Evrouin turned after they’d walked a dozen paces from the nearest building, but Gavin held up a hand to stop him before he could speak. 
 
    “Evrouin,” Gavin said. “We’re basically prisoners here. Brisson’s people are either afraid or suspicious of us. The only way we can avoid this is by becoming so valuable to them that they can’t do without us. For that, I need your help.” 
 
    The scowl on Evrouin’s lips slipped a little at the edges. “What with? If it’s scaring young boys with your devilish mystic powers, you can forget about my help.” 
 
    Gavin kept his expression calm, knowing that Evrouin was baiting him. He didn’t take it. He’d learned a lot from both Khari and his grandmother about leadership—at least on a small scale—and knew which route he should take in this conversation. 
 
    “With a plan that will get us to the point where they rely on us,” Gavin said. “One where people need to see our power and our strength. And you’re one of the strongest men I know.” The scowl slipped even further, and a wrinkle of curiosity appeared on Evrouin’s brow. 
 
    “I’m listening.” Evrouin said. 
 
    Gavin smiled on the inside, recognizing that he had Evrouin hooked. Sometimes a well-placed compliment—if given sincerely, at least—was enough to turn the course of a conversation. The smile slipped a little when he thought of having to then convince Brisson of his intended plan, but he still had some time to figure that out.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Purple Tears 
 
    “Knowledge is a rather straightforward choice. It speaks to the gathering of information and facts and a general erudition. While it may seem innocuous, it is a simple fact of life that knowledge offers power and insight into that which one knows most about.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Elyana looked down at her wrinkled hands. Lhaurel knew she was dreaming, but like her other dreams about Elyana, it was as if they weren’t dreams at all, but actual memories. 
 
    This one was something even more than that, though. This time, Lhaurel could feel what Elyana felt and even hear some of her thoughts. It was as if she was simultaneously Elyana and herself at once. 
 
    How long has it been since Beryl killed my Sister? 
 
    Elyana’s thoughts resounded in Lhaurel’s mind like the haunting echo from down a long, dark tunnel. 
 
    The lush greenery of the Sharani Arena had started to fade, burned by almost a year of pitched battles between the Rahuli slaves and the Orinai warriors. Her people. 
 
    No! 
 
    Elyana’s hands clenched into fists on the table before her. She couldn’t think like that. There was simply us and the Enemy. The Orinai were the Enemy. She had chosen a side. 
 
    Elyana got to her feet and walked over to the dim lamp on the table near her. The wick within was trimmed low, the light only a dim reminder of a solitary flame. It flickered in the slight breeze that blew through the corridors, bringing with it the soft chill of looming winter. Elyana turned the lamp’s little knob and light flooded the small room as the flame swelled. 
 
    A small bed rested to one side, the covers strewn in a lumpy pile among some discarded clothes. Next to it lay several small wooden shelves piled high with scrolls and various pieces of parchment, among other odds and ends. A large glass container full of water rested on top of one of the shelves. Something moved within it, but that area was still cast in shadows and Lhaurel was unable to tell what it was. A stack of wood rested along one wall and a fireplace sat in a corner, though the coals were cool in the hearth. 
 
    Elyana’s gaze shifted from item to item slowly, as if reluctant to move on, then started over once again when she’d made a complete circuit of the room. After another complete investigation of the room, Elyana let out a long sigh and strode toward the door. She marched into the unlit corridor beyond. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity wandering through the darkness, Lhaurel realized where they were headed. The lake beneath the Roterralar Warren. At some point, Elyana found a lantern and lit it before striding through the large opening into the cavern within. Light glinted off the water and Lhaurel sensed Elyana’s tension ease away. 
 
    The cavern looked much the same as Lhaurel remembered, but with one notable exception. There were no cubby holes carved into the rock of the far wall, only a long, thin path of stone through the center of the lake. Elyana walked out to the middle of the path and sat down on the stone, placing the lantern on the floor next to her. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t know how long Elyana sat there, but after a time Lhaurel noticed a small sound back from the entrance just as Elyana’s gaze turned in that direction. Beryl, the young version of him, walked toward her. He looked different now, taller and broader of shoulder, with a bearing that he hadn’t had before. He looked . . . regal. His clothes were neat, clean, and form fitting, though he wore a thick brown cloak over them. A greatsword hung at his belt, a short dagger balancing out the other side. 
 
    “Beryl,” Elyana said with a small nod. Her voice echoed faintly inside the chamber. 
 
    “They call me Eldriean now.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like that name.” 
 
    “It seemed most appropriate.” Beryl sat down next to Elyana, sword scraping the stone. When Elyana didn’t say anything else, Beryl continued. “I thought I would find you here.” 
 
    Elyana spread her hands in a vague gesture that took in the lake and cavern both. “This is the only place I find peace. There is a battle going on inside me as well as without. The Rahuli revile and despise me, the Orinai name me a traitor. There is no place for me but here.” 
 
    Beryl snorted. “You don’t give them much reason to do anything but hate you, Elyana. You’re the embodiment of what they’re fighting. You’re a Sister.” 
 
    “I think that’s exactly what I just said.” 
 
    Beryl shifted and turned to look at Elyana, reaching out and taking one of her hands in his. “You miss my point. I am an Earth Ward. I am every bit a representation of what they hate about the Empire as you are. But they’ve seen me fighting for them. They’ve seen that I’m on their side. There’s still others, like Serthim, who don’t trust me, but the majority accept me for who I am.” 
 
    “And who are you?” 
 
    “Their leader.” 
 
    Elyana laughed, the sound overlapping over itself as the echo returned. “Blacksmith to ruler in a few short months? This conversation is getting far too serious. Where’s the banter and meaningless fluff so common to conversations such as ours?” 
 
    “Stranger things have happened,” Beryl said, ignoring Elyana’s attempt at steering the conversation in another direction. “Just look at you. Not using your powers has left you haggard and weak, I can tell. There’s only so much you can do.” 
 
    Elyana looked down at her free hand, the other still clasped in Beryl’s much larger, blockier ones. In the dimness of the cavern, the wrinkles looked far deeper and more pronounced than they had in her room. 
 
    “What good am I without my magic? The Rahuli keep me from the battles. They’re afraid of what I’ll do around that much blood.” 
 
    “For good reason,” Beryl interjected. “That amount of power is perverse. It taints you and turns you into the twisted devil that is Sellia and the others.” 
 
    Elyana stiffened. “You shouldn’t say her name.” 
 
    Beryl shrugged, still holding Elyana’s hand. “What is she going to do to me now that she wasn’t going to do already? I killed a Sister. I’m sure her blackened heart would like nothing better than to kill me slowly. So what if it takes an hour or two longer to die as punishment for saying her name.” 
 
    “She’ll kill us all one day.” Elyana looked down at the hand Beryl held in his own. Several small blemishes shone there. “Not using my powers is slowly killing me, Beryl. Every day I find a new blemish, a new way my body shows the cost of not using my power. I’m aging. I may die on my own well before Sellia gets the chance.” 
 
    “There are other things you can do, Elyana,” Beryl said. “Other ways you can show the Rahuli that you’re on their side.” 
 
    “Allowing myself to die by following their whims isn’t enough?” 
 
    Beryl was silent for a long moment. Lhaurel found herself wondering if he actually had an answer or if he was merely trying to find something to say. 
 
    “You can tell them of the Schema and the true Path. You can explain to them the truth behind the religion which oppressed them.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Elyana hissed, jerking her hand out of his. 
 
    “Think about it,” Beryl said quickly. “Most of the Rahuli have been here for centuries. The majority don’t even know what it’s like to live among the Orinai or worship the Sisters at all. They simply fear them. They have no reason to honor you when you do not honor them.” 
 
    Elyana stood up and turned away from Beryl, though she didn’t walk away. 
 
    “There are dozens of lesser mystics among this people. They all have the potential to become something more, to move up to a higher Iteration, though they don’t even know how or what they may become. None of them do. Your Sisters keep that knowledge from them. They don’t even realize the potential hidden within them.” 
 
    “That’s blasphemy, Beryl. Blasphemy.” 
 
    “I’m living proof that it isn’t. I dream things. I know who I once was and where I may yet go.” 
 
    “You tread dangerous ground. You don’t understand what you’re asking of me. I will not betray the foundation of a religion that has lasted thousands of years. I will not betray the Progressions.” 
 
    “The Progressions are pure and true. The Path is sure. The religion the Sisters preach is not. You showed me this, Elyana. Show the Rahuli.” 
 
    “I will not.” Elyana looked down at her hands and felt a teardrop slip from her chin and splash onto the splotched skin. 
 
    “And that is why they will never trust you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel awoke feeling slightly nauseous. Her head throbbed with each thudding beat of her heart. The vividness of the dream left her speechless. 
 
    She shuddered, then sucked in a deep, calming breath and sat upright on the bed, disoriented, but forced her body to calm, her racing heart to slow. Dreams weren’t real. Dreams portrayed the fanciful musings of a mind lost to the current reality of the world around them. They weren’t real. 
 
    Were they? 
 
    The room was dim, lit only by a narrow crack of light filtering in from a rounded window in one of the wooden walls. Lhaurel felt stiff and achy all over. The air felt heavy and smelled of wood, sweat, and salt. She considered getting up and trying to find a lamp, but couldn’t see where one would even be and didn’t want to look like a fool blundering about the darkened room looking for it, even if no one else was around to see. She held her hand up to close to her face for a long moment, studying them for marks like Elyana’s before she really realized what she was doing. She shivered and wrapped trembling hands around her shoulders. 
 
    Idiot girl. 
 
    Lhaurel forced herself to calm and got to her feet. Disorientation took her for a moment and she felt dizziness threaten to send her to the ground. Then she noticed the whole room was slowly pitching back and forth. Nausea welled up within her, but Lhaurel forced it down with a heavy swallow. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. Lhaurel wondered who it could be, then the handle turned and pale, yellowish light flooded into the room as the door swung open. Talha bustled into the room holding an oddly shaped lantern in one hand, several books clasped beneath the other. Lhaurel squinted against the sudden, blinding light. 
 
    “It’s about time you woke up,” Talha said, dropping the books onto a small table bolted to the floor in a corner of the room. “It was hard enough to explain why you missed the Devotional this morning. It would have been inexcusable to miss the evening prayers as well.” 
 
    “Devotional?” 
 
    “Prayers, child. Guidance along the Progressions proffered by the Sisters to our believers. We have a duty to listen to the prayers of our followers and respond when true Devotion is shown.” 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips and nodded even though she had no idea what Talha had just said. She knew what prayers were and Talha had given her a basic understanding of the Progressions, but she didn’t really understand her part in it yet. 
 
    “As you say, Sister.” 
 
    “Your Orinai is much improved, child,” Talha said, lips pursed. “Miraculously so, in fact.” There was a note of disbelief in the curiosity. 
 
    Lhaurel snapped her mouth shut, only then realizing she’d been speaking the Orinai language. How was she doing that? She tried to speak, but words failed her. 
 
    Lhaurel clenched her hands in frustration and confusion, switching to the Rahuli tongue so she could explain. 
 
    “This happened before,” Lhaurel said, raising a hand to forestall Talha’s immediate response. “For a few moments I can understand the language perfectly and speak it as if I’d been born to it. Then, all of a sudden, it’s gone.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that. I don’t know how or why, it just happens.” 
 
    Talha narrowed her eyes and fixed Lhaurel with a piercing look. She placed the lamp down on the table next to the books and turned to regard Lhaurel with appraising eyes. 
 
    “Have you been having dreams, child?” 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips again and then bit her bottom one before answering. “Dreams?” 
 
    “Stop biting your lip,” Talha snapped. “Yes, dreams. Have you been having dreams of Elyana?” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed hard again, but kept her back straight and refused to let herself bite her lower lip again. 
 
    Talha took that as a response, nodding once before speaking. “Ah, yes. Good. I did wonder how long it would take for those latent memories to start surfacing. This will speed things up greatly.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lhaurel asked. “What do dreams have to do with any of this?” 
 
    “Everything, child. Everything,” Talha said. “Perhaps you should sit while I explain.” 
 
    Lhaurel allowed herself to fall down on the edge of the bed, suppressing another shiver. Talha went over and shut the door, saying something to someone outside, and then came back to sit on the bed with Lhaurel. Lhaurel shifted uncomfortably at the closeness. 
 
    “If you remember, the lives we live now are but a momentary glimpse in the Progressions our souls follow,” Talha said, her voice soft and clear, speaking in the Rahuli tongue and emphasizing each word as if lecturing a child. “We take bodies and live our short lives in an attempt to uphold the ideals of our chosen Path through existence. The closer we come to those ideals, the further along the Path we are able to walk. When we die, our souls are able to move forward into the next Iteration of itself, a better version, a purer version.” 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips and struggled to comprehend what Talha was saying. Part of her was filled with a deep sense of disbelief. Another part of her recognized the truth in what the Sister was saying as if it had always known it. 
 
    “We reincarnate into another body according to the way we acted in this life. We all do. Some stay at the same level of Progression, the same place on the Path, for centuries. Others Progress much more rapidly. Those like us, with the ability to not just walk along the Path, but manipulate it through our magic, enter into true Incarnations.” 
 
    Something inside Lhaurel’s mind clicked. 
 
    “The Schema,” Lhaurel whispered. “Magnetelorium to Earth Mage to Vulcanist. That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it, this Path?” 
 
    Talha turned and gave her a look of such clear surprise—eyes wide, mouth half-open with a slackened jaw, and eyebrows flirting with her hairline—that Lhaurel almost laughed. 
 
    “How would you even know those names?” Talha asked. 
 
    “There were scrolls hidden in the Sharani Desert, ones that spoke of the Orinai, the Schema, and hinted at the Progressions you mention. I didn’t understand what it meant. Not completely. To be honest, I still don’t fully get it, but that’s what you’re talking about, right?” 
 
    “The truth of the Progressions is a closely guarded secret, reserved for those who truly follow the Path.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    Talha’s eyebrows dropped down toward her eyes, matching the corners of her lips as they tugged down into a frown. “Slaves should not know those names or words.” 
 
    “I’m not a slave, nor are the Rahuli.” Lhaurel said it a bit more sharply than she’d intended. 
 
    “Perhaps not anymore, though that’s debatable, I’d think. Either way, the Rahuli are something of an anomaly, a curiosity at best.” Talha tugged at the collar of her half-robes with two fingers. “But we digress from our topic. As we reincarnate into new lives, our soul—that which lives inside us and is the essence of who we are, were, and can become—remains the same. Though it is more complicated than this, suffice it to say that for those of us at a higher Iteration—those further along the Path—have access to the memories, skills, and talents of our prior lives.” 
 
    “Through our dreams,” Lhaurel whispered. She raised a shaking hand to her mouth. Her pulse fluttered, and the nausea that had started to subside swelled once more. 
 
    “Precisely. You have access to the Orinai language when your unconscious mind slips back into a time when Elyana was the life your soul was living. Her memories and abilities come through when you don’t consciously think about them. Your sleeping mind knows what your present mind cannot even begin to fathom.” 
 
    “I—” Lhaurel struggled to articulate the jumble of emotions and thoughts dancing around inside her head. Nothing in the seven hells had prepared her for this. 
 
    Talha laid a hand on Lhaurel’s knee. Lhaurel wasn’t sure if she should shy away from those red nails that mirrored her own, or else find comfort in the familiarity. 
 
    “It will take time for you to come to grips with this truth.” Talha’s voice returned to her normal teaching tone. “True religion is a hard thing for one to understand, especially when that one is raised as a pagan. But know this.” Talha’s grip hardened on Lhaurel’s knee, all trace of comfort or empathy vanishing in a moment. “In the end, it doesn’t matter if you began as an unbeliever, a pagan, or a heretic. You are one of the Seven Sisters now. The lives of the Rahuli—your people—depend on you convincing not only me, but every one of the Sisters that you are truly one of us and that you believe.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded and swallowed before licking dry lips. The act did little to quell the squall within her stomach. She wanted to chew on her bottom lip—it was a nervous habit she’d picked up years ago—but she stopped herself. Talha was right. It didn’t matter. She had to believe, in the end. She had to force herself to learn and understand. 
 
    “More than that,” Talha continued. “Your own life depends on your acceptance of these things. Sellia and the other Sisters will not return powers to an unbeliever or one who could betray them. If you don’t have your powers returned, you will die. As I said, there are consequences to not having access to your abilities. Once used for the first time, your body becomes dependent upon it. You have a few months yet, which is ample time for us to return to Estrelar, but if you do not become what you must, you will be allowed to die and the Sisters will simply wait for your next Incarnation to be born.” 
 
    The words from her dream echoed in Lhaurel’s mind, words which mirrored what Talha had just said. Lhaurel looked down at her hands again, then tore her eyes away. 
 
    A large part of Lhaurel recognized the seed of truth in Talha’s words and even yearned to become a larger part of the Progressions, a part of something that transcended one simple life. She wanted her powers back with a hunger that terrified her. Lhaurel wasn’t sure if that part of her was actually Lhaurel talking, or Elyana speaking through her “soul,” but that didn’t matter much either. Not really. The emotions were real and Lhaurel felt them. 
 
    “To that end,” Talha said, “I have much for you to study on our journey down to the locks and from there on the barges down to Estrelar.” She pointed at the books she’d left on the table. “These are the ones I want you to read after this evening’s Devotional. You will simply need to be present at that. Tomorrow, however, you will need to speak. I will train you on how to meditate and access the skills your sleeping mind already knows. This will aid you in learning the Orinai tongue and speak it without the butchery you’ve shown up until now.” 
 
    Talha got to her feet. “Should you need anything, knock twice on the door. One of your priestesses will be outside it at all times and should be able to assist you.” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, unable to articulate the mess of emotions and thoughts churning within her that twisted her insides into knots. Talha smiled. “Despite what you may think, I really am glad you’re one of my Sisters. I will be here to help in your studies as often as you wish, but a large part of what you must learn is specific to your own Path. For this, I can only guide you, I cannot teach. All I can do is show you the ceremony, pomp, and presence required to be a Sister.” 
 
    Talha gave Lhaurel an odd little bow—head bent slightly to one side and one arm crossed over her chest—and left, leaving the lamp and books on the table. Lhaurel stared after her for a long moment and then, with a surety that she didn’t actually feel, reached out and picked up one of the books. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel stood next to Talha later that night, as the woman spoke at length about—as far as Lhaurel could understand—the pursuit of Knowledge as a means of Progression. The sailors and the few warriors who accompanied Lhaurel, Talha, and their priestesses were all attentive, even if a few seemed to only be acting the part. The Devotional, Lhaurel decided, wasn’t too dissimilar from the Roterralar Gatherings, though the context was far more surreal and ephemeral in nature. 
 
    Lhaurel had spent several long hours in her room in a mixture of contemplation and study. Talha’s revelation about having multiple “lives” and one eternal “soul” was staggering. It was incredible. It was ludicrous. Lhaurel had difficulty grasping it. In the end, though, Lhaurel’s thoughts had turned back to the Rahuli people, to Khari, Shallee, Farah, and Gavin. She remembered what she’d done in the Oasis when the genesauri had come. She remembered what she had promised the Sisters in exchange for her people’s protection. In the end, despite not really understanding, much less believing in what she’d been taught, Lhaurel had turned to the books and done as she’d been asked. 
 
    Though the reading was tedious—Lhaurel had never enjoyed reading to begin with—it was also enlightening, clarifying many of the things Talha had already tried to explain. Ironically, it appeared that Talha had penned a number of the books herself, which, according to the first page of each book, was simply one part of a far larger discourse. 
 
    A hand on Lhaurel’s shoulder pulled her out of her thoughts. Lhaurel started, suppressing a small yelp of surprise, then Lhaurel looked down at the hand and saw one of her priestesses. The younger one from when the bandits had attached. Josi, that was her name. The young woman gave a slight nod in one direction and Lhaurel turned to see that the Devotional had ended while she’d been lost in her own thoughts. The sailors were busying themselves about their duties, coiling ropes or clambering up nets to check the massive canvas sails or various other tasks. Talha stood in the middle of a small group of sailors a few steps away, one of her priestesses standing on each side of her. 
 
    Lhaurel took a careful moment to study the crowd around Talha, immediately noticing that each wore the same color brown clothing as the shufari Talha’s priestesses wore. One of the sailors wore a brown knit cap; another wore a sash of the same color. Some had a variety of tattoos in that color, but worked into a specific symbol—a triangle split by six vertical lines—which Lhaurel found oddly familiar though she knew she’d never seen it before. One of the sailors, a swarthy fellow with a dark complexion which appeared to be from more than just time spent in the sun, clutched a pendant in his fist, the chains wrapping up and around his neck. He seemed deep in conversation with Talha, his head bowed and tone hushed, even reverent. 
 
    Josi, the young priestess, nudged Lhaurel in Talha’s direction. Not knowing what she was supposed to do, Lhaurel hesitated, but eventually did as bidden, walking to the other Sister with measured steps. Lhaurel’s priestess followed. Talha’s priestesses and the others around Talha parted to allow Lhaurel through, like a herd of sheep before a sandtiger. 
 
    Talha finished talking to the men, who bowed low as Talha turned away, gesturing for Lhaurel to follow her. Lhaurel felt her tension ease. For a moment she’d thought Talha intended her to speak to these men or at least listen to their petitions and prayers, but—thankfully—it was a much simpler matter. Lhaurel nodded at the sailors as she passed and they all bowed even lower. 
 
    Talha led Lhaurel back down into the innards of the ship. Lhaurel paused for a moment before leaving the deck, taking a moment to look up at the darkening sky. A few stars already shone brightly in one corner of the deep blue expanse. Night closed quickly on the horizon, darkening the skies. Lhaurel sucked in a deep breath of the cool, fresh air and followed Talha down into the darkness of the ship. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Talha closed the door to Lhaurel’s room and then walked over to the table, where she’d had one of the priestesses place an array of mottled white and purple candles. 
 
    “Talha,” Lhaurel began, but the Sister held up her hand to silence her. Lhaurel snapped her mouth shut, but crossed her arms and formed her lips into a hard line. 
 
    Talha set one of the candles in the center of the room. There was something on the bottom of it that allowed it to remain motionless against the constant rocking of the ship. Talha moved with practiced grace as she lit a taper from the lantern on the table and then lit the candle affixed to the wooden floor. Lhaurel wondered at having an open flame on board a vessel made entirely of very flammable wood, but didn’t ask. 
 
    Once the wick had caught, Talha turned back to the table and extinguished it, plunging the room into an odd half-gloom. 
 
    “Sit, Lhaurel,” she said, gesturing to a spot on the floor. 
 
    Lhaurel did as bidden, taking a seat on the wooden floor with her knees bent over one another. She was still wearing the white robes that reminded her of the mystic robes, for which she was grateful. Since the front of the skirt was open and she wore leggings beneath, it was a simple matter to flare the skirt out behind her and still maintain a comfortable seat. Talha took a seat on the other side of the candle, mirroring Lhaurel’s sitting position. The solitary flame danced and flickered, casting odd shadows over Talha’s perfect, ageless face and blood-red hair. Talha smiled, revealing her painted teeth, and Lhaurel had to hold back a shudder. 
 
    “I know there are questions you’re holding in a very loose grip right now,” Talha said, her voice barely above a whisper, “but now is not the time for questions. No, now is the time for you to cast aside your own thoughts and look deep within your mind, to look back to the past lives you have lived and the souls of past Iterations and incarnations.” 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed and attempted a deep, steadying breath at the same time, which only succeeded in making her cough. She forced her lungs to be calm by breathing in and out through her nose, which highlighted the oddly familiar smell coming from the candle burning before her. 
 
    “Watch the flame, child,” Talha intoned, her own gaze fixated on the solitary light. “See how it moves with the gentle caress of the wind. Let your mind follow the motion of its passing and allow your eyes to wander from the dark epicenter of the wicking to the bright flickering of its tip. Watch it burn and allow it to consume your thoughts. Let it take your terror, steal your stresses, and carry off your cares. Breathe in the deep smell of its hunger.” 
 
    Talha’s voice flowed steady and calm, an odd counterpoint to the flickering flame. The motion of the ship made the fire dance even more than normal, but Lhaurel followed the motion with her eyes. She breathed in, focusing on allowing her emotions to burn away within that flame. She felt foolish at first, but after several long minutes of watching the flame she realized that her mind had let go of most of her previous concerns. 
 
    “Breathe,” Talha said, her voice barely a whisper. “Take in the scent of the lavender and spice, feel the wax slowly melting away. You are the master of your own mind, Lhaurel. You are one of the Seven Sisters, a guardian of the Path and a guide along its course. Your emotions cannot control you. Let your thoughts and mind guide your path.” 
 
    Behind the candle, Talha’s outline blurred and all Lhaurel could see was the solitary flame against a field of darkness. It was just her and the flame. Alone and silent, within and without. Talha’s voice sounded as if from a great distance away. 
 
    “Travel back, Lhaurel,” Talha said. “Travel back to a time when you were not yet Lhaurel, but someone else. Travel back up the Path you have previously trod.” 
 
    The flame danced and a bead of wax slipped down the candle’s side, trailing down to the floor like a purple tear. Lhaurel felt her thoughts recede even deeper into the dark places of her mind until they were all but forgotten, a distant sound that no one was present to hear. Nothing existed outside the candle’s flickering light. 
 
    “Go back into memory long forgotten,” she said. “Go back to the time when you were Elyana.” 
 
    The light consumed her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Hospitality 
 
    “Honor . . . honor denotes an adherence to a code of moral conduct and action. The question remains, however—whose code?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Brisson’s administration building—as he called it—rested up against a large cliff. The building was an odd, ornate affair, built in three interconnected parts, with the center part twice as tall and wide as the two other sections. A number of glass windows with thick wooden coverings faced outward from the front of the building. The windows were all covered at the moment, but a number of younger boys scampered in and out of the open doorway. 
 
    Gavin waited for one of the boys to dart through the door before stepping into the room himself. He had to blink a few times to adjust to the dim light inside the room. While sunlight streamed in through the door, only a single lantern lit the rest of the space, leaving a strange mixture of yellowish and white light playing against shadow. When his eyes adjusted, Gavin saw an older man sitting behind an oddly thick table, bent over some papers on the desk. The room was shallow, though several doors sat behind the desk in the far wall, presumably leading further into the room. The boy who had run into the room ahead of Gavin stood in front of the desk, one booted foot idly scratching his other calf. The man at the desk—not Brisson or anyone Gavin recognized—finished looking over the papers before him on the desk and promptly folded the top sheet twice and handed it to the boy. 
 
    “Take this to the stores and find the man in charge there,” the man said, his aged voice seeming to whistle with each “s.” “He’ll know what to do with it. Then come right back here.” 
 
    The boy nodded and reached for the letter, but the man didn’t let go when the boy grabbed hold of it. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” The man asked, a hard edge creeping into his voice. 
 
    The boy nodded and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Yes, Master.” 
 
    The older man’s mouth twisted into a grimace, but he released the paper and the boy hurried off, nearly running into Gavin in his haste to get out the door. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the man asked before Gavin even had a chance to speak. 
 
    Gavin raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    The man returned Gavin’s gaze with an impassivity that bordered on absolute. “If you don’t have business here, I’ll have to ask you to leave,” the man said. “I haven’t the time to deal with some petty dispute between you and your neighbors.” 
 
    Gavin felt his incredulity slip into irritation, but only let the barest trace of a frown cross his face. Could this man really not know who he was? 
 
    “I’m here to see Brisson. He wanted to me to discuss what tasks the Rahuli would be most suited for.” 
 
    The older man pursed his lips and gave Gavin an appraising look, as if seeing him for the first time. He tapped a finger to his lips a few times, as if trying hard to remember something, and then gave a small frown, heightening the faint wrinkles at the corners of his mouth and eyes. 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Rahuli,” the man said musingly. “I’d expected to see someone a little—well, older.” 
 
    “People age differently in the Sharani Desert.” 
 
    “Really?” the older man asked, riffling through some papers on the table before him in a distracted manner. “And how is that?” 
 
    “Anyone who would have reached your age would be dead by now. The genesauri would have seen to that.” 
 
    The man paused and looked up at Gavin. His dark brown eyes reflected a minor curiosity, but the rest of his posture bespoke a sudden unease, as if he’d expected the response, but not the impassive way Gavin had said it. Gavin gave a small voice to his irritation and continued. 
 
    “There are only a few exceptions to that,” Gavin said rubbing his chin with one hand as if deep in thought. “Take Cobb for example. He’s far older than you, but they don’t make them tougher. The man could give stones lessons in stubbornness. He’s probably one of the finest warriors you’ll ever meet. My grandmother, before she died that is, got to where she was using her wits to see her through the challenges of being an outcast and a woman. Then there were the third type of older people.” 
 
    After a long pause, the man asked the obvious question. “And those are?” 
 
    “The ones who hide behind the tough and clever ones.” 
 
    The man harrumphed and sniffed indignantly. He snatched a piece of paper from the pile at his desk and thrust it toward Gavin. 
 
    “Here’s your assignments for the next fortnight. Assign who you will to fill the duties you’ve been given. We’ll evaluate their effectiveness after that time and reassign them to the activities for which they are most suited.” 
 
    “I believe there may have been a misunderstanding,” Gavin said, glancing down at the paper in the man’s hand without taking it. “This meeting was to discuss those duties my people would have the capacity to accomplish well.” 
 
    “These are the tasks you were assigned,” the man said, brandishing the paper. 
 
    Gavin smiled at the man, still not reaching for the paper. “I think I’d like to discuss this with Brisson, directly,” Gavin said. “Is he back there?” Gavin gestured toward the doors in the far wall behind the man’s desk. 
 
    “Brisson is busy right now.” The man gave the paper a small shake, causing it to flutter in the air between them. 
 
    “That’s perfectly alright. I understand the many tasks associated with leading a people. I’ll just wait for him over there.” Gavin gestured at a low bench he’d noticed sitting along one wall. “Could you let him know I’m here, please?” 
 
    The man spluttered and licked his lips, clearly out of sorts at Gavin’s reaction. Gavin, for his part, fought to keep his flaring temper in check. He wanted nothing more than to simply ignore the man and start opening doors on his own until he found Brisson. Instead Gavin forced himself to walk calmly to the bench and take a seat, pointedly adjusting the greatsword at his belt so it didn’t scrape the wood. He leaned forward and, after putting his elbows on his knees, cupped his chin on top of his balled fists. The man stared at Gavin for a long moment, mouth working, before realizing that he still held the paper in the air before him and slapped it down onto the desk with more force than was necessary. 
 
    “Now see here—” the man began, but Gavin cut him off. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality. Please let me know what Brisson says once you tell him I’m here. Please pass on my regards and my desire to meet at his earliest availability.” 
 
    The man stared at Gavin indignantly for a long moment. Gavin almost felt sorry for him, but immediately dismissed the thought. The man reminded Gavin of every Warlord who had ever dismissed his grandmother and the other outcasts simply for being who they were. Gavin recognized what was going on here. This was vain posturing, a power struggle at its most basic level. Thankfully, Gavin had experience—both his own and vicariously through his grandmother’s example—in dealing with situations such as these. 
 
    “You never did tell me your name,” Gavin said to the man, as if coming into a sudden realization. “When I speak with Brisson, I want to let him know just how kind you were to me.” 
 
    The man’s head spun back around to stare at Gavin, face a sour mess of anger and resentment, as if he had been forced to swallow a bitter plant or unripe fruit. 
 
    “Shaw,” the man snapped. “My name is Shaw.” Without another word, the man spun around and opened the nearest door, disappearing into the room beyond. For a brief moment, voices could be heard, though the door snapped shut within moments and Gavin wasn’t able to hear more than a few broken, disjointed words which held little real meaning on their own. Despite that, he found himself grinning. 
 
    A minute passed before Gavin began drumming his fingers on the hilt of his sword. He recognized the stalling tactics and fought to keep down his own irritation, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of the ploy actually working as intended. Instead, he turned his focus back over his plan. There were obstacles he needed to overcome, but he was confident he could get it done in a way that would benefit his people. His grandmother had taught him how to focus on specific tasks and the last few weeks had let him hone the skills his grandmother had only been able to show him by example. Painful experience was a much more effective teacher, Gavin had found. 
 
    A shadow darkened the room and drew Gavin’s attention toward the door. A small boy stood in the doorway, his silhouette outlined by the sunlight behind him. The boy squinted through a bush of dirty brown hair that fell down over his forehead and into his eyes. His clothes were dirty, but thick and well fitting, made from a gray material that Gavin didn’t recognize. The boy’s feet were bare. He clutched a paper in one grubby fist at his side, clearly one of the messenger boys. 
 
    The boy stared around the room, mouth forming into a frown when he didn’t see anyone at the table. He took a step further into the room, then noticed Gavin sitting on the bench. 
 
    The boy’s eyes went wide. “You’re one of the Rahuli,” he said in a high, sharp voice. The hand holding the paper trembled slightly, making the paper flutter as if it were a leaf caught in a breeze. 
 
    Gavin smiled and nodded. “I am. Who are you?” 
 
    “My name’s Benji. The other boys won’t never believe me when I tell ‘em about this.” 
 
    “About what?” Gavin asked, realizing that what he’d initially taken as nervousness could actually be excitement. 
 
    “About meeting you, of course! I mean, they say you people are—” The boy made an inarticulate sound and gestured expansively, the paper in his hand flapping against his wrist. “I mean you showed up out of nowhere, like we never seen before. They say you lived with monsters for over a thousand years.” The boy’s voice dropped and he looked around nervously before continuing in a whisper. “They say your ancestors killed one of the Sisters and that you never tasted real food before.” 
 
    Gavin blinked, slightly taken aback. “We’re just people. Same as you.” 
 
    Benji snorted. “My mother says you can call down lighting and death, like the Great Ones. She says you’re the hope we’ve been waiting for, a chance to do more than simply hide like sheep in the mountains.” 
 
    “All that?” 
 
    The boy nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Just that? Nothing about the aevians, or the genesauri monsters that would fly up out of the sand and try and kill us while we walked the sands of the Sharani Desert?” Gavin asked, keeping his voice light, yet hushed as if he were telling a secret. 
 
    “You mean them snake things some of the Rahuli children draw in the dirt?” Benji’s brow furrowed above thin eyebrows. Now that the boy was closer, Gavin noticed a half dozen small, thin scars running up and down the length of his arms and a few on his forehead. Where had a child gotten such scars? 
 
    Gavin nodded slowly. “Those monsters are the things of which nightmares are made.” 
 
    “Did you ever kill one?” Benji’s voice was so earnest, Gavin couldn’t help but smile, though the subject wasn’t really one that warranted any levity. 
 
    “That is not a polite question to ask,” Gavin said sternly, though it was struggle to contain his smile at the boy’s look of chagrin. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Gavin waved a hand dismissively, which drew Benji’s eyes to the greatsword at his waist. Benji’s eyes—if anything—got wider. 
 
    “You’re him,” Benji whispered. The paper slipped out of Benji’s suddenly slack fingers and drifted to the floor. 
 
    “Him who?” 
 
    “The leader of the Rahuli,” Benji said after licking his lips. “My mom overheard some of the other womenfolk saying you’d killed an entire Honor Squad by yourself. They say you’re a Great One in disguise, like the one who was stoned today, but on our side, like Master Nikanor.” 
 
    Gavin felt himself flush and shook his head. “I’m just a person. Nothing special really.” 
 
    Benji rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to say something else when the back door opened and Shaw walked back into the room. The older man glanced from Gavin to Benji and then darted to the piece of paper lying on the floor. His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What is your name, boy?” Shaw said in a voice as cold as the air outside. 
 
    The excitement that colored Benji’s cheek a pale pink blanched to ashen grey in mere moments. He bent over and snatched the paper from the ground with scrabbling, shaky fingers. 
 
    “I, um . . .” Benji said, trailing off lamely as he shuffled forward and held out the folded piece of paper to Shaw. 
 
    “It was me,” Gavin interrupted, drawing both Shaw and Benji’s attention. “I startled the boy and he dropped the paper on his way in.” 
 
    Shaw frowned and looked from the door to where the paper had been lying on the ground a few feet in front of Gavin. There couldn’t have been a more indirect route to the desk if the boy had been trying. Gavin put on his best, confident smile and met Shaw’s eye. Benji squirmed and shifted from one foot to the other uncomfortably, hand still upraised with the paper extended toward Shaw. At length, Shaw snatched the paper from Benji’s hand, making the boy jump, and then waved a hand dismissively at him. 
 
    “You are excused from duties for the rest of the day.” 
 
    Benji’s face twisted in a mixture of competing emotions, shifting from surprise, to joy, to sudden, sharp regret, before finally settling back on surprise. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Be off with you!” Shaw’s voice cracked like a hissing whip. 
 
    Benji took one last look at Gavin, eyes filled with regret, then turned and scurried out the door. Shaw watched the boy leave with open disapproval, then turned and leveled his disapproving eyes on Gavin. 
 
    “Brisson is unavailable to speak with you today,” Shaw said in a voice that made his prior coldness seem warm. “Come back for tomorrow’s duty assignments and perhaps he’ll have time to discuss matters with you then.” 
 
    “I don’t mind waiting,” Gavin said, keeping his smile pasted across his face, even though irritation swelled within him. “I’ll talk to him when he leaves for the day.” 
 
    “He’s no longer here,” Shaw snapped. “He left through the rear entrance to attend to other duties for the day. He will not be returning until tomorrow.” 
 
    Gavin got to his feet in a rush, his irritation finally getting the better of him. 
 
    “My people will not perform any duties, assigned or otherwise, until Brisson makes the time to speak to me. We are not his to command, nor will I be treated with such blatant disrespect.” Gavin felt his irritation building within himself, crawling like ants along his skin. “I will be back tomorrow and as many days as are necessary until this matter is resolved.” 
 
    “You forget yourself,” Shaw said. “You live here on our charity. Do not forget that.” 
 
    Gavin felt the sparks of energy welling up within him a moment before they appeared in his hands. Part of him knew that wasn’t the right move, that such a blatant show of power, strength, and brute intimidation was wrong, but that part of him was quelled by the temper that swelled up around it. 
 
    “No,” Gavin said softly, “I think it is you who forget who I am.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Gavin turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Benji found him when Gavin was only a few streets away from the administration building. He came scurrying out of the alley just as Gavin managed to get his anger and irritation under control and start to regret his rash, hot-blooded reaction. 
 
    “I knew you had magic,” Benji said with a mixture of triumph and accusation in his voice. He raised a hand and pointed a finger at Gavin. “I heard you fight with Master Shaw. I never heard no one speak to him like that since we got here from the Plantation.” Gavin raised a hand to still the torrent of words coming from the young boy’s lips, but Benji either didn’t see it or chose to ignore it. “He’s been here longer than most anyone else. He and Master Nikanor started this way back before I was even born, so they say. That was back before Brisson.” 
 
    Benji paused to take a breath and Gavin seized the moment to speak. 
 
    “Don’t you have somewhere else you should be?” Gavin said in his best gruff voice. “Like playing with your little friends or telling them about the big, bad Rahuli you met today?” 
 
    Benji shrugged and Gavin pulled to a stop, ignoring the putrid smells that wafted by in the air and the din of distant metal clashing against itself. 
 
    “Master Shaw gave me the day off. My friends all got to do their work for today, so I got nothing to do,” Benji said, then a grin split his young face and his eyes shone with a mischievous, dark gleam. “Maybe you can show me some more magic, yes?” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand through his beard and scratched his chin, blowing out a long, low sigh of exasperation. First he’d made a mess of his initial impression with Brisson and now he had a new, talkative shadow that wouldn’t go away. He supposed he deserved it, after encouraging the boy earlier. 
 
    “Fine,” Gavin said at a few brief moments of thought. “I’ll show you something you can tell your friends later, but you have to do something for me first.” 
 
    The boy grimaced, but eventually shrugged, curiosity proving a far more persuasive emotion than irritation. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I need you to go and find two other Rahuli, an older man named Cobb and a man about Shaw’s age named Evrouin. They should be in the Rahuli huts near the mouth of the valley. If not, look in the dining hall. Tell them Gavin will meet them in the new eyrie when the sun reaches its zenith in the sky.” 
 
    Benji’s face showed his confusion in almost comical honesty. Gavin tried hard not to smile, his dark mood lightening despite himself. 
 
    “What?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “What’s an air-ee?” Benji asked, his nose wrinkling. 
 
    “Eyrie,” Gavin corrected, gently. “It’s where the aevians live. I’ll show it to you when you bring Cobb and Evrouin to meet me there, alright?” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “Repeat the message back to me.” 
 
    Benji did, managing to get most of it right. Gavin repeated the message to him a few more times until Benji had the whole thing memorized word for word. The boy looked irritated at the constant repetition, but his eyes twinkled. He’d certainly have interesting stories to tell his friends when they met next. 
 
    “Off with you then,” Gavin said when he was satisfied Benji had it in its entirety. 
 
    Benji nodded and took off at a quick jog in the direction of the Rahuli section of the valley. Gavin gave a small sigh of relief tinged with lingering exasperation. It would take the boy at least an hour to find them both and get them to the eyrie. Now, Gavin simply had to decide what he was going to tell them when they got there.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Dampness and Cold 
 
    “Understanding of how the Progressions work has evolved over the centuries. In truth, a part of this belief was stolen from the peoples who inhabited this land prior to the arrival of the Empire.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 19, Year 1175 
 
    The cave the aevians had claimed as their new home lay inside a large cavern at the far end of the valley where the cavern nestled up against a string of monolithic mountain peaks. It took nearly an hour to walk there from the section of the valley where most of the buildings lay. In all actuality it wasn’t much of a cave. It was more of a crevasse of sorts that just happened to be enclosed. The sounds of soft chirping and the click of talons on rock wafted from the cavern’s mouth as Gavin approached. 
 
    Formed from a slight overhang, the cave was actually just a shallow valley between two mountain peaks that had been covered over in a landslide sometime in the distant past. Over time, the rock and earth had worn away at the front, but remained above, forming a narrow, enclosed space that stretched back into the mountains for several hundred paces. Gavin picked his way carefully through the upward-sloping and rock-strewn path, setting each foot purposefully so as not to slip in the loose snow. 
 
    “Gavin?” a soft voice asked. 
 
    Gavin looked up to see Farah standing in the mouth of the cave a dozen or so paces above him. He smiled and her perfect, angular face brightened as she returned the smile. Despite the foreshortened perspective, Farah looked small and deceptively petite, even childlike depending on how her hair was done. Her white blonde hair was pulled back in a tail at the moment, tucked into the back of her cloak, and her cheeks were rosy and flushed from the cold. 
 
    “How are you this morning?” he asked, climbing up the rest of the distance to join her. 
 
    Aevians cried soft greetings to him from within the dark expanse of the cave. 
 
    “Well enough despite the cold. I can’t stand being wet, but being wet and cold is three times as horrible.” Farah scrunched up her face indignantly and stamped her booted feet, which made a squishing noise that left little doubt as to her meaning. 
 
    Gavin personally agreed with her. His own feet were sodden lumps of ice, but he grinned at the woman. “Better than being eaten by a genesauri, at least.” 
 
    Farah snorted and rolled her eyes in his general direction, though her relaxed posture belied the expression. “I thought you were supposed to be meeting with Brisson.” 
 
    It was Gavin’s turn to snort. He blew out a long breath, which puffed to mist before his eyes. The first time he’d seen that happen, it had terrified him. Now, it was simply one more thing that had become commonplace. 
 
    “That went about as well as spitting into a sandstorm,” Gavin said shortly. He briefly told her what had happened, ending with his sending off Benji to get Cobb and Evrouin. 
 
    “What do they need here?” Farah asked. 
 
    Gavin shook his head. “Sorry, I forgot to mention that part. I have a plan to start patrols with the aevians and on foot. Brisson’s people aren’t warriors. We are.” 
 
    Farah frowned. “Were you going to ask me first, or is this supposed to be you asking?” 
 
    “Ask you what?” 
 
    “If you could use the aevians.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. Why was she being so defensive? “I’m talking to you now. We only have three things in our favor—the aevians, the mystics, and our ability to fight. I’m going to need all three of them to maintain our independence.” 
 
    “And you thought Evrouin was the best choice for the task,” Farah asked, voice hard, eyes flashing dangerously. “Of all the people you could have picked.” 
 
    “I thought you’d want to oversee the eyrie itself. If you’d rather be part of the patrols, that won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll be the Matron of the eyrie,” Farah snapped, voice rising in volume. 
 
    Gavin felt the energy building around Farah and pulled at it himself, dispelling it. 
 
    Farah narrowed her eyes at him and continued. “But I will not let Evrouin ride one of my aevians. He can be part of the foot patrols.” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Gavin said, eyeing the walls of the cavern, which still carried the lingering echo of Farah’s last words. “I didn’t realize you still had such deep feelings against him. We can all discuss it together, when they come. I’d just have Cobb do it, but I don’t think he’s very comfortable with the creatures.” 
 
    Farah made a disgusted face. “He’s about as skilled on the back of an aevian as Evrouin is with tact.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Cobb to do it, but if he’s not willing Evrouin is all I have left. He’s got the support within the people that I’ll need. There’s no way around it. The Orinai armies are still out there somewhere. When they find us, who would you rather have defending you? These here, or someone you know can actually fight? If you’ve got someone else in mind, though, I’ll welcome any suggestions with open arms.” 
 
    Farah sniffed, but nodded, turning away. Gavin rolled his eyes once her back was turned, knowing this wasn’t over. He idly wondered if the leaders from the stories ever dealt with things like this. Probably, but they weren’t parts that ever made it into the story itself. It wouldn’t do to show a leader being bullied by someone half his size. 
 
    “How are the aevians doing?” Gavin asked, trying to ease the palpable tension. 
 
    “They’re fine, for the most part,” Farah said, not turning around. “Nabil and the other grye seem to love the snow and cold, like I said before. They’re acting like hatchlings again.” 
 
    Gavin smiled at the thought. Nabil had been the aevian bonded to the previous Warlord of the Roterralar, a man Gavin had never met, but of whom only praise was spoken. From what Gavin knew, he was a hard, calculating man, slow to act until all possible options had been considered, weighed, and measured. Nabil shared that same nature, in his own animal way. 
 
    “And they’re getting enough food?” 
 
    “You already asked me that.” 
 
    Gavin scratched at his beard, feeling a little foolish as he tried to collect his scattered thoughts. He was supposed to be easing the tension, not making it worse. How did Farah always get him so turned around? 
 
    “You’re right. I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    Farah shrugged, which was an odd expression to watch from the rear. “They go out hunting. None of them seem to be hungry. I’m not entirely sure what it is they eat, but they are eating.” 
 
    “Good. Is there anything we’ll need before we start sending out patrols? Leather for new saddles and harnesses, perhaps?” 
 
    Farah sighed and finally turned to look at him. Her expression was softer now and her blue eyes shone with at least marginal warmth. “I know what you’re trying to do, Gavin, and I support that. I just wish you had chosen someone other than Evrouin to do it.” 
 
    Gavin hesitated, buying time to switch his train of thought. How did Farah manage to avoid questions so well? 
 
    “He’s still the only one here who has real leadership experience. He was a Warlord before the Oasis even. Yes, I know he sided with Kaiden and did unspeakable things, but he leads the largest single faction of survivors. If Khari were still here, maybe things would be different. For now, though, we need him.” 
 
    Farah’s eyes narrowed and her lips formed a thin line. Her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides, but Gavin didn’t sense her pulling at her powers. 
 
    Her back straightened and she nodded sharply once. “So be it then. If Cobb declines, Evrouin can lead the aevian patrols. The first time one of them dies because of something Evrouin does, I’ll kill him myself.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” What else could he say? 
 
    Gavin reached out and took one of Farah’s hands with his, and then smiled a soft smile at her. After a moment, Farah returned it. 
 
    “So will we need anything before we start sending out patrols?” Gavin repeated after a moment. 
 
    “You mean besides you talking to Brisson?” 
 
    Gavin glared at her, though he was glad to see the streak of sarcasm again. It meant she was close to forgiving him again. At least, he hoped that’s what it meant. He was never entirely sure where Farah was concerned. 
 
    “Alright, alright. You win. We should be fine for now,” Farah said, “but we’ll run out of harnesses and saddles soon. A lot of the ones we brought with us didn’t handle the cold very well. The leather is splitting or cracking.” 
 
    “How soon?” 
 
    “A couple of months. Depends on how many men you send out at one time.” 
 
    “I’ll start figuring out where to get the leather. We’ve got time though, so that’s good,” Gavin said, running a hand through his beard. With a half-contained sigh, he stretched and then suppressed a yawn. Farah concealed a smiled. 
 
    “Evrouin and Cobb should be here soon,” Gavin said. “I’m going to go find Nabil and take a look around.” 
 
    “I’ll send them your direction if I see them before you do.” 
 
    Farah gave him one last small smile and walked off toward the other side of the narrow cavern opening where, Gavin was surprised to see, a group of women were busy working—on what he really couldn’t tell. Gavin smiled after Farah, enjoying the view for a long moment before shaking his head and hiking deeper into the narrow cavern. 
 
    Sparse light filtered into the narrow expanse of dark grey stone, a denser level of shadow than Gavin was altogether comfortable with. Yet the aevians themselves didn’t seem to mind the darkness that much. Their dark eyes regarded him from crags in the rock or from the floor of the sloping cavern. Far fewer of them than Gavin remembered now rested here, but that wasn’t altogether unexpected. They’d lost some when the volcano erupted. Others had been missing since before that and fewer were born than before, according to Farah. It was a sad, sobering thought, one Gavin hoped to change in the future, but for now he had other tasks at hand. 
 
    The rush of wings and a sudden gust of air signaled Nabil’s arrival a moment before Gavin noticed the massive white bird descending upon him. Gavin smiled as the aevian landed, talons scraping on the rock, and bent down slightly to allow Gavin to scratch him beneath the beak. Nabil’s eyes shut in obvious pleasure as Gavin scratched him beneath the feathers. 
 
    “How are you, Nabil?” Gavin whispered. “Still the lord of this cavern, eh?” 
 
    Nabil gave a small noise as if in agreement and Gavin’s smile deepened. Gavin had formed a strong, solid bond with the creature in the weeks they’d been together. Gavin hadn’t experienced that level of companionship and friendship before. It was a refreshing relationship. He looked toward Farah at the entrance to the cavern, still running his hands over Nabil’s head and neck feathers. He and Farah had a relationship forming between them as well, though Gavin wasn’t sure what exactly it was. He was attracted to her, but she was also the most frustrating and confusing person he’d ever met. 
 
    Nabil chirped, a small, bouncing noise that echoed oddly in the narrow space. Gavin drew his attention away from his own inner thoughts and looked up at the aevian. Nabil’s head was turned in the direction of a pair of younger aevians, kistriels by the look, fighting not far away. Nabil hissed at them and hopped in their direction, wings outstretched and flapping just enough to give his jumping the needed force to travel the distance in only a few leaps. The pair of kistriels broke apart and launched into the air, each flying in separate directions before Nabil even got close. Gavin chuckled as Nabil ruffled his feathers and waddled back to Gavin, looking far more awkward just using his feet than with the aid of his wings. 
 
    “You really do rule the eyrie,” Gavin said with a chuckle. 
 
    Nabil chirped softly, and looked over Gavin’s shoulder, dark, beady eyes expressionless. Gavin followed his gaze. 
 
    “This sure is a dark and gloomy place, isn’t it?” Benji said, carefully climbing up the side of one boulder. The boy caught sight of Nabil towering over Gavin’s head and his eyes went wide, showing the whites. Behind the boy, Evrouin grinned and Cobb grunted. 
 
    Gavin suppressed his own smile and, ignoring Benji, looked to the two men. They were about as different from each other as they could be. Cobb was short, well-muscled—despite his age—and had a grizzled toughness to him which defied the lingering limp from when he’d been wounded rescuing Gavin and Lhaurel. Evrouin, on the other hand, was tall, lean, and had a stringy toughness to him that reminded Gavin of the whipcord strength of a bow. Both were warriors, if warriors of differing natures. 
 
    “Welcome,” Gavin said formally. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Cobb grunted. “The boy is right, you know. This is a dark and gloomy place.” 
 
    Behind Gavin, Nabil hissed and clacked his beak. Benji’s eyes widened even further and he took a small step backward. Evrouin chuckled and shook his head at Cobb. 
 
    “I’d be careful what you say around these creatures, old man,” Evrouin said. “They’re as fierce as a sandtiger caught in a genesauri’s nest.” 
 
    Cobb ignored him. “What did you want with us then, Gavin? Did Brisson give you leave?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Gavin turned to Benji. The boy was still standing, staring open mouthed at Nabil, though his gaze occasionally strayed to the other aevians flitting about above him as well. 
 
    “Benji,” Gavin said. When the boy didn’t respond, Gavin said his name a little louder. “Benji!” 
 
    The boy jumped and slipped on the rock. He teetered for a moment, arms flailing. A look of panic washed over Benji’s face as he started to fall, then Evrouin was there. The tall warrior put a steadying hand on the boy’s back and pushed him back upright. 
 
    “Careful, boy,” Evrouin said, shooting Gavin a hard look. 
 
    Benji swallowed hard and wiped the back of his hand across his sweaty forehead. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Benji nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Gavin continued. “I didn’t mean to startle you. You see that group of women over there? Run over there and ask a woman called Farah to come over here. Tell her Gavin asked her to let you help the women over there with their tasks.” 
 
    Benji’s eyes narrowed. “I can see what you’re trying to do. I know when I’m not wanted under foot.” The boy put on a look of severe affront, but turned and walked away. His steps were far more cautious this time. 
 
    Farah arrived a few minutes later. 
 
    “Alright, Gavin,” Cobb said. “What’s with all the secrecy? Did you speak with Brisson or not?” 
 
    Gavin snorted. “He was too busy to see me. So I decided to ignore his assignments.” 
 
    Evrouin grinned in open approval, but Cobb frowned. “You know that’s treading on loose sand, Gavin,” Cobb said. 
 
    “I need the two of you to start organizing your patrols and getting a lay for the land around here,” Gavin said as if Cobb hadn’t spoken. “Cobb, you’ll be in charge of the aevian casts. Evrouin, you’ll lead the foot patrols.” 
 
    “Casts?” Evrouin asked, brow furrowing. 
 
    “Patrols. That’s what the Roterralar called a group of aevian warriors.” 
 
    Cobb grunted. “I can’t walk fast, but I’d rather be on the ground, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and felt a momentary glimmer of satisfaction before glancing sidelong at Farah. Her glare would have slain a sailfin pack, but she met his eyes and gave him the faintest of nods. It was the single most grudging acceptance Gavin had ever seen. 
 
    “Fine. Evrouin, you’ll be in charge of the aevian patrols under Farah’s direction and Cobb will be in charge of the foot patrols,” Gavin said. 
 
    Evrouin didn’t look too pleased, though Farah’s glare softened slightly. They all nodded to show their agreement, though Cobb spoke up after a moment. 
 
    “Are you sure we should be doing this? Maybe we should just do what Brisson wants. There’s peace and safety here.” 
 
    Gavin frowned at the man. Hadn’t the two of them already had this discussion? Cobb was an organized man, not a cautious one. Though the two traits were often mistaken for one another, they weren’t the same. 
 
    “Just give in,” Evrouin asked, voice hard. “Submit like cowards just because we’re tired? Where is the strength or honor in that?” 
 
    Cobb’s face darkened and he scowled at Evrouin. “That’s not what I’m saying. There’s no honor in doing things just for the sake of doing them. There’s no strength in letting the few of us who still live as the legacy of the Rahuli die in the vain attempt to protect complete strangers.” 
 
    “We’re not protecting strangers,” Gavin said softly. “We’re protecting our own people.” 
 
    “These here are not our people.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about Brisson’s people, or any of the former slaves of the Orinai,” Gavin said, his voice hardening. “I’m talking about our actual people. The Rahuli. How long do you think these untrained, former slaves would last against the armies of the Orinai? How long do you think it would take an Honor Squad to cut through these people and get to ours? Do you really think they stand a chance at all without us?” 
 
    “Well said, Gavin.” Farah didn’t look at Gavin as she spoke, but her expression had softened even further, as she sat down on a boulder near him 
 
    “Fine, Gavin,” Cobb said. “You’re right. But I still say caution is needed. Don’t do anything foolish.” 
 
    Evrouin rolled his eyes. “We’ll do it, Gavin. Brisson will give in if he has any sort of intelligence. We’ve got things he needs.” 
 
    “Such as?” Farah asked. Her voice was neutral, but Gavin knew her well enough to hear the hints of frost coalescing around each word. 
 
    “Warriors, the aevians, and mystics.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gavin said. “Those are our leverage. We’ll organize and, before too long, he won’t be able to ignore us. Farah will be in charge of the eyrie and the mystics. She’ll train those she can and send some of them out on each of your patrols. They’ll answer to you during the patrols, but, in the end, they follow Farah. The aevians are also hers to assign to those who are unbonded.” 
 
    Gavin expected Evrouin to protest, but he simply nodded and then inclined his head toward Farah, an act which surprised Gavin. Perhaps he hadn’t given Evrouin the credit he deserved. 
 
    Farah, for her part, didn’t acknowledge the movement. 
 
    “Keep it small at first, only five or so men you trust, then add over the coming weeks.” 
 
    Cobb grunted and Evrouin nodded. 
 
    “What if some of Brisson’s lot try and stop us?” Cobb asked. 
 
    “Don’t let them.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Farah watched Cobb and that monster Evrouin clamber back down the rocks with Gavin, feeling a rush of emotions course through her, most of which conflicted with each other. She would never have let Evrouin anywhere near her aevians or even the eyrie itself if Gavin hadn’t asked. 
 
    Idiot man. 
 
    Farah wasn’t sure if she meant Evrouin or Gavin at that exact moment. She tossed her hair, letting the blond tresses flip back over one shoulder and blew out a long breath through her nose. Gavin could be so sands-cursed frustrating sometimes. But she loved him anyway. 
 
    “I love him,” Farah said in a whisper, bringing a hand to her mouth. 
 
    This was the first time she’d ever put it in those exact terms, though now that she thought about it she realized she’d loved him for a while now. The thought terrified her. 
 
    She turned and headed back to the other side of the eyrie, being careful of where she stepped. Despite the fact that she was as nimble and agile as any of the Rahuli, she was distracted and didn’t want to slip on the loose stones. The rock itself was slick and strange, nothing whatsoever like the rough, red sandstone with which she was familiar. Though the Sharani Desert had been a hard, hellish life, Farah missed it. 
 
    But Gavin is here. 
 
    Gavin is here. She really didn’t understand how the man had come to be so important to her. From a small girl, Farah had never had any intention of falling for any man, let alone one who had been an outcast. No, Farah had spent her entire young life working hard to master her relampago powers and be the best mystic she could be. Sarial, sands take her, had been the hero Farah had always wanted to be. Her betrayal had hit Farah harder than Kaiden’s had. And then she’d lost her family— 
 
    No. 
 
    Farah dismissed those memories, skirting around an area of loose rock and dirt. They were still too painful. Too fresh. Their death had only reaffirmed her design to remain alone and focus on her powers, on her ability to protect and defend. She’d seen the Rahuli clanswomen in the Oasis and even her own mother and sisters, huddled and waiting to be protected. 
 
    Waiting to die. 
 
    Farah wouldn’t be that. When her time came, she would go kicking and screaming, clawing her way through whatever stood in her way. 
 
    That was why being with Gavin, being in love with him, was so troubling. Love was the purest form of trust, of understanding. It was like standing there, waiting for your heart and your emotions to be saved by someone else. It didn’t make any sense at all. And yet, it felt right. 
 
    Farah sighed and pushed those thoughts away. The jumbled emotions were harder to tame. 
 
    “Is that Gavin?” an unfamiliar voice asked. 
 
    Farah started and slipped on the rock. Thankfully, she didn’t slide far and landed on her feet on a smaller rock beneath the boulder on which she’d been standing. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” a small boy said, rushing up to her with wide eyes and fidgeting hands as if he was about to reach out to steady her but wasn’t sure if he should. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Farah frowned at the boy—he’d been the messenger that had come with Cobb and Evrouin and had been sent to fetch her earlier—then held out a hand and waved him back. 
 
    “I’m fine. Sands knows, it will take more than slipping on a rock to do me harm.” 
 
    The boy nodded and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He still looked nervous and Farah softened her expression. 
 
    “Really, I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    “I’m glad,” the boy said, then looked past her to where Gavin and the other two were heading out of the eyrie. “Master Gavin told me he would show me around this place, here. Do you think I should go after him?” 
 
    Farah smiled. “He told you that, did he?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the boy said, shifting his weight forward, as if he were about to run. “Should I go run after him, do you think?” 
 
    Farah laughed. The boy had a sense of earnestness that reminded her of Gavin, in part. In all honesty, it was probably one of the reasons why she loved him. He was earnest, stubborn, and positive, a strong counterpoint to her own grim outlook at life. So different from anyone else she’d ever met . . . Farah trailed off, realizing that the boy was still waiting for an answer and looking more and more anxious by the second. 
 
    “No, leave him be. I can show you around here,” she said. 
 
    “Really? You’d do that for me?” he asked. “My name’s Benji, by the way. I run messages and stuff like that. It’s not very important, but it’s better than working in the fields or with the gatheriu, at least that’s what me mother would say.” 
 
    Farah couldn’t help but smile a little at the torrent of words. His accent was thick, but Benji’s meanings were clear. It was nice to smile. That was another thing that both Benji and Gavin shared, apparently. They brought her light in the darkness. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “I’ll show you the aevians up close.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: Diplomacy 
 
    “The Rahuli, now slaves to the Orinai, were already wielding the lesser magics when the Orinai arrived from the east.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 15, Year 1023 
 
    Benji was waiting for him just outside the door. Gavin hid a smile as he turned and shut the door of the hut behind him, careful to not wake Shallee or her sleeping infant. The child had fussed for most of the night and only now slept peacefully, nestled against his mother’s chest. 
 
    “Back again, Benji?” Gavin said, pulling his cloak tight about his shoulders and walking down the street in the direction of the administration building. 
 
    “You going back to see Master Brisson again?” Benji answered, falling in beside Gavin with a little skip in his step. 
 
    This time Gavin couldn’t help but smile. There was a streak of wit and sarcasm in the boy as wide as the street. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Benji grumbled something under his breath and kicked a loose stone across the street, where it struck the wall of one of the huts with a thunk. 
 
    “What was that?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Gavin stopped and gave Benji a flat look. 
 
    Benji squirmed under the look and shuffled his feet. “All you do is just sit there,” Benji complained. “I mean, five days of sitting there and bothering Master Shaw is boring.” 
 
    “You don’t have to sit there with me, you know,” Gavin said, resuming his walk and adjusting his sword at his belt. “You could run messages or work the fields, from what Shaw has implied.” 
 
    Benji snorted and stuck one of his hands into the band of his pants. Gavin shook his head and let the conversation lapse. Since he had first met the boy, Benji had been there all five days. At first, Gavin had attempted various means of shooing him away, but the boy was persistent and eventually Gavin gave in and let the boy follow him around. When Gavin had asked after the boy’s family late one evening after a long day of waiting for Brisson followed by helping Cobb circumspectly map out the perimeter of the little valley, Benji had gone quiet for a while and not spoken to him again for several hours the next day as well. Gavin suspected the boy was an orphan, despite the boy occasionally referring to his mother, but didn’t press the issue. 
 
    “It’s warmer today,” Benji said offhandedly. They turned down another street and were able to make out Brisson’s building over the tops of the other buildings. 
 
    “Is it?” Gavin said, tugging his cloak tighter about his shoulders. “I still feel like I’ve had snow tossed down my back all the time. I don’t see how you run around without shoes.” 
 
    Benji grinned and jumped into the air, knocking the heels of his bare feet together in the air. His lanky brown hair fluttered about in the wind and fell into his eyes. “You get used to it. Real winter isn’t even here yet. It’ll truly be cold then. And you watch out. The boys ‘round here will get you when you’re not looking.” 
 
    Gavin shuddered, though he tried not to let Benji see. “I don’t like the cold.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re from the hot, hot desert,” Benji said knowledgeably, giving Gavin a serious look. “If you put me in that heat, I’d probably melt. Just working the smoke weed fields during midsummer was bad enough.” 
 
    “Smoke weed?” 
 
    It was Benji’s turn to give Gavin a look, one which clearly said Gavin’s question was equivalent to asking what the sun or stars were. 
 
    “The plant old men smoke to try and look important.” Benji spoke slowly and deliberately, as if talking to a small child. “You know, the stuff that grew on Master Nikanor’s plantation?” 
 
    Gavin shook his head. “I’m not familiar with it.” 
 
    Benji whistled, then kicked a rock across the ground into the side of a nearby hut. He cast a sidelong look up at Gavin out of the corner of his eyes, then shrugged. “You’re really strange, Gavin, you know that?” 
 
    “I am who I am, Benji.” 
 
    Benji rolled his eyes, then paused, looking up at Brisson’s building. They were only a few feet away from the front door. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this again?” His voice dripped with desperate entreaty. 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me, you know.” 
 
    Benji’s face firmed into a stubborn line and he practically leapt through the doors into the building. Gavin held back a little laugh, which caught in his throat when Benji suddenly darted back out of the room again. Indistinguishable shouting followed him out of the room. 
 
    “Don’t go in there,” Benji said, seriously. “There’s a crazy man in there.” 
 
    The voices got louder and, with a sickening feeling, Gavin recognized one of the speakers. Ignoring Benji’s protests, Gavin pushed through the swinging doors. 
 
    Shaw stood behind his desk, expression dark and clouded, while Brisson stood alongside him, expression dark and murderous. Two other men, their backs to Gavin, stood facing Brisson and Shaw. One of them was Darryn, the new magnetelorium. The other Gavin didn’t recognize, but was holding Darryn by one arm in a rough grip. 
 
    “You do not own me, slave man,” Darryn hissed. “I don’t answer to you or yours.” 
 
    “You’re not permitted to travel beyond the borders of this valley.” Brisson’s voice was hard and matter of fact, as if he were explaining something to a stubborn child. “Not without my express consent.” 
 
    “I sent him,” Gavin said before Darryn could respond. 
 
    Brisson and Shaw looked up. Shaw’s expression grew even darker. 
 
    “You sent him outside the border?” Brisson asked. “Whyever would you do that?” 
 
    Gavin scratched his beard as if thoughtful, grateful that Darryn didn’t speak up and argue the lie. Neither Darryn nor his captor turned to look his way. 
 
    “If you’d taken the time to meet with me the last few days I’ve been here, you would probably know that,” Gavin said, coolly. “Since you haven’t, I think it would be wise if we took the time to discuss it now.” 
 
    Brisson folded his arms across his chest as if to say, “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “In private,” Gavin clarified. He felt surprisingly calm, despite the sprinkle of tension building in the corners of the room. 
 
    “I am incredibly busy right now,” Brisson said, voice gaining a touch of impatience. “I don’t have the time for a meeting.” 
 
    “I think you should make time,” Gavin said. “If you were about to do what I think you were, and punish or lecture one of my people, I think now would be not only the appropriate time for a private meeting, but the perfect time. It could get most unpleasant if you continued in thinking the Rahuli were under your powers to detain as you saw fit.” 
 
    Gavin let the silence hang in the air, feeling the tension grow to the point that it melded with the silence, forming an uncomfortable knot. The man holding Darryn turned his head and glanced at Gavin in the silence and Gavin recognized him. Tadeo, one of the guards who’d brought their companion to the healing room on the night before Samsin was killed. 
 
    “Fine,” Brisson hissed. He stepped away from Shaw and pushed open one of the doors, not looking to see if Gavin followed. 
 
    Gavin didn’t follow immediately. After all, Brisson had made him wait for six entire days; it was Gavin’s turn to let Brisson wait for a change. Gavin knew it was petty, but he didn’t care. 
 
    “Darryn,” Gavin said, though his eyes locked onto Shaw’s gaze and held him there. “Wait for me outside, will you? There’s a boy named Benji somewhere out there. Have him fetch Cobb and Evrouin, please.” 
 
    “We’re not finished with him,” Shaw snapped, but before he could object any further, Tadeo had released his grip on Darryn’s arm and the Rahuli man had pulled away. 
 
    “As you wish,” Darryn said, nodding toward Gavin. He added a hasty “sir” at the end before exiting, his eyes holding no actual remorse in them. With a note of irritation, Gavin realized he didn’t see any gratitude in them either. Fine then. He hadn’t done it entirely for Darryn’s benefit. It had earned him an audience with Brisson, after all, and that could prove worth the trouble in the end, if he could get the man to see reason. 
 
    “Are you coming or aren’t you?” Brisson’s angry voice sounded from the other room. 
 
    “Just finishing up a few things first,” Gavin called. “You understand.” 
 
    He nodded at Shaw, smiled at Tadeo who regarded him with a blank expression, and then entered the room where Brisson had vanished. For a moment, Gavin thought he’d accidentally entered the wrong room, even though he knew he hadn’t. Every bit of wall was covered in maps, some intricately colored and as large as half the wall, others vague and drawn in charcoal on canvas. Gavin recognized the vague outline of the valley they were in on one of the maps, though most of the others were completely foreign to him. Some of the maps had annotations on them. Others simply had pins or small colored dots on them, depicting what Gavin did not know. 
 
    “Close the door.” 
 
    Brisson sat behind a massive wooden table that was as covered with papers as were the walls. Except for the papers on the desk were arranged in stacks and piles, some with paperweights holding them down, others loose and ragged. Gavin closed the door and turned back to Brisson, only then noticing how haggard the man looked. There were bags under the man’s eyes and what seemed a permanent crease in his forehead. More than that, for a moment, Gavin recognized the deep-seated exhaustion of a man sliding beneath the surface of the sand and struggling to breathe, the face of a leader still struggling to understand how to do everything that was expected of him. 
 
    The next moment that haggard face was covered by a mask of irritation and anger and Gavin was immediately reminded that this was the man who’d sentenced Samsin to be stoned to death and then carried out the execution. Samsin had been, by his own admission, a murderer, but the whole experience left Gavin with a shiver running down his spine whenever he considered the look on Brisson’s face and the way the crowd had seem to delight in Samsin’s death. It left Gavin loathe to trust Brisson with the lives of his people, or even the authority to punish them. A part of him still wondered what information they lost by not keeping Samsin around a little longer. 
 
    “I will not have you challenging my authority in front of others, Gavin,” Brisson said. Gavin noted with interest that, despite the clear irritation he’d seen earlier, Brisson’s voice was calm, collected, and dispassionate. He’d clearly had practice in containing his emotions. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that to you,” Gavin said. “I know what that is like. Nothing good comes from divided authority.” 
 
    Brisson raised an eyebrow and leaned forward. “I think I may disagree with you.” 
 
    “What? That thing just now with Darryn? I wasn’t challenging your authority at all.” 
 
    “Really? You countered my orders in front of my steward regarding punishment of that lawbreaker and then again when you said you’d granted him authority to violate the laws of this community.” 
 
    “Ah, well, the problem with that argument is that you assume you have authority over my people. You don’t.” Gavin scratched at his chin, but met Brisson’s gaze with eyes as hard as he could imagine. “I do. While it is regrettable that your laws were violated and you feel affronted, you have no authority to either detain or punish any of my people.” 
 
    Brisson slapped a hand down on the table hard enough to send several papers fluttering to the floor. Gavin did his best not to breathe in the dust the action also threw into the air and had to force down a sneeze. 
 
    “We took you in on a kindness. You eat our food and live in homes we built. That makes you subject to our laws and rules. You have done nothing to earn your stay here! You’re more impudent and disrespectful than a child.” 
 
    Gavin leaned forward. “We are grateful for your hospitality here, but you are not the host. Nikanor created this place and granted you leave to be here. Just as he saved you, he saved us and gave us leave to be here.” Brisson looked like he was about to argue, so Gavin bowled on, using a tactic that had been used on him more than once in his life. “But, you are right in that we have not yet earned our stay here. That is something I would like to rectify.” 
 
    “Good,” Brisson interjected as soon as Gavin took a breath. “Shaw has today’s list of assignments—” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure he does,” Gavin interrupted, raising his voice ever so slightly. “But I’d rather discuss them with you directly. We are not woodworkers or smiths. The Rahuli are warriors. Some few of us have skills in other areas. Fighting, killing, protecting—that’s what we do.” 
 
    “We have no need of warriors here,” Brisson said, leaning back in his chair. “We have need of those who contribute to the community.” 
 
    “I’ve seen your warriors, Brisson. Cobb could take any of them apart without breaking a sweat and he’s in his sixth decade and walks with a cane. Besides, I know the Orinai patrols are out there still looking for us.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” Brisson said. 
 
    “I was in the medical building when the last patrol came in. I saw what happened.” 
 
    Brisson cursed. “This is your fault. None of my people would be dying if you hadn’t brought the patrols this way by leaving a trail straight to us.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, sensing an opening. “So let us atone for it. My people will run the patrols on foot and in the air. None of your people will have to protect us, but we can protect them. We will earn our keep that way.” 
 
    Brisson pushed his chair back and got to his feet, walking over to one of the maps on the wall. Gavin let the silence stretch between them, collecting his own thoughts. Brisson clearly had more work than he could accomplish on his own. The task of maintaining the thousands of people who lived in this valley left Gavin feeling weary just to think about, let alone actually doing it. For a moment, he almost felt bad about how he’d treated the man. Almost. 
 
    “I don’t trust you,” Brisson said, his voice faint, but firm. “I don’t know anything about you or your people outside of what legends dictate, and that is rarely the real truth.” Brisson turned and, though his expression was hard, Gavin could see the haggard look of a tired man standing there before him. “But I am also not a simpleton. What you say is true, my people are not warriors. We’ve had centuries as slaves beat the resistance and will to fight out of us. If I do not keep the people busy, they flounder, not knowing what to do.” 
 
    Brisson’s mouth formed a thin line for a moment and one of the man’s hands came up to massage a shoulder absently before continuing. 
 
    “You have the aevians and your mystics, which will serve the patrols well, but still, I do not trust you. You may have your patrols, but I will still want my own people to be a part of them. Tadeo, the man who found your man—Darryn, is his name, right—will be in charge of a third patrol that will answer to me. You will work together and coordinate your routes.” 
 
    Gavin nodded. “That works for me.” 
 
    “In exchange,” Brisson continued, “you will have some of your people assist with the other tasks of maintaining the community. We need assistance in the smithy and with the herds.” 
 
    “That can be arranged, but I have a few conditions as well.” 
 
    Brisson folded his arms and nodded to indicate he was listening. 
 
    “First,” Gavin said, “we are our own peoples, with our own leadership structures. None of your people will attempt to stop or give orders to my people and we will do the same in return.” 
 
    Brisson nodded. 
 
    “Second, I will order my people to follow all of your laws unless specifically instructed to do otherwise. With that, I will need to know what the laws are. I will send someone so we can all know what they are. You will have someone available to discuss that with whoever I send.” 
 
    Again, Brisson nodded. 
 
    “Third, I will require access to the supplies in order to provision the patrols and my people as a whole.” 
 
    “I will have Shaw draft up a document giving you that authority. In exchange, however, I will require full updates from you on all your activities. You will keep me informed on a regular basis. If we cannot meet in person, you will send a runner. The boy Benji seems to enjoy your company. He will be assigned as your messenger.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and got to his feet. The arrangement was simple, at best, but Gavin hoped it was a starting point, at the very least. He stuck out his hand. Brisson regarded it for a long moment before walking forward to grasp it in a hard, calloused grip. 
 
    “On your honor, then,” Brisson said. 
 
    “And on yours.” 
 
    Brisson released Gavin’s hand and Gavin turned to leave. Just before he reached the door though, Gavin turned back to Brisson. 
 
    “Just a piece of advice, Brisson,” Gavin said, noting that Brisson was already back in the chair and leafing through the stacks of paper on his desk. “No one man can do all this.” Gavin gestured about the room. “Not and keep his sanity. Perhaps you should look at getting some help other than just Shaw.” 
 
    Brisson grunted but didn’t look up. Gavin shook his head, wondering what sort of a man Brisson would be if not weighted down with the stress of leading his people. Maybe Brisson wondered the same thing about him. 
 
    Gavin gave a small shrug after a moment and left. It was time to lead his people.


 
   
  
 

 Part 3: Belief and Power


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: The Silence Within 
 
    “Strength and Power are often thought to be the same. They are not. Consider a tree blown about by the wind. Power is the wind. Strength is the tree. Power has the capacity to move. Strength is the ability to resist.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    The darkness rocked and Lhaurel started awake. She opened her eyes, feeling gritty and slow. Light filtered in from the small porthole behind her, refracting off the glass and sending tiny shards of sunlight darting into the darkness. Talha must have slipped out some time during the night, but . . . 
 
    Porthole? 
 
    Where had that word come from? Lhaurel didn’t recognize it, but she knew with utter surety that the small, round window in the side of a ship was called exactly that. Licking her lips, she looked down at the meditation candle. All that remained was a small nub set in a shapeless mass of re-hardened wax flecked with lavender puddled on the wooden floor. 
 
    Meditation candle? 
 
    Lhaurel sifted through her memories of the previous night. Though they were particularly hazy, she couldn’t recall any part of Talha’s instructions hinting at the candle’s name. 
 
    Lhaurel rocked back on her heels, stiff muscles protesting. One hand clutched at her skirt, tugging on the cloth. A bead of sweat formed and slipped down into the creases of her wrinkled brow. What is going on? 
 
    Lhaurel rushed to the door and wrenched it open. One of Lhaurel’s priestesses waited just outside. The young woman started at Lhaurel’s sudden appearance. 
 
    “Fetch Talha at once,” Lhaurel ordered. 
 
    The priestess gave a hasty bow and scampered a few feet further down the dimly lit hall where another priestess—one of Talha’s—waited in front of Talha’s rooms. Lhaurel spun back into her room, striding over to her bed, making a point to avoid the candle mess on the floor. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” Talha said, striding into the room with a smile on her lips. She had a book in one hand and jar of ink in the other, a feather quill clutched between a few of the fingers. Despite the hour, Talha had managed to do her hair up into a tight bun, though it was tied with a strip of brown cloth rather than pinned in place with wooden rods. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” Lhaurel asked, flopping down onto the bed and dropping her head into her hands. She could feel a headache building. It buzzed at the base of her skull, like the sound of a voice muffled by a great distance, yet far more penetrating and annoying. Would those ever go away? 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “With the candle, the dream. There are things in my head I shouldn’t know, but I know them all the same,” Lhaurel said. “For example, I know that the window over there is called a porthole, though just yesterday I simply called it a window. I know that,” Lhaurel said, looking up and pointing at the lump of wax on the ground, “is a meditation candle made from beeswax and lavender petals and used in any number of religious ceremonies, all of which I know by name and can tell you what happens in them though I’ve never performed any of them. What did you do to me while I dreamt?” She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. 
 
    “That was not a dream,” Talha said, closing the door. “And don’t bite your lip. You really must let go of that habit.” Talha put the book down on the desk and gestured in Lhaurel’s direction with the hand that held the ink and quill. Luckily, the ink bottle was closed. “You experienced a communion of lives. You’ll have no memory of the actual event itself, but it happened nonetheless. Some things are simply too pure even for memory. They must remain a part of the Path alone, remembered only in passing as fragments of knowledge gleaned, but not recalled affirmatively. Like your mastery of the Orinai tongue.” 
 
    “What?” Lhaurel shot to her feet, realizing for the first time that she was speaking Talha’s language. She hesitated, her mouth working, and tried to focus on what she was saying. “How can I be speaking the Orinai language without even knowing it? Wait, I still am. Why isn’t it like before? I’m still speaking it, aren’t I?” 
 
    Talha smiled and took a seat at the desk, flipped open her book, and took a few notes. 
 
    “I told you your prior Incarnations could assist you, Lhaurel,” Talha said. “Did you not believe me?” 
 
    Lhaurel’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. Of course she hadn’t believed her, not really. True, the evidence had suggested that something was happening, something unnatural. Lhaurel had been dreaming of Elyana since right after the Oasis and the records they’d found in the grottoes—Elyana’s grottoes—validated those dreams. And Beryl . . . 
 
    Lhaurel sank down onto her bed, all strength draining out of her. “No. I didn’t.” 
 
    Talha turned and regarded Lhaurel with cool, appraising eyes, eyes that held Lhaurel’s and seemed to look deep into her soul. 
 
    “And now?” Talha asked. 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered. “Now I believe.” 
 
    What choice did she have, faced with what had just happened to her? If she believed that, though, what did it mean for everything else she’d been told? Did that make it all true? Fear gnawed at the inside of her throat and she felt weak. Insignificant, actually. Without her powers, without claim to the one thing she could actually feel and fully explore, she was nothing. She needed her powers back. Needed them desperately. 
 
    Lhaurel swallowed hard. 
 
    “Come over here and sit with me,” Talha said, looking up from a note she was penning in her book. “Have one of your priestesses fetch you a chair. There is still much studying to be done before we reach land this evening.” 
 
    “Are we nearly there, then?” Lhaurel latched onto the thought like a breath of clean air in a sandstorm. It calmed her, even if the lingering terror and despair danced around the edges of mind, courting and nursing her headache to a dull ache. 
 
    “Estrelar? No, child, we have several more weeks of travel ahead of us before we reach the city. We will reach shore tonight, though, and that means entering the Northern Dominion. Politics enters the equation at that juncture.” Talha said the word “politics” as if it were the vilest of expletives. 
 
    Northern Dominion, the part of the Empire that was furthest north, the land of plantations and farms that supplied the rest of the nation with much needed food and staple supplies. Lhaurel tried to push down the repulsion she felt at knowing that. She felt simultaneously violated and oddly blessed to have been granted such knowledge, but the depravity of it was what stuck. She swallowed and walked over to Talha, steeling herself for a long day of study and mental exhaustion. At least it would give her something on which to focus. 
 
    A priestess opened the door bearing a chair, one of Lhaurel’s. This one was older, with grey beginning to adorn her temples and streak through her once brown hair. As the woman set the chair down near the desk, Lhaurel idly wondered what her name was. She’d never bothered to learn them. Lhaurel pursed her lips as she sat, turning her mind away from the haunting new knowledge she’d gained and onto that question. 
 
    Why hadn’t she learned their names? The priestesses had fought for her back when their caravan was attacked. They’d come to her defense, even if she’d had to goad them into it. The least kindness would have been to learn more about them, learn their names and who they were. Why hadn’t she? 
 
    The answer, Lhaurel realized, was simple. She hadn’t cared. She’d never thought of herself as one of the Sisters, or even as one of the Orinai. She wasn’t—not really, at least. Lhaurel was a member of the Rahuli people, though she was beginning to realize that perhaps a part of her, at least, was something more. She was—though it terrified her to admit it even to herself—one of the Seven Sisters. She had access to the Progressions in a way that bordered on absolute. She really was a guardian of the Path, one who led others to their ultimate destination. The least she could do to honor the ones who followed her was to learn their names. 
 
    “Priestess, hold a moment,” Lhaurel said, looking up. The older priestess stopped at the door, one hand outstretched toward the handle. She let her hand fall to her side as she turned and bowed low, eyes downcast. 
 
    “Yes, Honored Sister?” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    The priestess clasped her hands together in front of her, one wrinkled finger making a pattern on the back of her other hand. 
 
    “My name?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lhaurel prompted. 
 
    She ignored the pointed sound Talha made by clearing her throat. 
 
    “What is your name? I’d like something to call you other than ‘priestess.’” 
 
    “Priestess will do fine, Honored Sister.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt something foreign well up in her: annoyance. Not the ordinary annoyance of being pestered by someone tedious or frustrating, but the annoyance of being disobeyed. Lhaurel pushed it down before answering, struggling not to let the emotion show in her expression. 
 
    “Your name, if you will.” 
 
    “Meibas.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lhaurel said with a small nod and a smile, though Meibas’s eyes were still fixed on the wooden floor. “You are dismissed, Meibas. Thank you for the chair.” 
 
    “As you will, Honored Sister,” Meibas said and scurried out the door. It may have been Lhaurel’s imagination, but it appeared as if the priestess almost broke into a run at the end. 
 
    “Well,” Talha said as soon as the door was shut. “That was interesting. The other priestesses will hear about that before the outside of a minute has passed.” She frowned, then shrugged and turned back to her notes. “I guess it’s of little import now. You are a strange one, Lhaurel, I will grant you that, but it may simply be a part of your Path. The Progression of Honor has always been something I have not quite understood. Perhaps that’s why I’m so fascinated with it.” 
 
    “Honor?” Lhaurel’s lips formed the word, tasting a familiarity with it that was not her own. 
 
    “Indeed, child. As I have explained before, you are the Sister who guards and leads others down Honor’s Progression. We will discuss this today as we study. Are you ready then?” 
 
    Lhaurel nodded, though she felt as if she were anything but prepared. Still, deciding to do something of her own accord, learning Meibas’s name, had lightened her mood and driven away some of the vestigial terror. It gave her a direction and an anchor on which to hold. It didn’t even bother her that she knew what an anchor was. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Several hours later, Talha snapped her book closed and tossed her quill onto the tabletop in obvious frustration. The pen struck and bounced, splattering small drops of ink onto some scattered papers and books there. Talha cursed and—for perhaps the hundredth time since she’d awoke that morning—Lhaurel felt surprised that she both recognized and understood it. That surprise was starting to fade though, giving way to acceptance born on the back of resignation. 
 
    “I don’t know why I bother trying to teach you when you already know it all,” Talha said, picking up her pen and looking around, presumably for something to blot up the spilled ink. 
 
    “I—you—I don’t know what I’ve learned. I can’t remember anything until it just comes up in conversation. It’s like living inside a dream while I’m awake,” Lhaurel protested. “I’m as clueless about what I know as you are.” 
 
    “An adequate description, actually,” Talha said, tapping one finger against her lips with one hand, her irritation giving way to curiosity in the space of a single breath. “But the timing is off. When I finally came into my powers, it took several long weeks of meditation before I was as immersed in my prior Incarnations as you have reached in a single night. That shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    Lhaurel waited for the odd recognition to hit her, a memory or knowledge that wasn’t really her own, but nothing came. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t understand it either.” 
 
    Talha frowned and, as she seemed to be perpetually doing, opened her book, inked a new quill, and started jotting down notes. 
 
    “Clearly. I, on the other hand, have studied this at length over the years. I am one of the older Sisters, well into my third century, and have seen four of our Sisters come into their powers and memories of their former lives. It always takes more time than this . . . hmmm.” 
 
    Lhaurel could tell Talha wasn’t going to let this go any time soon. Though she hadn’t known the woman long, her personality—at least in regard to the pursuit of answers when questions were at hand—was pretty easy to follow. Then something Talha had said registered in Lhaurel’s mind. 
 
    “Third century?” Lhaurel asked. Her mind had skipped over the information at first, a part of her simply accepting the fact and moving on. It had taken a moment for Lhaurel to realize it should have bothered her, just as learning Beryl’s age had. 
 
    “Hmmm? What was that?” Talha looked up. “Oh yes. That’s right.” 
 
    “You’re three hundred years old?” 
 
    “Three hundred and forty-six, to be precise,” Talha said, turning back to her notes. 
 
    Lhaurel struggled to wrap her mind around that number. In the Sharani Desert, forty was considered old. Fifty was ancient. Older than that was either a cruel twist of fate or a miracle. Three hundred forty-six. The number was staggering. Beryl had, supposedly, been older, but he’d actually looked old. Talha barely looked middle aged. Her skin was still smooth and without wrinkle or blemish, despite its paleness. With her blood red hair and nails and painted teeth, she was—in a word—exotic, but also stunningly beautiful. 
 
    “Is it normal for Orinai to live that long?” Lhaurel asked. She thought she knew the answer already, but wanted to make sure. 
 
    “Just Sisters. Well, some of the second Iteration also live longer lives, but not nearly the span that we Sisters do.” 
 
    “What about vulcanists?” 
 
    Talha’s head snapped up and she almost spun about in the chair, eyes locking onto Lhaurel’s. 
 
    “Vulcanists are killed as soon as they are discovered,” Talha said in as intent and serious a voice as Lhaurel had ever heard before. “As are all of the Third Iteration.” 
 
    Something about that tugged at Lhaurel’s memory, something she’d read in the Schema. The Third Iterations were the most powerful, and the most unstable, if she remembered correctly. There was another Iteration up from her current power, an ability dealing with souls instead of blood? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That is a discussion for another time. One which our other Sisters shall be present for. It seems your new knowledge and memories don’t recall everything after all. For now, I think I have a theory as to why your memories and learning are so advanced.” 
 
    “Why do the other Sisters need to be present? Why not just tell me yourself?” Lhaurel asked. Memories that wouldn’t quite coalesce tugged at her mind like the wind pulling at loose clothing. “I’m just curious.” 
 
    Talha frowned and her eyes flashed. “Because I won’t. Third tier Iterations are dangerous and deadly. That is all you need know for now.” Her tone was final and brooked no further argument. “Now, how long have you been having dreams of Elyana, child?” 
 
    Lhaurel wanted to protest, but Talha gave her such a hard look that she decided to let the matter drop. For now. The memories tugging at her mind faded, but didn’t fully disappear. 
 
    “Long enough,” she said, then paused to think about it. Her own memories were clearer and easy to access. “Since right after the events in the Oasis. Perhaps a few months? Maybe longer?” 
 
    Talha pursed her lips, but started writing again. Her quill scratched against the paper. 
 
    “And was that the first time you’d accessed your powers?” 
 
    “No. Khari, the mystic who found me, broke me well before that, though I had trouble with the wetta abilities. I didn’t realize that my powers were linked to blood until later, a few days before the Oasis, perhaps.” 
 
    “So half a year, then?” 
 
    Lhaurel shrugged. She really didn’t know an exact time, but that seemed as accurate a guess as anything. 
 
    Talha nodded and snorted at the same time, then shook her head. “It astounds me that a mystic helped you come into your powers. How backwards and barbaric of them to think you’d have access to the wetta’s abilities.” 
 
    “They didn’t know any better,” Lhaurel said. “They didn’t start reading the scrolls until after then and we didn’t understand even then.” 
 
    “Scrolls?” Talha arched an eyebrow, an eager gleam glinting in her eyes. “What scrolls? You mentioned them before. Do you know who would have written them or how long they were there in the Arena? I—” Talha cut off sharply as the ship rocked. Lhaurel had to reach out and put one hand against the wall to keep from falling. 
 
    Talha looked up at the ceiling with a furrowed brow and a frown, then sighed and snapped her book shut as muffled shouting drifted down to them. She stood and gathered up the books and other papers, getting ink on her hands and robes. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lhaurel asked, as Talha made her way toward the door. 
 
    “Something unexpected, I expect,” Talha said with a sigh of resignation. “You may as well come with me. The captain will have sent a runner, I’m sure.” 
 
    Lhaurel followed, both intrigued and glad of the excuse to leave her room. Light still streamed through the porthole and Lhaurel had hope for an opportunity to go out on deck while the sun was still in the sky. 
 
    Several priestesses, both Lhaurel’s and Talha’s, stood in the dimly lit corridor outside Lhaurel’s door. Talha handed her pile of books to one of hers and kept walking, reaching the wooden steps that led up onto the deck of the ship at the same time that the doors above were flung open and light streamed down into the hall. Lhaurel blinked against the blinding light for half a moment, then a silhouette blocked out the greater part of the light. 
 
    “Honored Sisters,” a male voice said. Lhaurel couldn’t pick out any of the man’s features, backlit as he was in the doorway. “The captain wishes me ter beg your ladyships to meet him up here on the deck ifn’s it ain’t much trouble for you.” 
 
    Talha turned and looked beyond Lhaurel toward some of the priestesses who were following along behind them. 
 
    “Go fetch our staffs,” she ordered, then turned back to the man in the doorway. 
 
    From the way the shadow shifted, Lhaurel guessed he was fidgeting nervously. 
 
    “Tell your captain we will be with him shortly.” 
 
    The silhouette vanished and Lhaurel squinted against the light once more. A priestess hurried up with their staffs born on white cloth. Talha reached out and took hers and, after a moment, so did Lhaurel. Talha headed up the stairs and Lhaurel followed. 
 
    The smell of the sea hit Lhaurel as she stepped out onto the deck. The familiarity of it rang with a double resonance within her. The salty tang reminded her of the salt springs of the Sidena Warren where she had bathed on the fateful day of her marriage that had started all this. A mildew smell pulled up images of the vast underground lake beneath the Roterralar Warren, though the sea’s smell wasn’t stale. There was a freshness to it. But another part of Lhaurel recalled the smell of the spray itself with familiar longing. The misty water left a thin sheen on her cheek and she reached up a hand to feel at it, smelling the brine. 
 
    “Sister?” Lhaurel started. One of the priestesses behind her cleared her throat softly and Lhaurel moved forward, not having realized she’d stopped. 
 
    The ship rocked gently in the water, the movement more pronounced now that Lhaurel had a horizon to act as something to compare the motion to. Sailors huddled around the rails, watching her. A shoreline rested in the distance, visible through the ropes and rigging that stretched down from the masts. Lhaurel followed Talha across the deck and up another set of steps to where the captain waited behind the wheel. Noticing them approach, he stepped back from the wheel, letting another of the sailors take it, and whipped off his hat. 
 
    “I am sorry to have bothered you, Honored Sisters,” he said, hands clenching and unclenching on the hat, “but I didn’t know what else to do.” He licked his lips and pointed behind them with his hat. 
 
    Lhaurel turned, mirroring Talha’s movement at her side. Three more ships rested in the water not a hundred spans away, each as big or bigger than their own vessel. They formed an impenetrable line between their own ship and the shore, which lay only a few hundred spans further behind them. Lhaurel could barely make out people and wagons moving about on the shore. 
 
    “A blockade?” Talha said with more curiosity than anything else. “Who would be so foolish as to block the passage of one of the Sisters? You’re flying the appropriate colors, are you not?” 
 
    “Y-yes,” the captain said, shuffling his feet and pointing at one of the masts. “Since before we found you.” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced up the mast and saw a red and white flag fluttering from the top of the mast. 
 
    “What colors are they flying?” Talha asked, squinting across the distance at the other ships. 
 
    “House Kelkott.” 
 
    Talha frowned and leaned against her staff. 
 
    “Sir,” one of the sailors called from the prow. “They’re putting longboats in the water, sir. What’re your orders, Cap?” 
 
    “A thousand pardons, Sister,” the captain said, shooting a look across the deck at the sailor who had spoken. “Tinget has never had the honor of hosting a Sister aboard ship before. I will see to his punishment myself.” 
 
    Talha nodded. 
 
    Punishment? 
 
    “What would you have us do, Sister?” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    The captain nodded and licked his lips again, hands twisting the hat into a roll and then letting it go over and over again. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped down his face, sticking his long, brown hair to his scalp in wet mats. A few sailors moved across the deck below them, readying line and long poles with hooks at the end, but their movements seemed slow and lethargic. As if they were nervous. 
 
    As if they were afraid. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at Talha, seeing her unconcerned expression and taking reassurance in that. 
 
    “I think we should go down and await our visitors, Lhaurel,” Talha said quietly, gesturing toward the stairs with one of her ink-stained hands. As Lhaurel stepped forward, Talha leaned in close and continued in a whisper, walking alongside her. “Watch your words, child. This smells of politics and you are woefully unprepared for that. As a Sister, your words will take on a hundred meanings both to the devout and unbeliever alike.” 
 
    Lhaurel tried not to let her confused curiosity show as she walked with Talha down the steps and onto the deck. This wasn’t the first time Talha had spoken so scathingly of politics, but it was the first time she’d implied a limit to her own power and authority along with it. While much of what Talha had been teaching her about the land and the people had been frighteningly familiar to her, this wasn’t. Lhaurel wasn’t sure if that fact alone made her more or less afraid. 
 
    Once again, the sailors moved back toward the rails as she and Talha passed, each of the men holding onto the wooden rungs as if they were about to fall. Several looked away, glancing at the longboats approaching over the water. A few—Lhaurel recognized some of their faces from the Devotions—bowed respectfully as she and Talha passed. Others simply stared at the floor. Their fear was palpable. Part of Lhaurel saw it as the respect due one of her station. The other part, the young woman who had lived in fear herself for most of her life in the Sharani Desert, felt pity for them and, partly, ashamed. 
 
    As they got to the rail at the front of the ship, Lhaurel couldn’t help but look out over the vastness of the ocean around them. The expanse of water stood there like a silent sentinel, reflecting light and undulating with the motion of the wind. She was struck by how much it resembled the shifting sands of the desert. Images and memories of those she’d left behind passed through her mind. She straightened and looked over at the approaching boats. 
 
    Three longboats bobbed in the water, two sailors working the oars on each one. Lhaurel was only slightly bemused at knowing the correct terms. She was starting to get used to it. 
 
    The middle longboat edged ahead of the others and a figure stood up at the prow. A figure with blood red hair. 
 
    “Another Sister?” Lhaurel asked in a muted whisper so only Talha, who was a few steps away from her, could hear. 
 
    Talha snorted and looked down at Lhaurel, face wrinkled in disgust. 
 
    “Not even close. There are some among the greater Houses who feel that imitation gleans additional support from the Sisters and our sphere of influence,” Talha said. “They’re nothing but panderers. Pay them no real mind.” 
 
    “Ahoy the ship!” the figure, clearly a woman by the timbre of her voice, said. “Permission to board?” 
 
    “My ladies?” the captain asked. Lhaurel hadn’t noticed him come up. 
 
    “Ask them what they want and why they have stopped a ship bearing the colors of the Seven Sisters.” 
 
    “Yes, Honored Sister,” the captain said, licking his lips. “Great One?” Talha glanced at him with a look that would have made Lhaurel squirm if it had been directed at her. “There are three of them and but one of us.” 
 
    Talha’s eyes flashed. “Do it now.” Talha’s voice wasn’t loud, but it was hard enough to break stone. 
 
    The captain took a half step back and swallowed hard, though his hand stilled on his hat. After half a heartbeat, he stepped forward again, seeming to have regained a measure of his resolve. Lhaurel would have felt some small pity for him if he hadn’t also stepped away from Talha and closer to her when he did so. 
 
    “What business are you about?” the captain shouted. “We bear the colors of the Seven Sisters.” 
 
    His voice seemed to echo over the waters. The longboats came ever closer. The figure standing in the prow of the lead longboat raised her hands to her mouth to shout back. 
 
    “We have a message for the Sister aboard your vessel, borne by Earth Ward through the stones.” 
 
    The captain looked over at Talha, but Lhaurel spoke before she could think to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    The captain’s head whipped around to face her so fast Lhaurel thought it might snap. Talha gave Lhaurel a cool look, but didn’t countermand her. Lhaurel nodded toward the approaching longboats. 
 
    “What message?” the captain shouted, turning slowly back out toward the other vessels. 
 
    “It comes from Estrelar, from the Sisters’ Temple!” The woman’s voice rang out. Even Lhaurel noticed the awe and fervor in it. It was strange to her, seeing the different reactions to even the mention of the Seven Sisters. 
 
    Talha stepped forward to the rail, ignoring the captain as an intermediary, which seemed to please him. He stepped back hastily as if wanting to get away as quickly as possible. Lhaurel looked from him out to the woman on the longboat and her rapt, pointed attention. 
 
    “Bring your message then,” Talha shouted. “And then be on your way. You have delayed us. I would know your name so that I may speak to the Patrons of House Kelkott upon my return to Estrelar.” 
 
    Lhaurel saw the woman flinch as if struck even though she was still a few dozen spans away. 
 
    “A thousand pardons, Honored Sister,” the woman shouted, though her voice was far more subdued than it had been. “I am Elva, of the Kelkott Plantation. I did only as bidden by your Sisters.” 
 
    It was only because Lhaurel was standing so close to Talha she saw the muscles in Talha’s jaw firm and the set of her shoulders square off. 
 
    “Elva of the Kelkott Plantation, I bid you not to speak further until I have read the message you have brought. Displease me further and there will be consequences. Do not forget to whom you presume to speak.” 
 
    The woman bowed her head and sank to her knees in the longboat, causing it to rock. Her red hair draped down over her face as if she were weeping. Perhaps she was. 
 
    The captain was far enough back now that he wouldn’t overhear. Only a single priestess of each of theirs remained close. Lhaurel didn’t recognize either of them. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lhaurel whispered to Talha. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    The longboat pulled alongside and several sailors threw out a net before clambering down it to the craft below, securing it to the net with some rope. The woman, Elva, climbed up, Lhaurel looking down over the side of the craft to watch. Talha frowned at her, but Lhaurel didn’t really care. This wasn’t something she’d ever seen before, in either memory. Elva was clad much like the other sailors, in loose pants that clung at the waist and ankles, with a loose greyish shirt tied up the front and flaring at the wrists. However, she also wore a bright purple vest festooned with golden buttons and several curious symbols embroidered into the cloth. She also had a number of necklaces, rings, and earrings adorning her neck, fingers, and ears, respectively. Her nails were painted the same red color as was her hair. And her skin was as pale and soft looking as a newborn lamb’s. Lhaurel felt contempt well up in her as fiercely as she’d ever felt the emotion. 
 
    Once on the deck, Elva pulled a small roll of paper tied with twine from her belt and held it up in the air before her on an upraised palm. She kept her eyes downcast, fixed on the wooden board of the deck. Talha gestured and one of her priestesses took the scroll from the woman’s palm and handed over to her with a bow. Talha took it in one hand, then looked over at Elva. 
 
    “You are dismissed, woman. Take your boats and return to the ships. If you and yours are not out of my way by the time we are ready to sail again, I will sink your ships where they stand.” 
 
    Elva nodded, her red hair cascading down over her face, and bowed so low that her hair touched the wooden deck. She was back over the side and headed down the net in moments. Lhaurel itched to watch her go, part of her wanting to see her topple into the waters below, but Talha was in the process of shaking open the rolled-up scroll. The Sister’s eyes darted over the page and her expression darkened perceptibly. After a moment, she crumpled the note in one hand and tossed it over the side of the ship. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Lhaurel said, moving over to the rail. The wadded paper bobbed on the surface for several long moments about twenty feet below her, then the water soaked it and it sank beneath the slowly lapping waves. 
 
    Talha ignored her. 
 
    “Captain,” she said, voice cracking like a whip. “Make for the shore. If the other ships don’t move out of the way in time, ram them.” 
 
    The captain gulped visibly and nodded, his hat a crumpled mess in his hands. 
 
    “What’s going on, Talha?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    Talha spun, her staff spinning in her hand. The reddish orb on the end of the staff stopped an inch from Lhaurel’s nose. 
 
    “We need to get to Estrelar. Now.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: Beneath Blackened Skies 
 
    “There is no clear designation in the histories of this or any other people regarding the emergence of the belief in the renewal of lives and its role in the movement and advancement of magical abilities within our people.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 15, Year 1023 
 
    Gavin strode along the rocky path, boots crunching against the loose rock and dirt. Above him in the darkened skies, the moon shone almost full, lighting the pathway enough to see by. He pulled his cloak more tightly around his shoulders and adjusted the ties fastening it closed. Despite initially disliking the heavy garment, he’d grown quite fond of the deep brown cloak. It kept him warm and provided a measure of concealment during dark nights such as these. 
 
    Since that first walk on the night after Samsin had been tried, Gavin had made a habit of walking the length of the valley when everyone else had long since slipped into the comforting embrace of sleep. But for Gavin, sleep was elusive at best. There was simply too much on his mind. The long walks helped him sort through his jumbled thoughts and focus on what needed to be done. It was an entirely different problem from what he’d faced in the Oasis and he worried he was inadequate for the task. 
 
    He sighed and his breath puffed out before him in a little misty cloud. 
 
    Since Brisson had finally relented to the patrols, Gavin had spent the remainder of the day organizing duties with Cobb and Evrouin and making sure they had the right people to go on the patrols with them. Cobb, oddly enough, had been far more difficult to convince to allow women into the patrol groups than Evrouin, but had eventually relented when his wife had pulled him aside and spoken with him. Gavin wasn’t sure what she’d said, but Cobb had been unusually silent ever since. 
 
    From there, he’d met with Farah to see what she’d need to start working with the mystics and if she would require more assistance in the eyrie. Farah had been distant over the last few days, but she’d assured him that she had all she needed for both duties she’d been given and would keep him updated if she needed anything. Then she’d kissed him. 
 
    His feelings toward her were a jumble of new emotions, which only served to make his thoughts all the more lethargic and he was never entirely certain where their relationship was at or if they even had one at all. Farah did things her own way and in her own time and Gavin was loathe to upset that. 
 
    After his talk with Farah, Shallee had volunteered to organize the remainder of the work details. The former outcast was a steady rock upon which Gavin found himself relying more and more. Even with a small babe in her arms practically at all times, she found the time to talk with him and anyone else who came along. She went out of her way to visit Alyson in the medical building and look in on the wounded and frostbitten. She visited the mothers and children of the Rahuli people and, with all that, got less sleep than any of them. 
 
    Then there was Darryn. The swarthy man hadn’t been anywhere Gavin or Benji could find once the meeting with Brisson had concluded, nor had Farah been able to find him when she’d gathered the new mystics together for their first meeting since joining Brisson’s people in the valley. Gavin wanted to know what the man had been up to outside the valley, especially after the argument the two of them had a few days previously. It was partly to search for him that Gavin was out walking again, searching the valley. 
 
    Gavin worked his way down the path, following the ridgeline of the rocky shelf that bisected the valley. All the main buildings rested up on the higher ridge, an area that stretched back for several miles until it hit the mountains once again where the new eyrie lay. The lower part of the valley, below the ridge, was a rock-strewn strip of land that hugged the side of two mountains for several miles before ending in a box canyon. There was no way in or out, according to Benji, which is why the former slaves kept their herds of cattle and gatheriu—whatever those were—down there. Gavin thought it the perfect place to look for someone who didn’t want to be found. 
 
    In truth, that wasn’t the only reason he was walking tonight. Outside of the stress of getting the patrols taken care of, Gavin couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was going to go wrong. He knew, logically, that they were safer now than they’d ever been, but part of him felt as if something else was coming just over the horizon, the feeling that someone was watching him but was gone as soon as he turned around to see who it was. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Gavin muttered to himself as he walked. “Everything is fine . . .” 
 
    He trailed off. 
 
    Something moved in the darkness further down the valley. Cattle perhaps? A light flared up and Gavin heard the distant sound of a striker being used a moment later. 
 
    Not cattle. 
 
    Gavin dropped a hand to his greatsword, squinting into the darkness. It was clearly a man, but the distance was too great to see who it was. The figure remained swathed in shadow and indistinct light. Thankfully, whoever it was wasn’t moving. The small bubble of light from the lantern remained stationary. Licking his lips, Gavin crept closer. 
 
    “You can stop trying to be silent in your movements,” a familiar voice said from behind him. “You make more noise than a bull after a cow in season.” 
 
    Gavin spun, but only made it halfway through the turn when a hand reached out and grasped the wrist of his swordhand before he could finish drawing his sword. The hand was like iron. 
 
    Gavin looked up into Tadeo’s expressionless face. “What’re you doing out here?” Gavin asked, only partially relaxing. His heart raced and blood pounded in his ears. 
 
    “I live here,” Tadeo said, releasing Gavin’s hand and walking around him. “Put the sword away. This thing is not needed.” 
 
    Gavin frowned at the man’s accent. It was heavy and thick like the rest of Brisson’s people, but completely different at the same time. And the way he spoke left out common words or else replaced them with others completely. 
 
    “You live here?” 
 
    The man kept right on walking. A mixture of curiosity and pragmatism drove Gavin after the man. 
 
    “You live here?” Gavin asked, catching up. 
 
    Tadeo grunted. “Is this not what I just said?” 
 
    “I mean, why do you live here?” 
 
    “This thing is no secret. I am not of the same people as the former slaves from the plantations. They do not like me. For this thing, I live apart.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. The light from the lantern ahead of them flickered, the rays now strong enough to touch Tadeo’s scarred, angular face and dance across his beard. 
 
    “Wait,” Gavin said. “If you’re here, who lit the lamp?” 
 
    Tadeo didn’t answer. Gavin looked away from the man toward where the light originated, noticing the outline of a small hut nestled up against a massive boulder and the silhouettes of several smaller boulders in a half circle around it. The lamp lay in the middle of the cluster of rocks and buildings, like a small, contained fire. The mysterious figure that had originally been outlined in the light was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    As they entered the circle of boulders, Gavin noticed signs of a permanent residence. The remnants of a fire lay in a smaller circle of stones next to where the lamp sat on the ground. A pile of firewood lay stacked up against the side of the small hut and the ground around them was well trod, pounded flat and firm by constant use. 
 
    “Sit,” Tadeo said, pointing with one thick finger to a spot near the lamp. “There is much to speak about.” 
 
    Gavin sat, curiously watching as Tadeo strode to the wood pile, selected an array of logs, and proceeded to make a fire, using the lamp to light it. The wood lit, he doused the lamp. 
 
    “Among my people,” Tadeo said, firelight flickering off his deep-set, slightly too-large eyes, “to share a fire with someone is great honor. This thing is a showing of trust. Is making you family.” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand over his beard, hiding a frown of confusion. “Thank you?” Gavin said. 
 
    Tadeo didn’t shift his steady, appraising eyes. Hard eyes, like Khari’s had been. Like his grandmother’s. 
 
    “We are not with my family. This thing is not the same. Still, I am glad you came. I offer you a piece of my fire so that we may talk and learn more of one another.” 
 
    Gavin sensed Tadeo was testing him somehow, but didn’t know either the question or the appropriate answer, so he simply nodded. Tadeo gave no sign that Gavin’s response was either appropriate or offensive. 
 
    “Brisson has made you leader of patrols outside this valley. You will tell me why he did this thing.” It was not a question. 
 
    “He didn’t give me permission,” Gavin said. “I informed him that my people and I would be patrolling. As I recall you once saying, my people are warriors. These former slaves are not.” Gavin grimaced. “Do they even have a name they call themselves?” 
 
    Tadeo grunted. “They do not have a name. This thing is reason why they are not warriors, I think. They do not know how to act as one people. They follow a man who has not ever held a sword, nor felt the thrill of protecting his own home. This people follows a man who is afraid. Fear cannot create strength or unity.” 
 
    Gavin crossed his legs beneath himself and arched his back, glancing away from the fire and allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness again. At least, as much as they could so close to the fire’s light. Stars glinted in the inky blackness above him. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call him afraid,” Gavin said carefully, still looking up in to the night sky. “He’s a man who has no idea what he’s doing and so tries to do it all. I understand a bit of that burden.” 
 
    “But you learned that this thing is not right. Brisson does not. You are a better leader of your people. Brisson knows this thing. He fears what his people will see. For this reason, he has given you cause to be away from their sight.” 
 
    Gavin straightened and looked over at Tadeo. “Why would he have gone through all the trouble of avoiding me if that were true? If he’d wanted me out of the way, why wouldn’t he have just given in early on and let me organize the patrols like I wanted to? It was obvious what I wanted from the start.” 
 
    Tadeo retrieved another log for the fire and placed it in the flames where it would catch before answering. Sparks rose into the air in a cascade of red and yellow. 
 
    “He cannot appear to be weak,” Tadeo said. “Or agree that you are a good leader. To do this thing as you suggest would have been to show his people that you were better than he, that he needed you. Now, after waiting, this thing will look as if you are helping him.” 
 
    “And why would that matter?” 
 
    “You are smart man. You know the answer to this thing. You are the Rahuli, the Survivors, the winners of the War of Deliverance. You are legends.” 
 
    Gavin frowned. He’d thought only Benji and the other children thought that way about him and his people. None of the others had acted like Gavin was anyone important, not that he recalled anyway. Then Gavin remembered his run-in with the guards the night after Samsin’s trial. Perhaps Tadeo had a point. With some of it, anyway. Gavin didn’t know if he entirely believed the level of forethought and craftiness Tadeo was implying Brisson had. The man was smart, yes, but his actions were those of a tired, frustrated man overworked and under too much responsibility. Wasn’t he? Gavin shook his head and looked over at Tadeo, who was still standing on the other side of the fire. Gavin suddenly felt very foolish sitting while the other man stood. 
 
    “Why do you live out here?” Gavin asked. It was more of an attempt to change the topic of conversation than anything else. Gavin glanced back the way he had come, not sure if he should find a way to leave or not. He needed to speak with him about the coming patrols still, but wasn’t sure he wanted to keep talking to the man. The intensity of Tadeo’s gaze made him extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    Tadeo glanced around the small space, then back at Gavin. “I am not important, like the Rahuli. I was once a warrior for the Seven Sisters. They fear me, even as they use me. Brisson knows I am a warrior and for this he makes me lead. This thing is alright.” 
 
    “You were a Bleeder?” Gavin asked, surprise evident in his voice. 
 
    “This thing is true.” 
 
    “How did you get here?” 
 
    Tadeo shook his head, for the first time showing some measure of emotion as he frowned. “I will not be telling you my story. This thing is personal and we are not friends. We are warriors together but, among my people, that is not the same thing.” 
 
    “Your people? You’re not an Orinai then?” Gavin asked. The answer was obvious. With his too-big eyes, angular features, and lithe, wiry build, the man looked nothing like either Samsin or Nikanor, but also bore little resemblance to Brisson’s people and the former slaves. 
 
    “My people, the Sensari, are no more,” Tadeo said, eyes shifting skyward. “They have become a part of the Path. They will guide me home one day.” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand across his beard again. How many different races were there? Orinai, Rahuli, nameless slave races, and now Tadeo’s people. Gavin wondered how much more was out there that he didn’t even know to ask about, let alone be familiar with. 
 
    “Well,” Gavin said, getting to his feet and brushing off his cloak where some dirt and leaves had stuck to it. “It was nice talking to you, but—” 
 
    Tadeo held up a hand and Gavin stopped halfway through the act of standing and finishing his sentence. 
 
    “No,” Tadeo said, voice firm. “You must stay and eat. Then we will speak on why I have told you these things tonight.” 
 
    And with that, Gavin found himself sitting once more. 
 
    Tadeo produced some hard cheese and a heavy brown bread from inside one of the smaller buildings next to his hut and then disappeared around the back side of his home. Gavin eyed the cheese and bread, stomach rumbling, and wondered if he should start eating it while Tadeo was away. He’d just made up his mind and was reaching for cheese when Tadeo came back holding a thick cut of cured meat on a long skewer. Gavin quickly turned his forward lean toward the cheese into a stretch and then returned to his original position, wondering if he should offer to help or if he’d simply be in the way if he tried. 
 
    Tadeo placed the meat over the flames by hammering a pair of poles with forks at the end of them deep into the ground on either side of the fire and then resting the skewer across it, making a spit. The meat smelled delicious, though it was darker in color than anything Gavin had seen before. 
 
    “That smells good,” Gavin said. 
 
    “Is rude to speak while cooking,” Tadeo said. “Is time for thinking, not wasting.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t think talking was wasting time, but didn’t press the issue. He considered leaving and going out in search of Darryn on his own, but the smell of the meat as the flames licked it and the look of the cheese convinced him to stay. His curiosity may have also had a part in his decision, though Gavin wouldn’t have admitted it. 
 
    Tadeo pulled out a knife long enough to double as a small sword and sliced off a wedge of the hard cheese, then tore the bread in two. He placed the cheese and half the loaf on a simple wooden board before Gavin. Gavin wasn’t sure if he was supposed to start eating so he left the tray alone. He was glad he had when Tadeo knelt before his platter a moment later and bowed to the food, pressing his forehead to the edge of the wooden tray. Tadeo held that pose for the space of three heartbeats, then rose and nodded in Gavin’s direction. 
 
    “You may eat.” 
 
    Gavin hesitated, not sure how to ask the obvious question that had formed on his lips. Tadeo didn’t have any such reservations. He seized the remainder of the bread and cheese and shoved large amounts of both in to his mouth. 
 
    “During meal you may speak,” Tadeo said through a mouthful of food. “This thing is allowed.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth and then shut it again, then shrugged and picked up the cheese. It was as hard as it looked, though it didn’t look or smell anything like any of the hard cheeses. He pulled off a small piece and popped it in his mouth. Flavors exploded in his mouth, an array of unfamiliar spices fighting against one another across his tongue. 
 
    “This is good,” Gavin said after swallowing. 
 
    “You are strange man,” Tadeo said, eying him over the fire. “One moment you appear strong and mature. Then this thing is gone in the next moment.” 
 
    Gavin smiled. “Part of my charm, I guess. You’re not at all as quiet as you appear, either.” 
 
    “Is not proper to speak much in places with many people. When is just you and one other, perhaps two, talking is a good. Much learning can be done.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. Even though he didn’t know anything about the man, he found he liked Tadeo. He knew part of it was his own nature to be trusting in general, a trait that had gotten him into more trouble that he could remember in his life, but there was also something genuine and earnest about the man that Gavin found endearing, which was odd, considering his initial impression of the man. 
 
    “Earlier you said you would tell me why you told me those things,” Gavin said after taking another bite of bread and cheese. “So, why did you tell me?” 
 
    Tadeo turned the spit, breaking the silence that stretched between them with the hiss of meat drippings hitting flame. 
 
    “Why did you come out here tonight?” Tadeo asked. “I have seen you as you walk at night. This thing is common for you.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching me?” 
 
    “This thing is not strange. The whole valley has been watching you. As I said, you are legend given flesh. But why did you come here tonight? This thing is important.” 
 
    Gavin frowned, trying to put together the information Tadeo had already given him with this new question. Nothing came together in his mind. 
 
    “I came in search of Darryn, the man you had earlier in Brisson’s building,” Gavin added when Tadeo gave him a blank look. 
 
    Tadeo nodded. “I thought this thing was true. That one, he will bring you much trouble, I think.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “This man, I caught him where he should not be. Is dangerous for him and for you.” 
 
    “The Rahuli do not answer to Brisson’s laws,” Gavin said, more sharply than he intended. “He was doing nothing wrong.” 
 
    “And would you still say this thing if he were to betray you to the Orinai?” 
 
    Gavin tossed his wooden tray to the side, all the bread and cheese long since eaten. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “There is an Orinai army camped four days hard march from here,” Tadeo said. “An army big enough to kill us all. This man, Darryn, was almost captured by their scouts.” 
 
    “An army?” Gavin wrapped one hand around the hilt of his greatsword, eyes involuntarily darting to the shadows around them. “Are you sure? Brisson only said something about patrols and scouts.” 
 
    Tadeo didn’t answer, but instead gave Gavin a look that said the answer should be obvious. 
 
    “If what you say is true about why Brisson avoided me and the rest of it,” Gavin said, realization hitting him with the force of a chill rain. “Then I assume he already knows. You would have told him. He hasn’t told anyone else because he doesn’t want to induce a panic. He knows they’re not warriors and knowing an army is that close would cause chaos.” Gavin knew that part to be true. Just the promise of a future threat of the Orinai had led Kaiden to fight against his own people, had caused a war between siblings. 
 
    “Perhaps you are smarter than you look too, I think,” Tadeo said with a small nod of approval. “This thing is true. Brisson knows.” 
 
    “And what’s he doing about it then?” 
 
    “Nothing, Gavin. He is doing nothing,” another voice said from the darkness, a voice Gavin recognized but didn’t believe. 
 
    Gavin spun as Samsin stepped out of the shadows and into the light.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: Realization 
 
    “How then did the belief that the soul is eternal and re-emerges as a new body, a new life, if you will, come to be such an integral part of the understanding of our place in the vastness of this world?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 15, Year 1023 
 
    Gavin leapt to his feet and drew his sword in the same flowing motion. He reached out for his powers, drawing on the energy around him, but nothing came. Gavin grasped at it, but the effect was like trying to pull smoke out of the air with only his fingers. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be dead,” Gavin said. He kept his sword pointed directly at the tall, thin man. 
 
    Samsin took a small, deliberate step forward. The firelight cast his features into sharp, sudden detail. Half his face was covered in partially healed cuts with yellowish bruises across the rest. His nose looked as if it had been broken in multiple places and his once fine hair was cropped so short he looked almost bald. Scabs and the marks of careful stitches stuck up through the hair. One arm was wrapped and covered in thick bandages, held in a sling. A pair of sticks which were serving as splints to keep it in place poked out the end of the bandages. One leg was also wrapped in a swath of bandages and Samsin was leaning heavily on a thick wooden cane. Several fingers looked as if they had been broken. 
 
    “Why don’t you put the sword away and we can talk about this,” Samsin said. His voice came out in a wheeze, punctuated by the sharp intakes of breath that marked a man who had broken rib bones. 
 
    Gavin glanced from Tadeo to Samsin and back again. The former was watching him without expression, though Samsin’s eyes looked pained. No, not so much pained as pleading. There was pain there, and plenty of it, but beyond that, beneath that surface of discomfort and unease sat a desperate need . . . and meek acceptance. It was so contrary to everything Gavin knew of the man that he lowered his sword. 
 
    “Okay, talk.” 
 
    Samsin limped forward and leaned back against the side of a large boulder. Up close, he looked thin and pallid, almost ethereal. It was a miracle he was even standing. 
 
    “You’re right,” Samsin said with a grimace. He turned to look at Gavin. The light made the mottled bruises on his face look like they were dancing. “I should be dead. Maybe I was—some of it’s still not very clear.” 
 
    Gavin shifted his weight and looked again from Tadeo to Samsin and back again. Tadeo was still watching him, gauging his reactions. Something was going on here that made the hair on the back of Gavin’s neck stand up. 
 
    “I fell and the pain was so intense that I thought I was going to die. Everything hurt. It was agony beyond anything I’d ever known, pain beyond standing. I thought my soul had gone on to the torment of the seven halls before my next incarnation could begin and begged for it to end. Eventually it did and I slipped into the warm blanket of blackness.” Samsin stopped and coughed, breath coming in gasps. He brought his one free hand up to wipe some spittle from his mouth and his hand came away bloody. 
 
    Gavin sheathed his sword. There was no threat here. Samsin, for all his talk, was still dying. Blood in the lungs was something from which few recovered. 
 
    “I . . . I came out . . . on the Path. I saw my own soul and the souls of others in chains, shackled to the Path . . . I . . . I couldn’t . . .” Samsin trailed off again as another fit of coughs hit him. 
 
    Tadeo calmly got to his feet and walked over to one of the smaller storage buildings, disappearing inside and leaving Gavin alone with Samsin. Gavin didn’t know what to do. Despite having thought Samsin’s death by stoning had been wrong, the act had been carried out. Samsin represented all that was evil and wrong with the Orinai. He and his kind had driven them out of their home. Beryl had been the one to destroy it, true, but the Orinai had driven them out. In one form or another it had been them driving everything that had happened since Kaiden’s action with the genesauri. 
 
    Samsin coughed and a whimper of pain escaped his lips. He coughed again and wiped away more blood, slipping down the boulder’s smooth side until he was sitting on the ground, broken leg stretched out before him. 
 
    Gavin was at his side the next instant, a hand on Samsin’s shoulder supporting him. 
 
    “What do you need?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Water,” Samsin said, swallowing hard. “Just some water.” 
 
    Gavin looked up as Tadeo came out of the storage room carrying a waterskin and a small wooden cup. He set it down on the ground next to Samsin and poured some water into it. Gavin reached for it to hand to Samsin, but Tadeo held out a hand to stop him. Tadeo pulled out a small pouch from inside his shirt and tugged it open, pulling a pinch of yellow powder from inside and dropping it in the water. 
 
    “Give him this thing,” Tadeo said, nodding at the cup. “Make sure he drinks all. He is fool to be standing.” 
 
    Gavin picked up the cup and held it to Samsin’s lips. He drank a few swallows and then pulled away. His breath smelled like blood and the water in the cup came away stained pink. 
 
    “There’s still some left,” Gavin said. “Tadeo says you have to drink all of it.” 
 
    “Tadeo?” Samsin asked, lungs heaving. “Is that his name?” 
 
    “How do you not know his name?” 
 
    “Is easy,” Tadeo said, coming back with a small earthen jar that contained a second powder, this one green. “I did not tell him this thing. Was not important.” 
 
    “Well, it’s important for you to tell me what’s going on, so how about you pick up where he left off.” 
 
    Samsin struggled to speak, but Tadeo held the cup to Samsin’s lips, this time with the green powder added too, and forced him to drink. 
 
    “Hush, Storm Ward, I will tell him this thing.” 
 
    Samsin gulped down the drink and Gavin and Tadeo helped him settle back against the boulder. Despite his seven-foot frame, Gavin could have easily managed it on his own. Samsin was far lighter than he had any right to be. 
 
    “I found him the night after he was stoned,” Tadeo said, moving back to sit on his side of the fire. “I think, he is dead, is sure, but when I walked by he made small noise. I took him here and he had recovered a little. Still, he thinks he is stronger than he is. This thing is not good.” 
 
    Gavin moved back to where he’d been sitting before and took a seat, though he kept his hand close to the hilt of his sword. He didn’t think either of them were really a threat, but the hairs on the back of his neck still hadn’t come down. 
 
    “Why have you kept him hidden? What does any of this have to do with the Orinai army?” 
 
    Tadeo met Gavin’s eyes and held them, but didn’t answer. 
 
    “The army will come for all of you soon,” Samsin said, voice slurring slightly. “It is their way. They will not let you live. Tadeo can’t get Brisson to listen to reason. He needs your help.” 
 
    “This thing is only partly true,” Tadeo said, frowning at Samsin. “The army must attack before the snows hit. They will not want to winter here in the north. Is small miracle they have not done this thing already.” 
 
    Samsin nodded, an act which seemed to take all his effort. Gavin looked from one to the other. In the dark, a few night insects started calling to one another. 
 
    “I’m still not sure what Samsin’s part in all this is? Why shouldn’t I just go to Brisson and tell him Samsin survived. How did they not figure out he wasn’t dead too, by the way?” 
 
    “Brisson sent men down to see body. They said he was dead and I do not blame them. I thought he was dead too.” Tadeo turned the spit and then pulled the skewer off the fire altogether. He leaned it against the side of a boulder, juices dripping down into the dirt and steam wafting up into the night air. Gavin’s mouth watered. 
 
    “And Samsin’s part in this?” Gavin asked, tearing his eyes away from the meat. 
 
    “Nikanor was a part of something within the Orinai,” Samsin whispered, barely loud enough for Gavin to hear. “A resistance.” Samsin licked his lips. “Before he died, he told me how to contact them.” 
 
    Gavin narrowed his eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything before?” 
 
    Samsin swallowed again and tried to focus on Gavin. It didn’t seem like he had very much control over his eyes. 
 
    “I—I did not believe it was needed. I am—I was a true Orinai Great One. Now—” He coughed. “Now I see the Path differently. Please, Gavin, you must help us. Please.” The last trailed off and Samsin’s eyelids drifted closed. For half a heartbeat Gavin thought he’d died, but then he saw the rise and fall of Samsin’s chest and relaxed a little. 
 
    “I put a thing in his drink to make him sleep,” Tadeo said. “He is as stubborn as one of your people, I think.” 
 
    Gavin wasn’t sure if he should be insulted or not. 
 
    “What exactly do you want me to do?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Speak to Brisson. We need to let the people know about this thing. The army will come. We need to plan what it is that we will do.” 
 
    “I’m going to need more than just your word before I approach Brisson with something like this,” Gavin said. “What about him? Will he live?” 
 
    Tadeo shrugged. “Is up to him now. Wound will heal, eventually, with rest. He must have the will to live. As for you, this thing is true. I will show you the army tomorrow. You have bird on which you can fly, yes?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. “I do. I will meet you at sunrise.” A thought occurred to him. “But I will need your help in return. I need to find someone, the man you stopped from leaving the valley earlier.” 
 
    “I will do this thing,” Tadeo said, then picked up the skewer of meat and sliced off a long, thin piece in one smooth cut. It landed on Tadeo’s tray, juicy and glistening. “Do you want some?” 
 
    Gavin’s stomach growled and he grabbed his own wooden platter. Despite the troubling reservations bouncing around in his thoughts, he wasn’t going to pass up food. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Gavin returned to his hut, it was well past midnight. He’d eaten far more meat that he should have and he’d walked slowly. He was glad of that, though, as he’d had a lot to think over. That Samsin was alive was a big part of it, but the Orinai army potentially sitting only a few days away with winter blowing frosty breath upon autumn’s toes was even more pressing. 
 
    Gavin blew out a long, heavy breath in front of the door to his hut, the breath forming a cloud of mist that vanished in the darkness. The chill night air felt especially cold now. It had taken on a whole new meaning for him in the last few hours. He turned the handle, pushed open the door, and stepped quietly into the room. Light glowed softly from a lamp on the table in the center of the room. Shallee sat in a small chair she’d gotten somewhere, one which rocked back and forth according to her motion. She looked up when Gavin entered. Her son lay contentedly dozing in her lap. 
 
    “What are you doing out so late, great leader of the Rahuli?” Shallee asked in a whisper. She smiled at him, though she looked about as tired as he felt. 
 
    “I took a walk,” Gavin shut the door carefully behind him. “What are you doing up?” 
 
    “This little one decided we needed to walk around a little too, the little monster. At least he’s handsome, like his father.” 
 
    Gavin felt a twinge of sadness pass through him. Shallee’s husband had been killed in the Oasis when Kaiden had drawn the genesauri monsters there. She’d given birth to their son after his death and the little boy would grow up never knowing his father. Despite that, Shallee still managed to be Gavin’s rock. 
 
    “What, Gavin?” Shallee asked, eyes flicking over him as she gently rocked in her chair. “You look as if your grandmother had caught you stealing the goat cheese again. What’s got you looking like a little stormcloud?” 
 
    Gavin gave her a rueful smile. “I never could hide anything from either of you.” His smile caught a little as memories of his grandmother danced through his mind. He hadn’t realized how much he still missed her until acknowledging the dull ache the memories created. “She’s why you call me ‘little stormcloud,’ isn’t it?” 
 
    Shallee gave him a small smile and picked up her son, who was beginning to fuss and squirm on her lap. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Gavin hesitated. He didn’t know himself if he believed what Samsin and Tadeo had just told him, or even how he felt about it. What they’d said about the information causing panic and chaos within the people here, however, had been true. He couldn’t afford to let the information spread any further than absolutely necessary, especially if it turned out not to be true. 
 
    Still, Gavin realized he wanted to tell her. Always before when he’d made difficult decisions, he’d made them alone. He’d been alone. When he’d climbed the walls of the Oasis to see if the legends his grandmother had always told him were true, he’d been alone. When he’d rallied the clans in the Oasis and set them to defending themselves as a people instead of just as clans, he’d been alone. When he faced down Brisson and fought Kaiden and Sarial, he’d been alone. He didn’t want to be alone anymore. But, at the same time, he realized Shallee wasn’t the one he needed to talk to. 
 
    “You’re right. Things have been going on,” Gavin said. “But I can’t tell you right now.” He walked toward the door to the room Shallee and Farah shared, then hesitated and looked over at Shallee. 
 
    The woman was pointedly ignoring him, looking down at her son’s face illuminated in the lamp light, but a small smile played at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    Gavin opened the door and stepped into the room. The light from the main room streamed in, falling across Farah’s slumbering form on the bed furthest from the door. Shallee’s bed lay just inside the door and off to the right, a smaller rocking baby cradle lay next to it. 
 
    “Gavin?” 
 
    He jumped, eyes darting back to Farah’s bed. He’d thought she was asleep, but her eyes were wide open now, looking at him with mild curiosity. The confidence and surety he’d felt at his decision only moments before bled out of him in an instant beneath those deep blue eyes. 
 
    “Did you need something or did you just come to stare?” She had the blanket pulled up to her neck, but Gavin still felt himself flush. 
 
    “We need to talk, if that is alright with you,” Gavin said, sitting down on the edge of Shallee’s bed. He left the door partially cracked so as not to cast the room into total darkness. 
 
    “Alright.” Farah sat up, holding the blanket against her chest as she rose and then tugging it around her shoulders like a cloak. She was still a little bleary-eyed, but her expression was intent and serious. Gavin wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. 
 
    “What is it, Gavin?” 
 
    Gavin looked up and met those blue eyes again. He told her everything Tadeo and Samsin had told him, starting with Samsin being alive and leaving nothing out. He told her about his meetings with Brisson and his own fears and insecurities. He told her things he hadn’t meant to talk about. He knew he was rambling a little, but it felt so good to talk, to get it out, to have someone to confide in. Farah listened without comment, though she did nod in a few places. Gavin didn’t know if it was in agreement or simply to acknowledge that she was still listening. 
 
    Gavin finally trailed off, unsure of what else to say and not really knowing if he’d just made himself look like a fool. 
 
    “Well, you’re right,” Farah said. “We did need to talk. I agree with your decision about seeing the army for yourself. You’re meeting Tadeo at dawn, you said?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now, if you could please leave, I’d like to at least get a little sleep before having to get up in a few hours. Talyshan hates this cold, but I can persuade him to understand if I give him enough time.” 
 
    “Talyshan?” 
 
    Farah rolled her eyes and blew out a long sigh. “You don’t think I’m going to let you go alone, do you? I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “You’re what?” 
 
    “Coming with you,” Farah repeated in a firm voice. 
 
    “Why? There’s no need for you to come along.” 
 
    Farah’s eyes flashed and her lips hardened into a thin line before she spoke. “Because,” she said, glaring at him, “in case you haven’t noticed, I happen to love you. Now go get some sleep or you’ll be the one who’s not needed tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, Farah leaned back onto the bed and rolled over onto her side, turning her back toward him. 
 
    Gavin stared at her for a long moment, stunned. She loved him? He knew they’d had some sort of a relationship before this and he cared for her, but . . . she loved him? He got to his feet, more confused now than when he’d entered, but for a completely different reason, and left the room, closing the door softly behind him. 
 
    “The appropriate response when a girl says she loves you,” Shallee said softly, pulling Gavin out of his thoughts, “is to say you love her too.” 
 
    “What?” Gavin felt himself flush. 
 
    “Come now, Gavin, you can’t hide things from me. I’ve seen the way you look at her and how the two of you interact. You’re both young, independent, and stubborn, but you love Farah as sure as I loved my husband.” 
 
    “But . . .” Gavin worked his mouth but no sound came out. Did he love her? He didn’t really know, in all honesty. He had no experience with women. He knew he wanted her to be happy and being with her always seemed to help him be happy. 
 
    “Just answer me one question, little stormcloud,” Shallee said, a small smile on her face. “Why did you decide to talk to her instead of me?” 
 
    Why had he? 
 
    “When I thought about all the times I’d made difficult decisions, or even when I’d made mistakes since my grandmother had died, she was always there for me. I—” Gavin stopped, sudden realization and acceptance flooding through him. “I guess I do love her.” 
 
    “I suggest you find a different way to phrase it when you tell her. Leave out the ‘I guess.’” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Behind the door, Farah listened, ear pressed up against the wood. The sound of Gavin’s footsteps retreating into his room were a muffled thump through the door. She sucked in a deep breath and leaned back slightly, away from the door. She was furious with herself for losing her temper and telling him that she loved him. The fact that he didn’t know already was as much a part of her frustration as her own mistake had been. Her temper always got the better of her, especially around Gavin. He just made her so frustrated sometimes. But he loved her too. 
 
    She stepped back from the door, arms hugging her shoulders as she suppressed a shiver. Back under the warm embrace of her blankets, Farah scrubbed the back of her hand across her cheeks, wiping away tears. He loved her too. 
 
    He hadn’t said it to her, but he’d said it. That was something, at the very least, more than she’d had before. There were times when she’d felt like a foolish girl mooning after a passing fancy, something she’d promised herself as a young girl she would never do. But he loved her too. And he trusted her. 
 
    That thought brought back up everything Gavin had told her. Samsin, the army, Brisson. Each of those were connected, but presented their own challenges as well. The army was the biggest threat, even if Farah shuddered at the thought of Samsin still being alive. She hadn’t liked the brutality of his death, nor the bloodthirsty side of Brisson’s people she’d witnessed at the Storm Ward’s execution, but—for a moment at least—she’d seen it through their eyes. This was vindication and justice on a thousand years of slavery. What had happened was more symbolic than anything, a casting off of their former lives into a new world of freedoms never before experienced. It was like what she’d experienced when learning the mystic powers. 
 
    But that army. 
 
    The army itself wasn’t the real threat. The people finding out about the army wasn’t the real threat. No, the real threat was that the people themselves weren’t warriors. Even if they were told and reacted well to the knowledge, none of their leaders, Brisson included, were strong enough to hold them through whatever came. Gavin wasn’t yet, either, but he had much more potential for it than Brisson did. And with her help . . . 
 
    Despite her exhaustion, Farah didn’t find sleep that night. She lay awake thinking and planning, her thoughts drifting from how to help Gavin, to the man himself, and then around to the army sitting at their door.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: Authority 
 
    “That there was a continuity after this life was a concept stolen from the Sensari people.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 15, Year 1023 
 
    Elyana sat within the confines of her small room, leaning against a wall. An oil lantern cast a pale light over the room, illuminating the shelves of scrolls and fighting the deeper, redder glow of the fire crackling in the hearth. Lhaurel participated in the dream, experiencing it as Elyana did. Lhaurel was coming to understand, to realize, that the dreams were not really dreams at all. They were something deeper. Memory. 
 
    Part of her. 
 
    Elyana flexed her fingers, staring down at her hands. They were wrinkled and stained like those of a sand-spider now. Not using her powers was aging her prematurely, giving her the body of a woman three times her years. Her Sister—no, the Sister of Knowledge—Selhita, had theorized that it might happen that way. Using their powers, drawing in the life force and blood of another, gave them an unnatural grace and beauty, slowing or even reversing the aging process. But, as Selhita was fond of saying, everything comes with a cost. There was no way to throw a stone into a fountain without creating ripples. Lhaurel paused at the use of the word fountain, wondering what it meant, but she was able to get a faint image of it through Elyana’s thoughts, like a small pool of water set in a public place. Like the spring pool back in the Sharani Desert. 
 
    Sometimes hearing Elyana’s thoughts was a simple matter in these dreams, while other times Lhaurel simply watched and observed. Even when she could hear Elyana, it was a broken, scattered communication, as if heard from a long distance and only part of the message could be discerned. 
 
    Elyana stood up suddenly, a sigh of exasperation and frustration escaping her lips. She strode over to the large glass container on top of the shelves near her small bed. She paused for a brief moment to grab a piece of meat from a wooden plate on the table. Approaching the tank, Lhaurel was able to make out what moved within in it. Half a dozen small, serpentine creatures swam about in the water, darting in and out of rock-like structures submerged in the container. They all darted into hiding as Elyana approached. 
 
    Even as just a witness of the memory, Lhaurel recognized the small demons. They looked like sailfins, just on a much smaller scale. They couldn’t be, could they? 
 
    Elyana dropped the piece of meat—about the size of her fist—into the water. The creatures in the water darted out of their hiding places and tore off great chunks of the meat before darting back into their caves. They darted in and out in a roiling mass until the meat was gone, only a faint reddish cast to the water showing any sign that the meat had ever been there. 
 
    There were more than just sailfins in the water. Other creatures darted out of hiding and returned during the frenzied eating. Marsaisi, karundin, all in miniature form. Why was Elyana keeping them here? And in water? Lhaurel had too many questions, none of which seemed like they had answers. 
 
    Elyana watched the tank for several long minutes, seeming to take some small pleasure in their antics, then turned away and leaned one hand against the wall. It was rough against her hand. Even in the dream, Lhaurel felt the sensation of touch as Elyana experienced it and followed her stream of consciousness as she considered it. 
 
    The Sisters had commissioned this Arena. It had been sculpted out of sandstone and laced with the elements that drove the Schema and Progressions. A hundred years. A century of work. Tens of thousands of slaves’ lives lost in the constructions. Dozens of Great Ones diligently at work to construct this monolithic testament to the Orinai’s power. And then another century as the descendants of those slaves and the Orinai outcasts who were thrown in to join them fought and struggled together. How ironic that it had become the complete opposite now, a bastion of defense—a veritable fortress—against the very people who had commissioned it. The Sisters had called it a proving ground for the Progressions, a study of the complexity that was the human soul. Elyana wondered if the other Sisters had gotten the answers they were looking for. She certainly hadn’t. Not yet. 
 
    Beryl had asked her to tell the Rahuli the paths of the Progressions, the secrets of the Schema. Elyana’s back straightened and she lifted her chin. She may now be counted a traitor to the Orinai, but she had not yet fallen to such a state as that. Not yet, at least. There were some secrets, some knowledge, that needed to be contained. Honor sometimes left what was true bathed in shadow to protect those whom that truth would injure. Sometimes doing what was right was a matter of upholding that which is sacred. 
 
    Elyana sighed and walked over to one of the shelves. She pulled down one of the books and retrieved a bottle of ink and a pen, all three of which she placed onto the table. Elyana took a seat at the table and opened the book. The pages inside were blank, though the parchment was thick and almost white, untouched by age. No, she wasn’t so far removed from her calling as a Sister that she was ready to desecrate the sacred secrets of the Progressions, but she could discuss other things. The quill dipped into the ink and Elyana began to write, Lhaurel reading the words through Elyana’s eyes as the woman wrote them. 
 
    The enemy has come. Our lush arboreal verdance lays desolate, crumbling from life to dust. Life is dissolution. 
 
    The enemy has come. 
 
    With tongues of fire and on the back of wind they come, rolling like thunder clouds across our land. Our warriors are outnumbered, our magic users proving to be inferior masters of the elements. The blood of the clans stains the sands red, paints the cliffs in scarlet ribbons, and makes crimson the sky. We are dying. 
 
    Elyana looked up from her ledger. Lines of concentration wrinkled her brow and left premature age lines emanating like the web of a sand spider from the corners of her eyes. Her eyes themselves, once a vibrant blue, were now without luster, even in the lamplight. Dead. Sunken. Lifeless. Oddly, Lhaurel was able to observe Elyana as if detached from her for the first time, though it was a fleeting moment of disassociation, then Lhaurel was back inside Elyana’s mind, experiencing the Sister’s life as she lived it. Elyana turned back to her chronicles. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Five days after receiving the message from the pseudo-Sister, Lhaurel found herself as irritable as she’d ever been. Dreams plagued and haunted her whenever she slept, nightmares of what happened in the Oasis and what could have happened to the Rahuli after she’d given herself up. Compared to them, the dreams of Elyana, which were infrequent at best, were almost a pleasant relief, though they reminded her of her other worry, the need to regain her abilities before the lack of them killed her. Each day the longing for it grew, becoming something more than a desire, moving into a need. It gnawed at her constantly, though she could still ignore it the majority of the time. A small part of her worried, irrationally perhaps, that she’d never get them back. A part of her longed for that, knowing the raw strength of her abilities and fearing what it would do to her to have them back again. The rest of her hungered for their return. 
 
    The wagon in which she sat bounced and jostled along the endless plain of grass. It was pulled by one massive gatheriu the color of the trees in the Oasis, a dull, lifeless brown. The creature lumbered in a strange rolling gait, front legs acting more like forearms than actual legs as it walked. It also smelled like rotten meat which made Lhaurel want to gag. At least this time she was able to ride above the wagon instead of always inside it. 
 
    “Beg pardon, Honored Sister,” the man driving the wagon said, pulling a pipe from his mouth with one hand and gesturing at the lumbering beast ahead of them. “Grunt here is me best puller, see. Problem is, he likes to eat them smokeweed plants any chance he gets. That makes him smell right foul most days, see. I wouldn’t have troubled you with him, but, you see, the other Sister, she wanted fast. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    Lhaurel fought down her growing irritation. This had to have been the thousandth time the bald little man had asked the same question. While she didn’t mind the apology itself—the beast did smell absolutely horrible after all—the constant repetition was grating at best. 
 
    “It’s fine. We must make it to Geithoorn as quickly as possible. The smell is not an issue.” 
 
    In all honesty, the smell made her want to vomit, but she reassured him each time he asked. Talha wanted speed and nothing was going to stand in her way. Over the last five days Lhaurel had seen a new side to the woman. The woman she’d come to know as calm, logical, and stern, if a little eccentric, had become harsh and—to Lhaurel at least—distant. And she still hadn’t told Lhaurel what was in the message. In truth, Lhaurel thought Talha was starting to act more and more like Sellia, and that scared her. She still had nightmares of the few minutes she’d spent with the woman. 
 
    After a minute, Lhaurel tossed back her hair and straightened, stretching aching muscles. Several of her priestesses behind her looked up and asked if she needed anything, but Lhaurel ignored them. After days of sitting except for when they stopped for the night, she felt the burning desire to move. She needed to move. 
 
    “I’m going to walk a while,” Lhaurel said in as flat a voice as she could manage. She’d still not mastered Talha’s calm, commanding tone, though she’d managed to replicate Khari’s with a little practice. “Do not slow down or wait for me if I fall behind.” 
 
    The driver, Lhaurel hadn’t learned his name, looked like he wanted to protest, even going so far as to take the pipe out of his mouth, but Lhaurel leveled her best ‘Khari’ stare at him and he grunted and looked away with a visible gulp after only fleetingly meeting her eye. Lhaurel took that as assent and so clambered down the side of the wagon and hopped down to the ground, half stumbling as she landed. She caught herself before falling, but it only served to further increase her current frustration to realize that the skill and balance she’d earned as a warrior in the Sharani Desert served her little without the augmented balance and grace her powers had given her. Was she truly so incompetent without them? 
 
    “Sister,” one of the priestesses called down as the wagon continued to roll by on its massive wooden wheels though the endless grass. “Shall we accompany you?” 
 
    “Stay with the wagon,” Lhaurel ordered, then had a thought. “But fetch me my staff.” 
 
    Josi, the young priestess from the time they’d been attacked, pulled the staff free from where it rested beneath the driver’s bench and tossed it down to Lhaurel, then bowed. Lhaurel caught the staff with one hand and took several steps back from the wagon. It lumbered by and the next wagon, gatheriu leading, rumbled forward. Talha and her priestesses looked down at her from atop it. 
 
    “Walk with me, Sister?” Lhaurel asked, beginning to walk alongside Talha’s wagon. It wasn’t moving that quickly, but it was fast enough that Lhaurel had to keep a brisk pace to stay alongside. 
 
    “You should not be walking,” Talha said, glancing down at Lhaurel over the edge of the book she had open on her lap. “It is both undignified and unnecessary. One of our station does not walk when other means of transport are available.” 
 
    “Does one of our station ever get bored and need to stretch their legs?” Lhaurel asked. “Or has age made that impossible for you?” 
 
    Lhaurel regretted the words almost as soon as they were out of her mouth, but Talha didn’t get angry. Instead, she closed her book and gave Lhaurel her full attention, looking down at her from the back of the wagon with cold, appraising eyes. 
 
    “Age has taught me many things, child,” she said with ice in her voice. “Most notably respect and integrity when it is due. For one who is the avatar of Honor, you do little to respect those who are your betters.” 
 
    On the inside, Lhaurel snorted, though she kept her expression suitably flat. She’d received far worse chastisements before. In fact, compared to Marvi’s tirade both before and during her forced marriage, Talha’s statement was almost a compliment. Compared to Khari’s blazing vehemence when trying to break her, it wasn’t even warm. 
 
    “We haven’t had a good discussion in days,” Lhaurel said with a pert smile, staff clunking against the hard ground. “I thought we could walk and talk a while.” 
 
    “Read the books I gave you.” 
 
    Lhaurel continued to walk, not bothering to respond, careful to avoid the dust kicked up by the wagon ahead of her. She’d only offered to walk with Talha to avoid the lecture she knew would come, but, in the end, Lhaurel had decided to take the confrontation head on instead of avoiding it. She knew she was being brash, but it felt good to interact, even in a confrontational sense. 
 
    “Oh, very well then,” Talha snapped, handing her book to one of the priestesses and getting to her feet, staff in one hand. “I will walk with you for a time. I could use a little movement.” 
 
    Talha’s driver didn’t even try and protest. Talha didn’t bother with the small ladder. Instead, she simply leapt the six feet down to the ground, staff spinning out behind her. She bent at the knee as she landed, white skirt billowing out behind her like a cloak. Lhaurel was so surprised that she stopped dead in her tracks. The wagon rumbled on. 
 
    “Now that you have me here,” Talha said, straightening and beginning to walk without waiting for Lhaurel to recover from her shock. “What would you have of me? You are lucky I am the one accompanying you. Few of the other Sisters would tolerate what you just did.” 
 
    Lhaurel sped up until she was walking alongside the tall woman. She had grown used to looking up to her, though it had been a hard habit to form. Among her own people Lhaurel had only been surpassed in height by the men. Here, among the Orinai, even the women made her feel small. Only the priestesses were close to her own height. 
 
    “And what would they have done about it? I doubt it would be appropriate for Sisters to be seen fighting with one another on that scale.” 
 
    “If no one who witnesses it remains to tell of it,” Talha said, walking in time with Lhaurel, both staffs hitting the ground within seconds of one another, “what harm is there in it?” 
 
    “You’re saying . . .” 
 
    Talha nodded and gestured to the right with her staff, indicating that she wanted to put more space between them and the wagons. When they were a good dozen spans away, enough distance to no longer be overhead, Talha continued. 
 
    “Sellia would have everyone here killed just to avoid anyone ever discussing the fight. Just the little spat we had here is worse than what she would have allowed. Aiam and Alcine are almost as bad.” 
 
    Lhaurel shuddered. “That’s horrible. Why would they do that?” 
 
    “It is in their natures. It is also the way of their Progression.” 
 
    The words resonated within Lhaurel on a subconscious level, only increasing her disgust and confusion. “Their Progressions condone the murder of innocents just to cover up their own dishonorable acts?” 
 
    Talha stopped and turned to look at Lhaurel, an ink-stained hand rubbing her forehead. A strand of blood red hair slipped free of Talha’s bun and danced in the slight breeze in front of the woman’s eyes, in harmony with the movement of the long grasses through which they walked. Talha’s face held a rapt expression of utter incredulity for half a moment, then she burst into laughter. It was a pure, honest laugh, the kind that works its way up from the toes and permeates every fiber of one’s being. Talha laughed until tears streamed down her face, then she gasped a ragged breath and seemed to regain control of herself. Still, a smile remained on her face. 
 
    “I forget your naïveté sometimes, though, even with it, you remain true to your Progression. It’s remarkable.” 
 
    “What’s remarkable?” Lhaurel demanded. She wasn’t sure if she should feel insulted or not at Talha’s outburst. 
 
    “It’s remarkable how well you typify the ideal you represent with your, um, history.” Talha resumed walking, though this time there was far more liveliness to her step. Part of the levity remained and, for reasons Lhaurel couldn’t even begin to name, let alone understand, she was glad of that. 
 
    Grass crunched beneath their feet and Lhaurel waved a hand to clear away the dust billowing from the wagons ahead of them before she could reply. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are the representation of Honor. Not just in the ideological sense, but in a physical one as well. The people we lead, the Orinai, they will look to your acts and your deeds as examples of what honor is. In a way, you will become the definition of honor. I have studied many writings of past Sisters and a number of discourses on the subject. You represent it well. Sellia and the other Sisters will be well pleased, I think. Remarkable.” Talha paused, pursing her lips in the way she did when thinking about something. The wind tossed Lhaurel’s hair in front of her face and she had to brush it away. She also wrinkled her nose as she caught a whiff of Grunt’s foul stench, which the wind had brought with it. 
 
    “Actually,” Talha continued, “it’s not remarkable at all. You do not find it remarkable that a bird learns how to fly. It simply does what it was created to do.” 
 
    Lhaurel found herself chewing on her bottom lip both in response to the smell and Talha’s words. If Talha noticed the lip biting, she didn’t say anything, though she did make a face and wave a hand in front of her nose. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
    “Just now, that indignation about Sellia and the other Sisters and how they would treat others, that is something anyone honorable would have done. When you agreed to come with us in order to save your people, that was also the honorable thing to do. It was the only honorable thing to do. It is not always the easy thing, or—arguably—the right thing, but it is the honorable and moral thing to do. Ah good, the wind’s shifted. I’m not sure how much more of that smell I could take.” 
 
    Lhaurel remembered an old man dying, his death hastened by her uncontrollable powers. She remembered the woman who had been drained of her life blood at the moment Lhaurel needed it to destroy the genesauri. Those had not been the acts of someone with honor. They’d been acts of desperations. Acts of a monster. Of a Sister. 
 
    Lhaurel started to say something, to voice her thoughts aloud, when she stopped herself. She hadn’t told Talha everything that had gone on in the Sharani Desert for a reason. Those memories were private, the last bastion of the former self she had left. Talha knew a lot about the people there and some of their customs, but much of her knowledge was simple guesswork. Lhaurel wasn’t sure she wanted to profane those memories, the dignity of her people, by sharing that knowledge with her just yet. No, Lhaurel still struggled too much with her own identity to let go of the memories. 
 
    “You should try riding behind the thing. The smell is from the gatheriu pulling my wagon.” 
 
    Talha chuckled, but then her expression sobered. “Despite all you have seen, child, still you doubt. I see the conflict within you. Elyana’s memories battle against the woman you were becoming among your old people. You are neither of those women, Lhaurel. You are something far greater. As a Sister, as one who has reached the pinnacle of the Iterations and now follows the Progression through endless incarnations, you are holy. You are one of the deities of this nation. You are eternal.” 
 
    “I have memories of aspects of the religion that are foreign to me, Talha,” Lhaurel said, struggling to articulate how she felt. “The Rahuli have no real sense of religion, not by that standard. We know of the seven hells and that each of us will someday go to one of them, but that is the extent of our beliefs. Our actions in life determine what level of punishment we receive after death.” 
 
    “And old interpretation of the Progressions,” Talha said, brightening even further. “I do wish we had more time for me to interview you on the ways of the Rahuli. It amazes me what things have remained intact and what has become perverted over the centuries. A population raised in isolation changes in so many interesting and unique ways. Do you suppose your people can still breed with the stock of their ancestors?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Talha paused again, one hand patting her robes as if searching for a book or something with which to write. She looked up and smiled, showing her painted teeth. 
 
    “Never mind. Once we reach Estrelar there will be plenty of time for us to speak of this further, for now, perhaps we should catch up with the wagons?” 
 
    Lhaurel looked up to see that the last wagon had pulled ahead of them by several spans. The only reason she could see them at all over the long grass was because they were slowly cresting a rise in the otherwise flat expanse around them. 
 
    “One last question, Talha,” Lhaurel said, quickening her pace. “Back on the ship, with Elva. What is House Kelkott and what did you mean about politics?” 
 
    Talha’s smile slipped a little and she pounded her staff into the ground a little harder than normal. “I guess I will have to teach you eventually. Our lessons will resume tomorrow morning once we reach the Geithoorn locks. I will teach you of the Great Houses and the great game they play with each other.” She sighed and made a sour expression, and Lhaurel hid a smile. 
 
    It was nice to have the old Talha back again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: Scents and Sounds 
 
    “The Progressions were a belief stolen from the Relao, then changed once the Seven Sisters gained prominence in the religious capacities of the Orinai.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 15, Year 1023 
 
    Lhaurel smelled Geithoorn before she saw it. According to Talha, Geithoorn was a small town compared to just about any other place in the Empire. It wouldn’t have existed at all if it weren’t for the locks and the lake next to which it rested. Lhaurel only had a vague idea what the locks were, but she’d gathered from context that it had something to do with a means of transportation by water. Talha had briefly explained that the Sisters controlled the canals and the locks when they’d caught back up with the wagons earlier that morning. That control granted them a knife on the economic pulse of the Empire—whatever that meant—through the tariffs and tithes charged for their use. None of that, however, explained the smell. 
 
    “What is that horrid stench?” Lhaurel asked, unable to take it any longer. Next to it, Grunt’s odor was rather pleasant. 
 
    She and Talha were sharing the same wagon now, Talha having mostly returned to her normal absentminded self. Talha looked up from her book, which lay open on her lap, and glanced over at Lhaurel, blinking as if she had just woken up from a deep sleep. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The smell. What’s that smell?” Lhaurel said. She brought a hand up to cover her nose and mouth. 
 
    Talha frowned and sucked a deep breath through her nose. 
 
    “It’s not Grunt, here, Honored Sister,” the wizened wagon driver said. “It’s the smokeweed. They bring it down from the plantations up north, see.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Talha said, tapping one finger against her nose. “That must be it. I’d forgotten it was harvest season.” 
 
    “Aye,” the driver said, flicking the reins. “They have to be getting it done before the snows move down this far. I heard the winter’ll be bad this year. Snows in the mountains, crazy clouds up in the sky. The weather’s been something awful east o’ here, I heard. Crazy storms and the like.” 
 
    Talha mumbled something incoherent and turned back to her book. 
 
    “How can you stand it?” Lhaurel asked, nearly gagging. 
 
    “You get used to it,” the driver said. “Most don’t even notice it anymore. You’ve been gone from the big cities for a while if you’ve forgotten the smell . . .” The man trailed off and he suddenly gulped, as if remembering to whom he was speaking. A bead of sweat appeared on his bald head and dripped down over his nose. “Forgive me, Honored Sister. See, I didn’t mean to imply nothing.” 
 
    Lhaurel waved him to silence with her free hand, catching a glimpse of buildings on the horizon as they passed over a tall hill. Dozens of squat little buildings clustered around what appeared to be a rather wide street. Low walls rested on each side of the main roadway, blocking it off from the buildings near it. The buildings themselves looked to be a ramshackle array of stone and wooden structures, though Lhaurel was only able to catch the merest glimpse of most of them before they passed behind a hill and it was all lost to view. What had fascinated her, however, wasn’t the buildings or the oddly constructed road. No, the fascinating part had been the people scurrying back and forth between the buildings. 
 
    There had been dozens of them, each looking as if they were about their tasks, walking intently and with purpose. Though Lhaurel hadn’t truly been alone since leaving the Sharani Desert, she longed to be able to see other people who weren’t Sisters, priestesses, or those they’d hired. Talha constantly spoke about the Sisters being scions of the Orinai people, yet Lhaurel had not yet ever really seen an Orinai, unless you counted the smelly driver or the sailors back aboard ship. They’d been part of the Orinai people, tall, well-muscled, light-skinned, and powerful in their own right. But they’d also been either so afraid of Lhaurel and Talha that they’d not really been worth trying to understand or they were the opposite, like Elva, too intently loyal and fervent to be much of a target for actual understanding and learning. 
 
    “I just saw it,” Lhaurel said to Talha. “Geithoorn. It’s just there, over the next rise.” 
 
    Talha didn’t look up from her book. “I know child, now sit down before you make a scene. The town watch will have been alerted by now and sent runners to ready the barge. We shall not be here long.” 
 
    Lhaurel would have made a face at the woman, but it wouldn’t have been appropriate for either her station or her age. Still, Lhaurel considered it for far longer than she should have. 
 
    After a moment, Talha closed her book and turned in her seat, gesturing to her priestesses in the wagon behind her. Lhaurel watched as a pair of them leapt from the wagon and rushed forward. 
 
    “Run ahead with your sisters,” Talha ordered. “Make the barge ready to travel. Let Alcine’s priestesses know we will be leaving immediately. We have no time for ceremony today.” 
 
    “Yes, Sister,” the priestesses said together and hurried away at a jog. Talha’s other priestesses clambered down from the wagon and hurried after their companions. 
 
    Talha then turned to Lhaurel and raised a single red eyebrow. “Might I implore the use of your priestesses as well, Lhaurel?” 
 
    Curious, Lhaurel nodded. “I never know what to do with them myself. I’m sure they’d welcome being able to do something other than sit around.” 
 
    Talha’s lips twitched, as if unsure if they should slip down into a frown or up into a smile, but the expression was gone in a moment. 
 
    “Go into the town and seek out the market,” Talha said to Lhaurel’s priestesses. “Fetch the supplies we’ll need for at least a three-week journey. I do not wish to have to stop once we are on our way.” Talha reached inside her flowing skirt and pulled out a thick leather pouch, which clinked as she tossed it to one of Lhaurel’s priestesses. The priestess who caught it glanced at Lhaurel momentarily, who nodded, and then shifted to the side of the wagon so she could climb down. 
 
    “Oh, and no fish,” Talha said. “We’ll get enough of that in Estrelar.” The priestess bowed and rushed off. Talha waited for the space of half a heartbeat and then looked back at Lhaurel’s other priestesses. “Well? You think she can carry supplies for all of us by herself?” 
 
    The other priestesses scrambled to obey. Lhaurel watched them go until they disappeared behind a low hill. 
 
    “Are we really in that much of a hurry?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    “Much more so, actually, though there’s nothing to it. We have to take the canals now, instead of travelling over land as I was originally planning. It will still be a long journey, and your studies will still need to be concluded before we reach Estrelar. Now hush. We’ll be entering the town soon.” 
 
    When they rounded the bend a few minutes later, Lhaurel got her first real view of the town. Several dozen people waited for them in front of the town proper, their backs to the buildings that lined both sides of what Lhaurel had thought was a road. It wasn’t. 
 
    It looked like a river or stream, but contained within walls that had obviously been constructed solely for that purpose. It was at least thirty spans across, about the length of a ten people across lying lengthwise. As Lhaurel looked, she saw it stretched off into the distance as far as the eye could see. Some sort of flat, elongated craft about half as wide as the canal itself sat on the water, long, thick ropes holding it in place against one wall. Several structures, almost like little huts, rested in the middle of the craft and people clad in white scrambled on and off it, carrying supplies and other goods into the small buildings. Made of a dark, polished wood, it looked like nothing short of a tiny floating village. 
 
    She knew that it was a barge—the word recalled, Lhaurel assumed, as part of the memories and knowledge Elyana had given her during her first and only meditation, but she didn’t want to dwell on that. The thought of someone else’s knowledge embedded in her mind still frightened her. It was one of the reasons why she’d not ever gone back to her meditations after that first night. 
 
    “Hold, Grunt,” the driver said, pulling on the reins. 
 
    The wagon ground to a halt in a cloud of dust. The gatheriu grunted and made a noise that sounded like falling stones striking one another. The creature jerked slightly in his leads, barely more than a simple shifting of weight, but it was enough to pull Lhaurel’s attention away from the barge. Talha had gotten to her feet without Lhaurel noticing. The Sister stood near the rough ladder that led down the side of the wagon, peering down at the trio of men who had come forward out of the crowd. Lhaurel glanced down at them as well, noting the low hum of voices and trying hard not to focus too much on the stink in the air. 
 
    The man in the center of the trio was a portly fellow, his stomach barely contained by the straining green shirt he wore. His pants were tight fitting and black, though Lhaurel could only guess at the material as over half the pant was covered by knee-length brown boots with brass buckles so heavily polished they gleamed in the sunlight. Lhaurel glanced up from there, noting his round face, squat nose and thinning black hair. The other two men were more simply attired, with loose white shirts and brown leather vests, flowing grey pants, and calf-length leather boots. Neither of their shirts looked as if the buttons would burst at any moment either. 
 
    “Welcome, Honored Sisters,” the portly man said, throwing his thick arms wide in a welcoming gesture, though he kept his eyes lowered in an obvious sign of subservience. “It’s been several long years since any of the Seven Sisters had passed through the Geithoorn locks. I would have had a feast prepared, had I known you were coming. Regrettably, the priestess neglected to inform me.” 
 
    Talha’s back was to her, so Lhaurel didn’t see the expression on her face, but Lhaurel did notice a slight shift in the woman’s posture that indicated that the man had said something wrong. The silence that fell over the rest of the small crowd also gave Lhaurel pause. When Talha spoke, the cold iron in her voice took away any doubt. 
 
    “There was no neglect, steward. Do not forget your place. I will inform the Great Houses of your arrogance and conceit upon my return to Estrelar. I do not doubt your position of influence here will be, regrettably, granted to someone more deserving than you.” 
 
    “I—what I meant was—I mean . . .” The portly man’s words trailed off into wordless grunts. While Lhaurel wasn’t sure what the man had done wrong specifically, part of her had been offended at the man’s tone, so she didn’t feel much sympathy for him. 
 
    Talha ignored him completely, instead addressing the other two men who had come with him. “Our priestesses are already within the town making the appropriate preparations. You will assist them in getting this completed in all haste. Now.” 
 
    Both men bowed low, bending at the waist completely. They turned and headed toward the barge, one of them towing the portly man along with them. Lhaurel watched them go, doing her best to ignore the battling emotions within her at the sight.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: Honor’s Folly 
 
    “It is unclear, however, where the current understanding of the Iterations originated.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 15, Year 1023 
 
    The barge was made ready in such a short time Lhaurel had trouble believing it. After Talha’s confrontation with the portly, green-clad man, she had gone off to speak with the priestess in charge of the locks. Apparently, a storm had passed through the lake into which the canal fed, causing the water levels to rise. According to Talha, that was going to cause a little bit of extra work for the priestesses, though she didn’t seem overly concerned. 
 
    Lhaurel was trying to decide if she should send one of the priestesses to fetch Talha when she appeared with a woman Lhaurel could only assume was the priestess Talha had gone to see. Talha’s companion wore the same white robes as the other priestesses, but hers was far more ornate, festooned with intricate, colored patterns along the sleeves and with a shawl of a deep maroon about her shoulders. Lhaurel had never seen a color quite like it before. She also seemed a lot less obsequious than the other priestesses, her eyes meeting Talha’s on more than one occasion that Lhaurel saw just in the few moments it took the two women to walk the few spans from the side street where they’d appeared to Lhaurel’s side. 
 
    “I thank you for the use of your barge,” Talha was saying as the pair approached. “And the additional priestesses to get us through the swells. I will be sure to return them.” 
 
    The colorful priestess—Lhaurel didn’t know her name—shook her head, her short, blond hair bouncing around her ovular face. “There is no need of that, Sister. These have been here for many years. It would do them good to visit their branch of the temple in Estrelar. I think, also, that Mhenna would be glad of them. I have prepared a missive, requesting a rotation that will better serve the people here. If I may implore upon your goodwill?” 
 
    Talha smiled, taking the proffered scroll. “I will ignore the irony of that remark. I will deliver your message, priestess, and my compliments on what you have done here. I will ask but one more thing of you, however.” 
 
    “Name it.” The priestess’ eyes flicked over to Lhaurel for a brief moment, a question in them, then back to Talha. 
 
    What was that about? 
 
    “That fat idiot who approached us, the fool in green,” Talha said. 
 
    “I know him. He appointed himself the political leader here a few months back.” 
 
    Talha’s expression hardened. “Dispose of him for me.” 
 
    “Of course.” The priestess bowed and turned to go. 
 
    “Wait,” Lhaurel interrupted, reacting without thinking. “You don’t mean kill him, do you?” 
 
    Talha spun on Lhaurel, eyes hard as stones and lips pressed tight together. “Yes, kill him. It will serve as a lesson to those who witnessed his insolence.” 
 
    “You’d murder him for that?” Lhaurel’s stomach flipped over inside her, nausea swelling up from deep within. 
 
    “I would not do it if he had not forced this action upon me. His death will serve as a reminder of the respect due the Seven Sisters. It would serve you well to remember it yourself.” Talha’s voice was a whisper, but it shook Lhaurel with the force of a raging storm. 
 
    Gone was the kindly, absentminded woman Lhaurel had come to know on their journey thus far. Even the taciturn, moody Talha of the last few days was better than the Talha that now stood before her. Lhaurel took an involuntary step backward, then her back stiffened. Every part of Lhaurel urged her to stand. 
 
    “Whatever it is you do,” Lhaurel said, “you will have to live with it for the eternities, Talha. His death will not change the Path.” Lhaurel didn’t know where the words came from, but they resonated within her in perfect counterpoint to the raging storm of Talha’s words. Lhaurel brought her foot back forward, locking eyes with Talha. “Be wary of what lessons you teach this people.” 
 
    Talha froze for a moment, then her mouth tugged down into a frown. She brought one hand up to tap a finger against her lips. 
 
    “I think it is time we leave,” Lhaurel said. She felt blood pounding in her ears and a small voice at the back of her mind questioned what had just happened, though Lhaurel wasn’t able to devote much attention to the thought at the moment. She and Talha had been alone for that moment, but now their priestesses were approaching, bringing with them the final items to be loaded onto the barge. 
 
    Talha turned and looked over her shoulder at the approaching priestesses and then nodded, striding past Lhaurel without looking at her. She stepped out onto the barge and Lhaurel followed, only then wiping away the sweat that had appeared on her forehead. The priestesses all filed on the barge after her. There were a lot of them, more than just those who had come with them. Lhaurel saw maroon shufaris mixed in with both hers and Talha’s. The “borrowed” priestesses, perhaps? There were so many, in fact, that Lhaurel had to move closer to the small hut-like constructions in the middle of the barge to give them space to board. 
 
    “Let us be off,” Talha said. 
 
    The priestesses moved in what looked like practiced forms. They split into two even groups, one going to each side of the barge and then arranging themselves in a line parallel to the railing there. 
 
    “Loose the line!” Talha shouted. On the shore, several men untied the long lines that held the barge in place against the canal wall. 
 
    “Release the lock!” 
 
    People rushed by on the shore as the barge rocked and shifted, drifting out from the canal wall toward the middle of the gap. Lhaurel was grateful she was holding onto her staff for the support. Still, she watched the people running on either side of the canal with rapt attention. She wasn’t sure what was about to happen. No oars or poles were in sight which, Lhaurel assumed, would have been the usual means of transportation for a water craft of this size. And she still didn’t know what a lock was. 
 
    A noise sounded from ahead of them and the barge lurched forward. The priestesses along the rails reached out and grasped onto them, keeping their balance, though their faces and expressions were intent and fixed ahead of them. People from the town appeared along each side of the canal, pointing and waving as if watching some sort of great game. Lhaurel turned to get a look at what lay ahead of them. 
 
    A massive wall Lhaurel hadn’t noticed before stretched across the canal about a hundred spans further down. It had been blocked from her view earlier by the town’s ramshackle array of buildings. Now, she saw it as it opened. 
 
    The wall swung outward, a crack in the center widening the wall and split down the center. Water rushed out through the growing gap, which pulled the craft forward along with it. Lhaurel felt a sudden rush of excitement as the barge shot forward. The wall, the lock, continued to swing open, water gushing out into the space beyond it with a sound like the roar of a sandtiger. The barge surged forward. The gates continued to open at their steady, plodding pace. Lhaurel could see people on shore pulling on long winch handles which attached to chains hooked into the lock’s door. 
 
    They weren’t going to open fast enough. The barge was going too fast and jostling from side to side in the water. 
 
    “We’re going too fast!” Lhaurel cried, her voice laced with more excitement than fear. Though she didn’t know how to swim, the water itself held no fear for her. She was a Sister. Such danger held no power over one who was eternal. 
 
    The locks continued to wing open. The barge moved faster. 
 
    “Steady it!” Talha shouted, her voice ringing out over the roar of the cascading water. 
 
    Steady what? How? 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at Talha with a question in her eyes, but at that moment the barge suddenly lurched more forcefully than ever before. Lhaurel was forced to reach out to the wall of the room next to her for support to stay on her feet. 
 
    Then the barge stilled. In the midst of the chaos and surging water, the barge lay as calm and steady as a sleeping babe in its mother’s arms. Lhaurel stared about in confusion, trying to figure out what was going on and how the barge was now holding itself so still in the center of the canal. Then the lock walls were upon them. 
 
    The barge tipped forward and Lhaurel grabbed onto the window of the little hut. Water sprayed into the air, dousing Lhaurel and everyone aboard the barge in an icy deluge. Lhaurel sucked in a breath and coughed as water entered her lungs. The barge rocked back suddenly as it hit the water on the other side and then pitched backward again. Lhaurel lost her footing and, still spluttering and coughing, fell to the barge’s floor. Her head struck the wood and light flashed in her eyes. Patches of shadow and light walked across her sight and time seemed to slow. She blinked, and the boat rocked beneath her. She coughed, and the sky above spun in a strange double circle before starting to undulate like the waves of the sea. The boat rocked again and she rolled, but her arm was caught by something. Her shoulder seared with pain as her momentum was stopped by whatever had trapped her arm within its grasp. Then it all went still. 
 
    Lhaurel blinked, unsure of where she was. 
 
    “Lhaurel?” The voice came as if from far away. “Lhaurel?” 
 
    Whatever had been holding Lhaurel’s arm released it and Lhaurel groaned, head still fuzzy, thoughts clouded and dark. A face appeared in Lhaurel’s gaze, a face with dripping red hair and odd, pointed teeth. Painted teeth. 
 
    “Talha?” Lhaurel asked. 
 
    Talha put a hand on either side of Lhaurel’s head and closed her own eyes. A burst of coldness washed over Lhaurel, a cold so deep Lhaurel cried out, muscles seizing up beneath her. A burst of heat just as intense burned away the cold and Lhaurel gasped, sitting up, mind clear and all pain suddenly gone. Power raged through her for a moment and Lhaurel’s body and mind reached for it with all the ferocity of a raging sandstorm. Talha let go of her head. The hunger storm within her ebbed away, fading with a reluctance that left Lhaurel gasping for breath. 
 
    “You should be more careful, Sister,” Talha said, getting to her feet with the aid of her staff, which she’d retrieved from the wooden floor. 
 
    Lhaurel got to her feet, one hand going to the back of her head where it had struck the floor. She expected to feel blood or, at the very least, a large swollen lump, but her fingers found unbroken scalp and her fingers came away clean of blood. Talha held out a hand. Lhaurel looked at it for a long moment before reaching out and letting Talha pull her to her feet with surprising strength. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lhaurel said, looking around carefully. Not even a twinge of pain slowed her movements. 
 
    Talha nodded and walked toward the other end of the barge. Once the barge was moving, Lhaurel soon discovered that it was the priestesses who kept it moving down the canals and in position. She’d forgotten they were wettas and had the ability to manipulate water. Even if she had remembered, she doubted she would have guessed the extent of their combined power to move the barge and all its contents at the speed and with the precision that they did. It gave her an entirely new perspective on just how limited Khari had been in her abilities, and how little the Rahuli truly knew about all they did. They were, as Talha had so pointedly said on a number of instances, a broken and backwards people simply surviving as best they could. Lhaurel was beginning to see just how lucky it was that the Rahuli had survived at all. 
 
    The barge moved along the canal at a steady rate, perhaps twice as fast as they had gone on the wagons and faster than Lhaurel could have walked, but slower than if she were running, but only just. It was worth noting, too, that it apparently didn’t require all the priestesses to maintain their speed. Once they were going, the priestesses traded out in shifts, half taking breaks to sleep or eat while the others remained at the rails to maintain their forward motion. At first, Lhaurel had watched the hills give way to a vast grassy plain, the town of Geithoorn left far behind them in mere minutes. The expanse of grasslands looked much as the sea had, except for with a difference in color. The wind moved across the tall, thin plants and created a pattern of waves so similar to both the sand dunes of the Sharani Desert and the ocean that Lhaurel had spent the first few hours of the journey entranced by the passing scenery. That interest quickly gave way to boredom. 
 
    Lhaurel walked along the perimeter of the barge to where Talha sat reading in a chair that had been set up for her near the front of the craft. A pile of books lay on the deck near here, most half wrapped in treated canvas to protect it from the moisture in the air. Talha didn’t glance up as Lhaurel approached though she did notice her. 
 
    “Hello, Lhaurel,” she said. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Lhaurel leaned stiffly on her staff, unsure of how to proceed with her question. She felt a little awkward after what had happened at the locks, though she still felt as if she’d done the right thing. Despite that, there was tension between them now that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    “Speak, child,” Talha said, finally looking up from her book to glance up at her. “I know you well enough now to know you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have either a question or a statement of some sort.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt herself flush, something she hadn’t done in months, which only heightened the awkwardness. Talha must have noticed the coloring of Lhaurel’s cheeks as she sighed and snapped her book shut. 
 
    “Alright, child, out with it. I am not upset with you for earlier. The more you come to represent your ideal the more often we will be in conflict with one another. It is the perpetual bane of being a teacher. At some point the student stops wishing to learn and forms their own unchangeable opinions.” 
 
    Lhaurel wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult, but it was enough to give her the motivation to speak. 
 
    “House Kelkott,” Lhaurel said slowly. “Earlier you said that it was one of the Great Houses. I don’t understand what you meant. My memories on that are vague at best, even my other, more recently obtained ones.” 
 
    Talha smirked and, for a moment, Lhaurel saw the face of the woman she’d first come to know on the journey. “No, you would not know. Elyana would not have known either, I would imagine. The Seven Sisters acted as both a governing body and religious representatives a millennia ago. That was no longer possible as the Empire grew and expanded.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that means.” 
 
    “What that means is the Seven Sisters used to have ultimate power of the people. Now, rule is divided into religious and political areas of control. Several hundred years ago, several larger families that controlled key economic areas banded together and forced a market system on the others that made trade the chief driving force of the economy. There are hundreds of “houses” but only a few that are important or wealthy enough to maintain power for long. Those that manage it become the Great Houses.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure what that means,” Lhaurel admitted. “Though it sounds complicated and boring.” 
 
    Talha chuckled and patted Lhaurel’s hand. “Politics is a strange and often ugly creature, Lhaurel. I’m not sure I understand it the majority of the time, and I’ve spent the better part of a century trying to figure it out.” 
 
    “Is it really that complicated?” Lhaurel made a face. Was there anything she had to learn that wasn’t? 
 
    “Oh, it’s much more so than even that seems, child, but I can help you with what I can. I think I even have a book discussing the current political structure in the Empire somewhere among my belongings.” 
 
    Lhaurel made a face, one which Talha noticed. 
 
    “Books are the closest to immortality we can come, child,” Talha said, getting to her feet. “The written word, the means of passing undiluted information from one generation to another, is what separates the enlightened from the base creatures wallowing in the mud. It is, I think, the main reason why you Rahuli degenerated so far over the last thousand years.” 
 
    “Degenerated?” 
 
    “I meant no insult. It was a simple statement of fact. You have fallen far from where you once were.” 
 
    “I wasn’t insulted, though I’m considering it now,” Lhaurel said, though she knew Talha could tell she didn’t mean it. “I just didn’t understand the word.” 
 
    “Ah, well, come along then.” Talha picked up her book and made a gesture with one hand for Lhaurel to follow. “We have much to learn before we reach Estrelar.” 
 
    Lhaurel groaned, though she knew she’d been the one to instigate this particular learning session with her questions. “Will there ever not be a lot to learn?” she asked. 
 
    Ahead of her, Talha shook her head, setting her blood red hair to dance across her neck. “I would certainly hope not.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The journey down the canals took one long, wet week. Lhaurel spent the majority of her time in the doorway of one of the small cabins built onto the barge’s deck, studying books and talking with Talha while it rained. The weather had taken a turn for the worst that first night, a tempest of winds bringing in a storm which dumped an enormous quantity of water down on them. Lhaurel remembered her fascination well, standing out in the rain with her face turned up toward the sky until Talha had dragged her back into the protection of a cabin. The priestesses were left on the rails, keeping them moving down the canal despite the storm. Though Lhaurel had seen rain before in the Sharani Desert, she’d never experienced it. It both fascinated and terrified her, especially when the lightning started streaking across the sky. 
 
    Now, a week later and with at least one storm a day, that excitement and fascination had slowly bled away, leaving only irritation and resignation behind. Talha had commented on the unusual weather multiple times, but had not yet been able to come up with a viable reason behind it outside of the volcano’s eruption. Not that she’d had much time to truly devote to the topic, what with teaching Lhaurel about politics and helping her to grasp the finer points of the religion. The Progressions were becoming clearer each day and Lhaurel was beginning to understand her role in it. The scope of the tasks before her was daunting, but Lhaurel was surprised to realize she was excited for it. Part of her longed for it, even. 
 
    Among the Rahuli, even among the Roterralar, she’d been an outsider because of her powers and abilities. From her earliest moments of clear thought, Lhaurel could remember being shunned, excluded, and mocked. Here she would be worshiped. While some part of her found that thought disturbing, another part of her longed for the attention. She had, after all, saved an entire race not just once, but twice. If that didn’t count toward being deserving of some adulation, nothing was. And when she had her powers back . . . 
 
    Lhaurel felt the absence of her magic now even more than she had since that first moment of fear upon waking up without them. Those first few days, travelling along in the wagons, she’d been either too scared or too confused to really consider the absence of her magic much outside of the context of it leaving her weaponless. It had grown from that, but had still remained something she could easily ignore, something she thought about only when Talha reminded her of the fact that she would die without it or when she was in a situation—like at the ocean—where she felt its absence prevented her from truly experiencing something. 
 
    In truth, a small part of her welcomed the absence, some part of her that perhaps even questioned whether or not it was better without them. Both those voices were now gone. It had started slowly at first, a simple longing, a gnawing at her desires, but within a week of boarding the barge, Lhaurel craved the return of her abilities like a starving man desired food. When Lhaurel had mentioned this to Talha, she’d guessed the desire had spiked when she’d healed Lhaurel from the head wound she’d received when she’d fallen on the initial launch from the locks. 
 
    They’d passed through a second set of locks that marked their entering the Central Dominion the night before. Lhaurel had been asleep for the actual transition and hadn’t seen the town through which they’d passed, a place called Effarve, though she had heard from her priestesses that it was at least three times larger than Geithoorn. 
 
    Lhaurel now knew the name of each of the priestesses with her. She’d made a point of speaking to each of them in turn, despite Talha’s stern disapproval. The priestesses worked tirelessly at the rails, using their wetta abilities to keep the craft moving safely along at quick, consistent speed. Only once had there been any sort of mishap, and that had been the fault of the foolish bargeman who had tried to pass them late at night wishing, waiting for the right moment to do so. Lhaurel felt she owed them at least the courtesy of knowing their names in honor of them working themselves to the point of exhaustion. They all shared one of the cabins when not working the rails, while Lhaurel and Talha each had their own. Lhaurel wondered how they managed to fit upwards of six women at one time in the tiny, cramped space, but not one of them ever complained. 
 
    “Lhaurel,” Talha said, snapping Lhaurel out of her thoughts and back to the moment at hand. 
 
    Talha sat on the bed, ink-stained hands folded in her lap. Rain made a steady patter of sound outside the open door where Lhaurel sat, back pressed up against one wall of her small cabin, absently rubbing the small blemish that had appeared on the back of her hand a few days before. 
 
    When Lhaurel had shown the mark to Talha, the woman had simply smiled and nodded as if were to be expected. In truth, it had been expected, but all it had done was amplify Lhaurel’s desire to get her powers back. 
 
    “Sorry, Talha, what was that?” Lhaurel said. They’d been talking about the Great Houses again, but Lhaurel’s mind had drifted off about the time they got to naming the major members of each family and how they were all related to one another. She had no idea how they’d all managed to live long enough to have to use terms like third or fourth cousins. Among the Rahuli, even one living aunt or uncle was hard to find. 
 
    “The Great Houses, Lhaurel, can you name them?” 
 
    “Yes. Kelkott, Ahkon, Mydan, Leyhend, Burget, Creager, Tingey, Sonswen, and Chacin.” 
 
    “And what do they control?” 
 
    “Economic trade, the laws and judicial body of the Empire, and the military not in service to the Sisters.” 
 
    Talha nodded. “Well, at least you have the basics down. Your priestesses can assist you with the rest in your first Devotions and during the times when you have to meet with supplicants.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Those who come to worship the Progression. Your followers. Believers.” 
 
    “You’ve never mentioned that part before,” Lhaurel said, not even trying to hide her frustration. 
 
    “There has not been sufficient time. There is no need to worry yourself over much with it. Most will take what they will from your words regardless of what you actually say. It is the burden of those who speak or teach to be misinterpreted.” 
 
    “You say things like that all the time,” Lhaurel snapped, her frustration with being stuck inside the cabin and her own restless insecurities finally boiling over. “Maybe you don’t worry about it, but I do. I have no idea what I’m doing or why I’m even doing this. Part of me wants to tell you to go jump into the canal and forget me acting like one of your Sisters.” 
 
    Talha raised an eyebrow and steepled her fingers before her, regarding Lhaurel intently over them. 
 
    “You’re doing this because if you do not, the Rahuli people will die. Sellia will take great delight in killing them. She did not want to leave them behind. They’re a threat. A liability. It was only because she did not think they would survive the winter that she even considered it at all.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt a chill run through her. She’d already known why she was doing it, saw the faces each time she closed her eyes. Getting to Estrelar meant saving her people, but that was secondary now. Getting to Estrelar was about becoming a Sister and regaining her powers. The Rahuli were safe for now. It wasn’t as if the Sisters would trudge back up to where they’d left the Rahuli just out of spite, not so soon after leaving. Still, hearing the emotionless, factual statements from Talha cut away her frustration faster than a sailfin pack could strip flesh off a body. Maybe they would actually do it just to spite her. Sellia might, at least. 
 
    “I think you may be surprised,” Lhaurel said, carefully, looking down at her hand. “The Rahuli are stronger than you give them credit for. And Sellia would have been hard pressed to get me to cooperate if she hadn’t agreed.” 
 
    Talha laughed. It was a cold, bitter sound. “You have no idea what you’re saying, child. Sellia is the greatest of us all, which is why she has been head of the Seven Sisters for longer than I’ve been alive. If you had not agreed, she would have simply forced you into subservience and compliance. She does not stand for arguments unless faced off against a majority of the Sisters. And in this,” Talha gave Lhaurel a very pointed look, “she would have faced none. No, child, you would not have been difficult to persuade. Any true follower of Honor’s Path is easy to manipulate. You simply have to threaten those they love.” 
 
    Lhaurel rankled at the words. Not just a part of her. All of her, even the part instilled in her by Elyana’s memories. 
 
    Talha continued. 
 
    “But that is beside the point. You are right. These are things you will worry about anyway, regardless of if you should or not. It is the way of things. I forget, after almost three centuries as a Sister, what it is like to be a new one. I will prepare a list for you, of everything you will do once we get to Estrelar. For now, I ask that you trust me and learn what I have to teach in the order I teach it.” 
 
    “Trust is more precious than water.” Lhaurel said. The response rolled off her tongue before she’d even really thought about it, but even if she had, the statement was true. She didn’t trust Talha. Not in the least. 
 
    Talha cocked her head to the side and reached for a book and quill. “What was that?” 
 
    “Trust is more precious than water?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Beautiful expression. It probably flows a little better in the Rahuli tongue, though,” Talha said, making notes with quick strokes in her book. “I suppose it goes back to the climate there and a reference to the scarcity of water and its high value. The price of water. Hmm . . . that is quite the grand expression indeed. For the desert, I mean. Here, water is easier to come by than just about anything.” 
 
    Lhaurel blinked and shook her head. She’d gotten used to Talha’s sudden topic changes and tangents in the middle of conversations, but when the woman stumbled across new bits of information about either the Rahuli as a people or the Sharani Desert, Talha’s eagerness rose to an entirely different level. The serious, matter-of-fact Sister was gone, replaced by the eager, curious scholar. 
 
    “You know, the Sharani Arena didn’t start off as a desert,” Talha continued, not looking up from her book. “According to our histories, that was a result of the genesauri monsters being introduced into the environment.” Talha paused and looked up, glancing at Lhaurel as if to gauge her reaction. Lhaurel kept her face purposefully blank and Talha turned back to her note taking. “The heat created when they generate the electricity to levitate dried out the soil and turned it into the desert you know. One can only postulate on why it ended up red, though.” 
 
    “Blood,” Lhaurel said. “The sands were stained red by the blood of generations. That’s what the Roterralar said, anyway.” 
 
    “Roterralar?” 
 
    “A clan there. They said the sands are stained by blood. I—I think I knew, when I came into my powers. I could feel it, there at the end, when I destroyed the genesauri.” Lhaurel shivered as the memories of the Oasis filled her mind. 
 
    “Indeed, that is possible, though I personally doubt it,” Talha mused, sucking on the end of her quill. “No matter, though. We will get to the end of this eventually. For now, let’s get back to your studies, yes?” 
 
    Lhaurel groaned, but glanced out the open door. Rain pounded against the barge’s deck. Looking back to Talha, she gave up and nodded in agreement.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: Farah of the Skies 
 
    “How did the Progressions come to be, and how does following a dictate of an ideal subject to an internal definition create an external result which yields an unending sense of purpose, yet halts forward progression?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 19, Year 1259 
 
    Farah was already gone when Gavin awoke just before dawn the next morning. Evrouin and his wife were still in bed and it appeared that Shallee had managed to make it back into her room at some point later that morning. Gavin arched his back, stretching sore muscles, and quickly dressed. He buckled on his greatsword and felt its familiar weight settle against his leg. He didn’t particularly care for the weapon, but he hung onto it for purely sentimental reasons. His parents had died trying to discover the truth of the legends behind this sword. It had supposedly been a weapon that would unite the clans. It had united them, in the end, but Gavin wasn’t sure the cost had been worth it or if the sword itself really had anything to do with it. 
 
    Throwing on his cloak, Gavin headed out the door without stopping for a bite to eat. The meal he’d shared with Tadeo the night before still sat in his stomach and he wasn’t hungry. Besides, judging by the thin tendrils of dawn spearing the blackened sky to the east, he was already running late. He broke into a jog, breath puffing into mist around him. The cold air bit at his face and exposed hands. His cloak billowed out behind him like a cape. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he reached the eyrie, lungs burning and his face so numb he thought he would feel ice crystalizing on it if his fingers had any feeling left. Tadeo stood near where the rockslide started, looking up toward the cavern with expressionless features. He was clad differently than Gavin had ever seen him before. Thick, hardened leather armor covered his chest, which lay over a simple grey-brown tunic beneath, which belted at the waist to hold his short sword at his hip. Leather guards covered each of his forearms, though the sleeves on his tunic were short, leaving his upper arm mostly exposed to the elements. Similar bracers covered his shins though the leg guards were hard leather like the breastplate with straps holding them in place over loose pants of a similar cloth as the undershirt. He wore boots, but no cloak and also had his bow and a quiver of arrows with him, strapped to his back. 
 
    “You are late,” Tadeo said without turning to look at him. “This thing is not good for a leader.” 
 
    Gavin grunted, unable to catch his breath enough to talk. 
 
    “Where is your armor?” 
 
    “I—” Gavin gasped. “I don’t have any.” 
 
    Tadeo frowned, the lines at the corners of his eyes deepening with the movement. “This thing is not good. Proper warriors should have armor and be properly attired. You must speak to the supply master about this thing. You and your people need armor and proper clothing.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, walking up to him now that he had his breathing under control. His face still felt numb. 
 
    “I agree. I also think you should teach some of my people how to use that.” Gavin pointed at the bow on Tadeo’s back. 
 
    Tadeo turned to regard him. “I can do this thing. The bow is a difficult weapon to master, but I will try.” 
 
    Gavin frowned and would have continued, but just then three aevians burst from the eyrie and flew toward them. The lead aevian, Gavin recognized it as Nabil, screamed a fierce cry that was almost deafening. The trio landed in a flurry of wings and dust and Farah leapt from the back of her aevian. She hit the ground in a cloud of dust, cloak flaring out around her. She’d found a sword somewhere, which was belted to her waist. Gavin smiled at her, feeling a wash of several different emotions course through him. 
 
    “About time you got here,” she said, freezing the smile on Gavin’s lips. “Nabil was getting hard to contain.” 
 
    Nabil made a soft, chirping sound and ambled forward, looking awkward as always on the ground. Gavin reached up and scratched the feathers under his beak. 
 
    “Sorry,” Gavin mumbled. 
 
    Farah smiled at him. 
 
    “Stars above,” Tadeo said, looking up at Nabil, who stood only a few feet away from him now. “Great glory to the Paths! These are magnificent beasts.” 
 
    Farah laughed and pulled a rather battered looking harness down from Talyshan’s back, then tossed it to Tadeo. “Put this on. I’ll show you how to attach it to the saddle so you won’t fall off.” 
 
    Tadeo looked down at the harness in his hands. “How will we do this thing? I must lead you to where the army is hidden and I have never before ridden one of these great birds.” 
 
    “Your aevian is trained to follow me,” Farah said. “But just shout when we need to turn. Your hands will be free. When it is time to land, do this and point.” She made a gesture of a raised fist, arm bent horizontal to the ground. 
 
    “This thing will work.” 
 
    Gavin put on his own harness over his cloak. He noticed Farah watching him and stumbled on the buckle of one of the straps at his chest. She smiled and her eyes seemed to dance, though she didn’t say anything. At least she wasn’t upset with him. Gavin had worried she would be after his conversation with Shallee. 
 
    Nabil seemed eager to be off, shifting his footing as Gavin tried to leap up into the saddle. Gavin almost fell, but caught himself and hauled his body back up into the saddle. Nabil ruffled his feathers and bobbed his head a few times. 
 
    “Easy, easy,” Gavin said, patting him on the neck as he snapped in the leads. 
 
    After some small instruction from Farah and an initial direction from Tadeo, they launched. Gavin had expected Tadeo to protest Farah’s accompanying them, but he said nothing. Gavin glanced back at him as the icy wind bit into his exposed flesh and stung at his eyes. Tadeo gripped the pommel of his saddle with one hand, the other resting against his knee. He seemed far calmer than he’d initially appeared, a lot less nervous than Gavin had ever been. Pulling his gaze back to ahead of him, Gavin hunched down in his cloak, trying to ignore the cold. 
 
    They flew southeast for almost an hour, leaving the valley far behind. Gavin felt as if his entire body had turned to ice and wondered more than once how Tadeo could stand the cold without the protection of a cloak. The mountains reared up around them as they flew, though Tadeo directed them back to the southeast each time they diverted around a particularly large peak. They passed over a river at one point, though it was completely frozen over and reflected the early morning light dully back up at them. Gavin had never seen so much ice in one place and marveled at what that meant for the approaching winter. The cold was already unbearable and Tadeo had implied it would get far worse yet. 
 
    After another hour, Tadeo signaled them to shift southward and they flew that direction for several more hours, hugging the edge of the mountain range. The sun was getting close to its peak by the time Tadeo signaled them to land. Gavin leaned forward, following Farah and Talyshan toward a sheltered outcropping of rock. Nabil protested, flapping his wings a few more times and refusing to descend. 
 
    “Come on, curse you,” Gavin said, leaning further forward and trying to keep his teeth from chattering. “Dive.” 
 
    Nabil made a small noise of protest, but folded his wings and turned downward into a dive. Gavin’s eyes watered from the sting of the wind rushing passed him, almost forgetting to brace himself when Nabil landed among the trees, pulling out of the dive at the last possible moment. He heard Tadeo land behind him and unhooked the leads from Nabil’s saddle. Nabil stretched his wings and leaned back, nearly knocking Gavin from his saddle. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Gavin asked, clutching the pommel of the saddle with one hand. Nabil folded his wings and leaned back down, making a small, unapologetic noise. 
 
    “He gets restless when you don’t fly with him much,” Farah said, walking up to him as Gavin slid from the saddle. “He’s just letting you know how he feels.” 
 
    “I got the message.” 
 
    Farah raised an eyebrow at him, then shook her head, a small smile on her lips as she walked by to help Tadeo. 
 
    “You must not be talking loudly,” Tadeo said, hopping down from his aevian on his own before Farah could reach him. “The army is close. Their scouts could be near.” 
 
    “Why did we land so close, then?” Farah whispered. 
 
    “Here is the only place where birds can hide,” Tadeo answered, taking out his bow and stringing it in a few quick movements. “Now be quiet. Follow me and do only what I do. Will these birds stay here and silent?” 
 
    Farah nodded and whistled two low, quiet notes. The aevians all looked over at her in clear acknowledgement. 
 
    “Follow,” Tadeo said, and they followed him out. 
 
    Gavin walked close behind Tadeo, matching his steps as best he could. The man moved with a grace and surety of step that made Gavin feel clumsy and foolish. Gavin kept having to hold his cloak tight to keep it from snagging on branches or getting caught on rocks. Farah followed along behind Gavin. Once, Gavin signaled for her to move ahead of him and let him take the rear, but she’d leveled such a look of absolute disgust at him that he’d given up and let her stay where she was. 
 
    They picked their way through the trees carefully, Tadeo ahead with an arrow set to the string of his bow. Every now and then he would signal for them to stop. As Gavin and Farah froze, Tadeo would cast his gaze about or else simply close his eyes and listen intently to the distant, indistinct noises. Every time he eventually motioned for them to move on again. At one point, they clambered up the side of a cliff face, coming to rest on a small rise half covered in some short, thick plants that grew like a small wall at one end of the ridge. The space was just big enough for the three of them to squeeze into. Tadeo held a finger to his lips and then pointed to a small gap in the undergrowth. 
 
    Gavin crept forward, giving Farah space to approach with him. Together, they peered out through the gap in the brush. The ridge they were on lay high along the side of a mountain and offered them a perfect view of the massive flat plain before them. Grasses grew in long brown swaths across the plains, interrupted by spaces of brown earth completely bare of life. On the far southwestern horizon Gavin saw something glinting, like light reflecting off metal, but it was too far away to make out. However, the ridge gave them a perfect view of the camp erected right in the middle of plains. 
 
    Hundreds of tents were pitched in neat rows ten deep and fifteen wide per section. Soldiers in red armor scurried about like insects over food, carrying out the business of the army camp. Fires blazed in multiple areas and the glint of light off metal weaponry flashed like the stars at night. Gavin sucked in a sharp breath. They were right there, less than a mile away. Gavin had secretly hoped Tadeo and Samsin had been lying, or mistaken at the very least, but the truth was looking back at him across the plains. 
 
    At one end of the camp, a group of at least two hundred archers practiced their coordinated attacks. Though it was too far away to hear the sound, Gavin watched as all two hundred put arrows to string and then launched one massive volley. Arrows darkened the sky in that region. Another volley was in the air, all two hundred again, before the first arrows struck ground. Gavin pulled back from the edge, though the image of their scarlet uniforms and coordinated, devastating attack lingered in his mind. 
 
    “How many?” Gavin whispered, his voice barely more than the sound of the breeze. 
 
    Tadeo held up three fingers and gestured as if to say a great many. Three thousand. That was over half as many soldiers alone as the entire estimated population of the valley 
 
    Tadeo gestured that they should leave and Gavin tapped Farah’s leg. She scooted back and got up, following them back down the way they had come. Going back seemed faster than coming in, though it was likely more the fact that Gavin’s mind was busy working on what to do about the army than paying attention to where he was going. 
 
    They were far enough away from the army itself that he figured they were safe. When they reached the aevians again, Gavin still hadn’t managed to come to any sort of a decision. Nabil made a soft noise of greeting as they approached. 
 
    “This thing,” Tadeo said. “The army. You are convinced now?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “They’re only sending out patrols in our direction,” Farah said, expression grim. “And rather frequently too, I’d imagine.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “The grass. It was bent down in long paths, but only heading toward the mountains.” 
 
    “This thing is true. You are most observant, Farah of the skies.” Tadeo said. 
 
    “How far do their patrols go out? Do they get close to the valley?” 
 
    “They go far. Sometimes, they come close as two hours’ quick march from the valley.” Tadeo said. “I do not know how they have not found us yet. This thing is not hard. Brisson’s patrols are not hiding their movements well.” 
 
    Gavin ran a hand through his hair, for a moment even forgetting the cold. “We can discuss this back in the valley. Cobb and Evrouin should be a part of this discussion. Let’s go.” 
 
    Farah and Tadeo both nodded. Gavin kept his expression even, but was sure the grim acceptance in Farah and Tadeo’s eyes was also mirrored in his own. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin strode through the valley trying hard not to ignore the people around him. When he’d set out for the valley, he’d intended to meet with Cobb and Evrouin as his first course of action, but as he’d flown back, the sun slowly sinking in the sky to their left, he’d realized he didn’t have a plan. So when they landed back in the eyrie, Gavin had excused himself and started walking, allowing his mind to mull over the problem at hand. Neither Farah nor Tadeo tried to stop him, though Farah had given him a quick kiss on the cheek before he left the eyrie. That spot on his jaw still felt warm. 
 
    He doubted they would stay there. Farah was going to find Cobb and Evrouin, despite her feelings for the man, and Tadeo—Gavin didn’t really know what the man was going to do. Wait for Gavin’s answer, he hoped. 
 
    Gavin himself was still trying to figure out what he was going to do. 
 
    Men and women moved back as Gavin passed through the streets. Gavin hadn’t noticed it before, but now that he was watching for it, now that Tadeo had pointed it out to him, he saw the looks of awe. A plump, dark-haired woman bent down and whispered something to a small boy near her, gesturing toward Gavin as he walked by. The boy’s eyes widened and he started whispering back, jumping up and down and pointing with chubby fingers. A tall, scarred man nodded at him as he passed, eyes wet. A group of women about Gavin’s age smiled at him and then broke into a fit of giggles when they noticed he was watching. Gavin had to force himself not to flush. Everywhere he walked the people noticed him, saw him, pointed him out. Tadeo was right. They didn’t move out of the way because they were frightened or intimidated by him. They moved out of respect. 
 
    “There you are!” a voice shouted. Benji darted out of a space between two huts, dodging around a pair of other children as he darted toward Gavin. Gavin couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. 
 
    “You weren’t at your hut this morning,” Benji said, tone accusatory. “I waited and waited, but you didn’t come out.” 
 
    “I left early this morning,” Gavin said, not slowing. Benji fell into step alongside him, which only served to increase the whispers around them. 
 
    How had he missed their looks before? Had he really been that focused on ignoring them? No, he’d simply been focused on keeping his own people safe. It had just gotten a lot bigger than that. Gavin felt a sudden weight settle on his shoulders. 
 
    “Where’d you go? I was waiting since dawn and then ran around the whole place looking for you when I realized you weren’t coming out ‘cause you’d left already.” 
 
    “I had things I needed to do. Alone,” Gavin said, noticing another group of children pointing and gawking at him. “I didn’t have time to wait for you.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Benji said. “Just leave me behind. Everyone always does.” 
 
    Gavin, who’d only been half paying attention to the boy, stopped and looked down just in time to see Benji dash off into the crowd. 
 
    “Benji!?” 
 
    The boy didn’t stop. He vanished around a corner. 
 
    Gavin sighed and scratched at his beard. What had he done to make the boy so upset? One more thing to have to worry about. He shook his head and pushed thoughts of Benji out of his mind. There were more pressing matters at hand. 
 
    He started walking again, only then realizing that he’d come to a decision. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shaw looked up as Gavin walked into the entryway of Brisson’s administration building. A few young boys waited next to his desk, ready to carry messages or run simple errands. They all turned to regard him as well. 
 
    “What do you want?” Shaw asked. “The other woman came in and got the work duties already.” 
 
    “Who came?” 
 
    “The short, blonde girl. Can I help you?” Shaw’s voice was ice and his posture was clearly hostile. 
 
    “I need to see Brisson.” What had Farah been doing here getting the work duties? She’d been by here before dawn? 
 
    “He’s busy right now—” Shaw began, but Gavin cut him off, temper flaring. 
 
    “I didn’t ask if he was available to see me,” Gavin said, stepping up to the desk, one hand resting on this hilt of his sword. “And I didn’t ask if he was busy. I said I needed to see him.” Gavin stepped around the desk as the messenger boys started whispering among themselves. 
 
    “Now see here,” Shaw said, but Gavin ignored him. He stepped up to Brisson’s door and tried the handle, finding it unlocked. Still ignoring Shaw’s protests, Gavin shoved it open and stepped inside. 
 
    Brisson sat at his table, the surface still covered in mounds of papers and miscellaneous items. This time, however, Brisson had a small wooden box bound with iron sitting open in front of him instead of just papers. Small, metal disks of various colors glinted in the lamplight from within. Brisson looked up, snapping the box shut as soon as he saw Gavin standing in the doorway. 
 
    “You and I need to talk,” Gavin said before Brisson could even open his mouth. Gavin shut the door behind him. “I know about the Orinai army.” 
 
    Brisson looked at him with open surprise, hand frozen on the lid of the box. He glanced down at his hand, as if realizing it was unmoving there, and then pulled it away, looking up at Gavin with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Gavin felt his lips twist into a scowl. The stress and indecision that had plagued him all day and that had settled squarely onto him after seeing the army earlier that day bled into complete and absolute frustration. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me, Brisson,” Gavin said, striding up to the edge of the man’s desk in several long steps. Brisson leaned back, though he kept one hand on top of the iron-bound box. “I know Tadeo has spoken to you about this. The army is there. I saw it with my own eyes.” 
 
    Brisson narrowed his eyes. “You’re right. He did tell me. But there’s nothing we can do about it. I will not have my people living in terror and chaos, never knowing if one moment could be their last. Winter is just a few short weeks away. The snows will make passage up here to the valley impassable and give us the time to prepare.” 
 
    “You mean give me the time to make your people into warriors,” Gavin said. He’d come to that realization a little earlier, when Benji had run away. 
 
    “If it comes to that,” Brisson said, “which it won’t. The Orinai are a lazy, impatient people. They will grow tired of the cold after the first real storm. There is a reason this area here in the north is unpopulated.” 
 
    “Are you really that stupid?” Gavin asked, his frustration giving him license to be blunt. “That is the very reason why they’ll come for us before winter sets in. Unless we do something to deter them, they’ll be here before the first storms. We may already be too late.” 
 
    “They have to find us first.” 
 
    “It’s a wonder they haven’t yet. Their patrols have brought them as close as an hour away from the valley’s mouth. The smell of the dining hall alone should have let them know exactly where we are.” 
 
    “It won’t come to that.” Brisson shifted in his seat, not meeting Gavin’s eyes. He got to his feet, picking up the box with a grunt and setting it on the floor behind the desk. The metal disks inside it clinked. 
 
    “You can’t know that. You’ve got to start preparing your people now.” 
 
    Brisson spun back toward Gavin and slammed a fist down on the table, knocking papers askew. He leaned toward Gavin, finally showing some spirit. 
 
    “Do you know what it was like for my people, living their lives as slaves? Their lives were meaningless to the people they served. Beatings, death, abuse. Just for living. They’d wake up each day knowing any moment could and likely would be their last.” 
 
    Gavin almost stepped away from the sudden, fierce words. 
 
    Brisson leaned further forward, voice rising to almost a shout. “Hope was a luxury they never had. Happiness was something they could only dream about, something they didn’t even understand because every time they got a taste of it, it was snatched away. Family was a meaningless, broken word. A child could be sent away or sold. A friend, lover, mother, sister, brother, or babe could be beaten to death before your eyes and you would just have to sit there and watch it happen unless you wanted to join them.” Brisson raised a hand and then jabbed it downward, index finger extended toward the ground. “Here they are free. Here they have hope for their children. Here they can be their own people. I will not take that away from them.” 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth, his brain finally catching up with this surprise, but Brisson turned and jabbed his finger at Gavin instead. 
 
    “The Orinai are here for you. You and your people. Your actions brought this threat to my people. Nikanor died protecting you. Do your job now, and protect his.” 
 
    Gavin recoiled from the venom in Brisson’s voice. “That’s what I’m trying to do. Prepare your people.” 
 
    “No,” Brisson snapped. “You’re trying to destroy their hope. You will lead the Orinai army away. I don’t care how you do it, but keep them away from this valley until winter sets in. Then I will talk to the people. Until then, do your job and protect them.” 
 
    Gavin just stood there. Part of what Brisson had said was completely and irrevocably wrong. There were so many things wrong with what Brisson had said, so many holes in his reasoning. But the emotions of it. They resonated within him. The Rahuli had never dealt with having their families sold or taken from them by others, but they had known the sting of death. They’d known the fear and horror of broken families, of lost hope, of no hope. Gavin himself knew what it was like to be useless. But that had changed. 
 
    “Two weeks,” Gavin said. He kept his voice resolute and emotionless, not backing down. “I will give you two weeks. My people and I will patrol and do what we can to keep the Orinai army away from this valley. After that, and if we’re all still alive by then, I will tell them myself, if you don’t.” 
 
    Brisson’s eyes narrowed, but his fist on the table slowly unclenched. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and left. What Brisson had said, what he’d done, went against everything Gavin would have considered the correct course of action in this situation, but the man had, at least, given Gavin a plan. And opened Gavin’s eyes.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: Us and Them 
 
    “After seven centuries, there has been little real advancement in the Orinai way of life.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 16, Year 1101 
 
    Gavin found Farah, Cobb, and Evrouin at the edge of the open stretch of land between where the populated part of the valley ended and the eyrie began. It was a long, if narrow strip completely devoid of life. Tadeo was there as well and the four of them huddled around a small fire they’d built. Gavin only took the briefest moment to marvel at the wonder in being able to build a fire like that whenever one wished. Tadeo looked over at him as he approached, Gavin’s boots crunching on the gravel that. The others followed Tadeo’s gaze. Farah smiled when she saw him. 
 
    “Where’d you run off to, boy?” Cobb grunted. “The girl here tells us there’s an army of Orinai only a couple hours’ flight away from here?” 
 
    “My name is Gavin.” He pointed over at Farah. “Her name is Farah. I respect you, Cobb, by using your name. I expect that same courtesy in return.” 
 
    Cobb looked affronted, bushy grey eyebrows scrunching together like a little cloud above his eyes, but he nodded. “Alright, Gavin.” 
 
    Gavin turned away from him, not bothering to worry about his reactions for now. None of them had the time. It had taken Gavin nearly an hour to get to their designated meeting place, an hour where he had time to stew, plan, and realize how much he needed to change. 
 
    “Farah,” Gavin said, turning to her. “Shaw says you took the duty assignments this morning.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Farah said, expression quizzical. “I assigned some of the mystics out to help the smiths and asked Shallee to take care of the rest of it.” 
 
    “Good. From now on, I want Shallee to be responsible for that. She’s good at interacting with the others here and knows what our people needs probably better than any of us do. Please tell her.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    Gavin turned to Cobb and Evrouin. The former’s earlier affronted look had been replaced by simple curiosity. “You two need to form up your squads as quickly as possible. Cobb, I want regular foot patrols out around the mouth of the valley at all times. If you need more men, take who you will. Tadeo will have some of his men join your patrols for a few days until they get used to the terrain.” 
 
    “Yes, Gavin.” Cobb said. Gavin glanced over at Tadeo, who nodded. Gavin hadn’t asked permission and wasn’t going to. Still, he was glad Tadeo didn’t argue the point. 
 
    “Evrouin, you and I will be taking out air patrols. We’ve got to distract the army and keep them from finding the valley until the snows set in.” 
 
    “They’re not just going to up and walk away, Gavin,” Evrouin said. “What’ll we do when the snow melts?” 
 
    “We’ll take care of that when the time comes,” Gavin said. “For now, let’s focus on keeping the army occupied and this valley safely hidden.” 
 
    “What about Brisson?” Tadeo said. “He will need to tell the people this thing. They must plan how to escape, if all goes badly.” His voice was calm and steady, without the slightest hint of emotion. Gavin had no idea how to read him. 
 
    “He won’t tell them,” Gavin said. “I just spoke to him. He’s convinced the people will panic and throw themselves into chaos if they knew the army was out there.” Gavin hesitated, then continued. “He says it’s our fault they’re even here at all and it’s our job to take care of it.” 
 
    “That sands cursed fool,” Evrouin snapped. “He’s going to get us all killed.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Farah agreed, which surprised Gavin. “What are we supposed to do with only a few dozen warriors against an army that size?” 
 
    “How are we supposed to get help from these people if they don’t even know what it is we’re protecting them from?” Cobb added, starting almost before Farah had finished. 
 
    Gavin held up a hand and the others quieted, though Evrouin still looked belligerent. It was a testament to how Gavin had progressed as a leader that the man held his tongue. At least Gavin was going to assume that’s what it meant. 
 
    “I gave him two weeks. He’s convinced the snows will come in that time and that will close off all access to the valley. I’ll tell the people myself, then. Then we’ll be able to prepare while protected by the snows.” Gavin looked toward Tadeo. “Will the snows really offer that much protection?” 
 
    “This thing is true,” Tadeo said. “Snows will come soon and offer shelter from Orinai. Is sure thing.” 
 
    Gavin nodded. “Good.” 
 
    “Well that just makes it all that much better,” Evrouin said. “Two weeks and then we’ll be covered in snow and locked up in here. What’s to stop Brisson from turning his people against us when you make him look the fool? We should take our people and go.” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Evrouin growled. “Somewhere far from here.” 
 
    “You’d leave them here to die?” Farah asked. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, but drew everyone’s attention right to her as if she had shouted. 
 
    “If it saves my wife, my clan, and my people, yes.” 
 
    “And what about my family, my people? What about them when the genesauri came? What about them when you sided with Kaiden? What about the children, and the women, and the families?” Farah’s voice rose with each word and Gavin saw tears forming in her eyes. 
 
    Evrouin shifted and didn’t meet her eyes. “I can’t think like that,” Evrouin said. “It’s me and them. What protects me and mine is right. It’s them or us. That’s the way things are.” 
 
    Gavin held up a hand to stop Farah before she could continue the fight. “They are us,” Gavin said, “even if we don’t look the same. They know the pain of broken families, the despair of not having hope. Look at them sometime, Evrouin. Really look at them. They see us as heroes, as figures from legend. We’re the hope and dream of what they want to be. We can’t abandon them.” 
 
    Evrouin looked up and Gavin was shocked to see tears in the man’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that? When I look at the children in the streets, I see my son’s eyes staring back at me. He died when he was only four years old. The genesauri got him because there wasn’t anyone there to protect him. Not me, not the Roterralar, no one. There are no heroes, Gavin.” 
 
    Evrouin turned and pointed a finger at Farah, a tear spilling out of the bottom of his eye and slipping down the side of his craggy cheek. “You think I don’t know how you feel about me? That I can’t see the hatred in your eyes? You think I don’t know that I did a terrible, despicable thing in siding with Kaiden? I didn’t know what he was planning to do, at first, but he promised us safety. He promised us that no one else would have to die. He promised me my family, what was left of it, wouldn’t have to suffer anymore loss.” 
 
    “He was wrong,” Farah said. 
 
    Evrouin’s hand slowly dropped to his side. “I know. And so was I.” 
 
    None of them spoke for a long moment, the silence as powerful as any of the words that had come before it. 
 
    “I still don’t trust you,” Cobb interrupted. It was as if his words broke a pane of glass. The calm reservation and stillness that had settled over them shattered into a million jagged, tiny pieces. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Gavin said. “You just need to work together. Evrouin, I need you. We need you. We can’t do it without you. This is your chance to come back from the edge.” 
 
    Evrouin didn’t look at him, but he nodded. 
 
    “Good. What you said is something we’ll have to deal with though. Brisson will try and turn the people against us, I’m almost certain, but we can change their minds. They already think of us as legends and heroes. We simply have to become them.” 
 
    “How will you do this thing?” Tadeo asked. He’d remained silent throughout their exchange. There was no way he could have followed the details of the conversation, but regardless of his own curiosity, he’d retained his questions for himself. 
 
    “By reminding them who we are,” Gavin said. “Warriors. And we need to look and act the part. We have to be their heroes.” 
 
    Slowly, they all looked at him. Tadeo frowned, but didn’t argue. Evrouin met his gaze and nodded. Farah smiled. Cobb looked tired and worn out, but he met Gavin’s eyes and nodded as well. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Several hours later, Gavin walked out of the supply building with the last piece of his plan firmly set in motion. Farah was meeting with Shallee to organize the women while Evrouin, Cobb, and Tadeo were gathering their patrols. They all knew which men would be a part of which unit, but they had to be gathered. And outfitted. 
 
    Uniforms had been a main part of Gavin’s plan to start at least looking more like warriors. He’d gotten the idea from the Orinai army and the Honor Squad that had come to kill them in the Sharani Desert. The uniformity of their appearance and the way they acted spoke of a lethality only fighters possessed. And it was what the former Orinai slaves expected to see from soldiers and warriors. The Rahuli uniforms would be different, of a necessity, but they would be uniforms and standards Brisson’s people would easily recognize and identify as belonging to warriors. Farah was confident that she and the other women could have at least enough to outfit the patrols already established, twenty-four men altogether, ready by morning. Gavin had just finished securing boots, hardened leather armor, and matching dark green cloaks. 
 
    Gavin hoped it would be enough. Though he’d acted confident and stern with the others, inside he knew that he was spitting into the wind and hoping it wouldn’t come back and hit him in the face. Ever since he’d seen that army out there, since Tadeo had told him, a small seed of fear had formed in the pit of his stomach. Everything else that had gone on since then had helped him confront and deal with it, but the fear had been there, slowly sprouting within him. Between that and the pressure of knowing thousands of lives rested on his shoulders, Gavin felt exhaustion seeping through him as the dark tendrils of night started to spread across the sky 
 
    He avoided the buildings and the people as much as he could, walking toward the lower half of the valley. When he reached the ridge and the switchbacks on the trail leading down into the plains where Tadeo made his home, Gavin almost missed the small figure sitting on the edge of the cliff, legs hanging over the side and dangling in the air. 
 
    “Benji?” 
 
    The boy looked over at Gavin, the evening light casting long shadows across his face that highlighted his scars. “Oh,” he said, voice hollow. “It’s you. What do you want?” 
 
    After everything that had gone on that day, the hostility in the question caught him completely unprepared. For a moment, Gavin floundered to come with an answer, then simply sighed and gave up. He walked over and sat down next to the boy, kicking his legs out over the side of the cliff. It wasn’t very tall here, only ten or eleven feet down to the valley below. Gavin picked up a rock and dropped it over the edge, feeling a small surge of satisfaction as it hit the rocks below with a clatter. 
 
    “I thought I’d toss some rocks off the cliff here,” Gavin said, picking up another rock and dropping over the edge. It clattered onto its companions below and bounced down the slope. Gavin picked up another rock. 
 
    “Want to give it a try?” Gavin asked, holding out the rock. 
 
    Benji gave him a flat look so full of condescension it almost made Gavin laugh. Instead, Gavin shrugged. 
 
    “Alright then, more rocks for me,” He tossed the rock over the edge, this time sending it a little further out from the lip. It rolled a good twenty feet after hitting the rocks below. A gust of wind picked up and tugged at the edge of Gavin’s cloak. He shivered. 
 
    “You know, it’s not even that cold yet,” Benji said. “If you’re shivering already, you’re in trouble when winter really comes.” 
 
    Gavin shrugged and held up his hands. “The Sharani Desert is a hot place, was a hot place. You know, even though it was hellish there, I miss it sometimes. It was all I had.” 
 
    Benji rubbed a hand across his face, passing beneath both eyes and smearing wet grime across both cheeks. 
 
    “At least you had a place to miss.” 
 
    Gavin looked down at the boy, once again seeing the scars there. He remembered Brisson’s words about broken families and his earlier suspicions about Benji’s supposed family. Looking closer, he realized Benji was wearing the same clothes he always wore. It wasn’t just another pair of the same clothes, but the actual same outfit. It was worn, frayed, and poorly patched in places with crude stitches and mismatched cloth colors. His feet were bare and dirty, but looked as tough as boot leather. 
 
    “You don’t have a home or a family anymore, do you Benji?” Gavin said. 
 
    Benji sniffed and turned away. Gavin wanted to reach out and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, but just as he moved to do so, Benji reached out and picked up a rock. Face twisted, he threw the rock as hard as he could down into the valley. It sailed out over the path on the far side of the pass leading down into the valley and smacked hard against the wall before falling back to the ground and rolling down the incline. It came to rest further down the path, almost lost from sight. 
 
    “My mother died a few years ago,” Benji said, looking down at his feet dangling out over the edge of the cliff. “She weren’t old, but one day she just didn’t get up. The slave masters came before I got up and I saw them carrying her away. I knew she was dead; I’d seen death afore. I never knew my father. He was sold to another plantation before I could remember. My mother never told me his name.” He picked up another rock and threw it almost as far as the first. “Another woman, Margie, took me in and watched after me as best she could. Our master didn’t like that and used to beat me and her to teach us to stay apart. She always came back.” He sniffed and Gavin saw a tear run down his cheek, cutting a path through the freshly smeared dirt. “She tried to run away once. Took me with her. That’s how I got these scars.” 
 
    Gavin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “They caught us within an hour,” Benji explained. “They killed her, but beat me until I couldn’t stand anymore. My master said there was no point in wasting us both. He sold me to master Nikanor a little bit after. He was a good master. He made sure I was taken care of and fed. Now he’s gone too. I’m all alone.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head, running a hand through his hair. His own heart ached for the boy, knowing from personal experience what it was like to have your family torn from you and feel terribly, desperately lost. 
 
    “Not anymore, Benji,” Gavin said. “You have me. Do you have anywhere to stay at night?” 
 
    Benji shook his head. “I switch from house to house with those that will take me, but no, I don’t have a place to go.” 
 
    “You do now. There’s space with me. It’s just a bit of floor next to the fire, but it’s yours for as long as you want it.” 
 
    Benji looked up at him and Gavin smiled. The boy had an expression on his face that Gavin could only barely begin to describe. Fear, hope, disbelief, anger, and other, deeper feelings only manifested through the flicker of his eyes or the way he held his head cocked slightly to the side with his shoulders slumped as if to shield himself from danger. Then, without any warning, Benji threw his arms around Gavin and sobbed into his chest. Gavin put an arm awkwardly around him, holding him close.


 
   
  
 

 Part 4: Energy and Resolve


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: A Touch of Steel 
 
    “The people go on much the same as they always have, doing much the same things as they have always done. Politics, government, even the religion of the Seven Sisters, do little to advance the name of the very ideal upon which they are all founded. Progress. Progression. Movement.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 16, Year 1101 
 
    Elyana pulled up her book, setting a jar of ink and a quill out on the small table next to it. Stacks of books bound in leather and bearing neat, hand-drawn numbers lay in rows along the side of one table. Lhaurel didn’t recognize them from the last time she’d dreamed, though she knew Elyana’s handwriting. Several scrolls lay tied up and sealed within glass containers there as well. Lhaurel recognized them from the grottoes beneath the Roterralar Warren. Had Elyana written them all? 
 
    Elyana picked up her quill and began to write. 
 
    Hope is a solitary flame standing alone against a gale. Will alone cannot keep it alight—it requires fuel. Our hope rests close to me now, a feeble force against the coming storm. But it is all we have. Still, there are some among the elders who would not even have me try. 
 
    But the people have spoken. They accepted my plan. Me. The one they called crone. Witch. Outcast. Monster. Now their lives rest in my hands. 
 
    What is the test of honor? To uphold the flame, or to snuff it out? The decision has fallen to me. 
 
    The enemy has come. 
 
    The quill dropped onto the small wooden desk as Elyana let out a long sigh of exhaustion. She shifted in her chair and knuckled the small of her back, massaging the knots there. It didn’t help. No pain clouded her eyes. Only determination. 
 
    And the solitary flame of the candle reflected on their surface. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. Elyana looked over to it as it opened and a young woman entered. The girl wore a loose tunic of undyed wool, belted at the waist with a thin sash which reminded Elyana of the shufari her old priestesses had worn. So strange, the things this people clung to. 
 
    “The others sent me to fetch the scrolls for the grottoes,” the girl said, looking down at her feet. “Are they ready?” 
 
    Elyana nodded, watching the girl with a curious expression on her face. The girl took a hesitant step forward, then stopped, chancing a glance upward. Elyana met the girl’s eyes and the girl immediately looked away. 
 
    “Is it true what they say about you?” the girl blurted suddenly. 
 
    Elyana leaned back in her chair, a wry smile tugging her mouth upward. 
 
    “What do they say?” Elyana’s voice sounded haggard and tired, but there was still some life to it. 
 
    The girl went suddenly quiet and she took a half step to one side as if unsure what else to say. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Elyana pressed. “They call me a witch, a demon taken flesh. They say I’m one of them. The enemy.” 
 
    The girl looked up, her sheet of blond hair slipping back to reveal startling blue eyes just like Elyana’s own. 
 
    “Oh no,” the girl said. “Well, some say that, but none I care about. They say you can help me be a better mystic, like you’ve been doing for the others.” 
 
    Elyana frowned. “Aren’t you a little young to be a mystic?” 
 
    The girl shrugged and Elyana’s frown twisted up into a smile. She reached over and picked up the scrolls and one of the books and handed them to the girl. 
 
    “Take these down to the others and then come back. I have more you can do around here.” 
 
    The dream went dark and Lhaurel felt a moment of panic. None of the dreams had ever done anything like this before. They’d all been constant and when the scenes changed, the dreams ended. In the space of an instant—or it may have been an eternity, both were the same in absolute darkness—Lhaurel found herself back in the room again, Elyana busily writing away in one of her books, writing words that Lhaurel recognized. A small form lay huddled in one corner of the room. 
 
    The true enemy of any ideal is a lack of persistence. And persistence is the true ideal of a fearsome enemy. Our enemy is as persistent as the rising sun, invariable and unyielding. And so we must be as well, the people and I. They feel our efforts have been fruitless, but there have been some small successes. Existing strengths amplified, new abilities and structures added. The mystics are more than they were. Though not the ultimate goal, it is a step along the journey, a means to an end. The Rahuli are hardy, if not yet their own salvation. 
 
    They tell me that the enemy grows stronger. The battles are not going well for us. I feel their urgency—their impatience. But history is not changed in the course of a single passing. Change is the autumn leaf on its journey to the ground. It is not the first leaf that heralds autumn’s hold, but the last, and all the ground is brown and red and gold. 
 
    She paused and glanced over to the small form huddled against one wall. A shock of blond hair stuck up from beneath the blankets. The girl was finally asleep, the only noise escaping her the quiet snores of an exhausted soul. A frown touched the corners of Elyana’s lips and she rubbed thumb and forefinger across her chin before proceeding. 
 
    Nevertheless, I will proceed. The pressure is mounting. There was a skirmish not far from here today. We could hear the sounds of battle echoing through the rock, howling through the wind, screaming on the air. Our cause grows desperate. 
 
    The pressure is taking its toll. My bones ache, eyes droop. I feel the clans are beginning to understand that there will be no escape from this. They begin to understand the enormity of the task before us. And I am coming to accept it as well. I will continue, for there is no other cause left to me, but I know now that I may be proceeding in vain. 
 
    I wish my old mentor were here to help with this cause, but alas, he is gone from this world. I shall see him no more. The importance of my task weighs heavily on my shoulders. Should I fail, perhaps I shall see him again. 
 
    A knock came at the door. Elyana looked up and closed her book, placing her quill on the table next to her inkwell. She got up and walked to the door, glancing over at Briane’s small form sleeping in the corner to make sure she hadn’t been disturbed. Elyana opened the door. Beryl walked into the room. 
 
    “May I enter?” he asked. 
 
    “You already did,” Elyana said. “Now keep your voice down. The girl is sleeping.” 
 
    Beryl looked where Elyana pointed and gave a small smile, his worn, haggard face showing the true brightness that lay beneath for half a moment. Elyana couldn’t help but smile too. 
 
    “So they did send someone,” Beryl said, brushing off his clothes, which were covered in dust and sand. “I had worried they wouldn’t listen, given your old reputation.” 
 
    Elyana narrowed her eyes and lifted her chin, meeting his eyes with all the tempest of the seas in her own. “I thought you had something to do with it? I can do this on my own. I have no need of your prying and reputation. I’m dying, bit by bit, but I’m not an invalid. Each day is harder to not reach for my powers. I feel them within me, struggling to get out. I fight them, but I may not be able to control them. But I still don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Peace, my dear, peace. I simply suggested that you would need help. The knowledge you’re passing along to the clans is helping us in our battles. Knowledge is proving a more lucrative commodity than water around here.” 
 
    “Odd, how I’m now a purveyor of knowledge when that was never my part of the Path.” 
 
    Beryl shrugged one arm. 
 
    “There’s still been no rain?” Elyana ran an ink-stained hand through her hair, pulling free a small handful of greyish locks and tossing them aside with a scowl. 
 
    “None. Thankfully, the grottoes provide as much water as we need for drinking or bathing. It’s the land out there that’s suffering. The grasses are all but gone. Soon this Arena, this monument to power and cruelty, will be but a desiccated, barren wasteland.” 
 
    Elyana shuddered, closing her eyes. Deserts were terrible places devoid of life. With her attachment to water as the ultimate source of her powers, the thought of living in a desert was the closest thing to ultimate torture that Elyana could fathom. Not that she actually used her powers. Her aged, wrinkled appearance was enough of a testament to that, but the simple thought of it, of the land being deprived of the life blood it needed to survive. It was dying too. 
 
    “We’ll adapt,” Beryl said, reaching up a hand to stroke Elyana’s face with the back of his hand. 
 
    She reached up and held his hand there, pressing it against her cheek. 
 
    “We all make sacrifices.” 
 
    “Some of us more than others.” She tried and failed to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “But you’re right, we will adapt. What choice do we have?” 
 
    “None at all.” 
 
    Elyana nodded and let Beryl pull her close. 
 
    No choice at all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Talha woke Lhaurel early the morning of the twelfth day aboard the barge. The sun shone red in the sky, long rays peering up over the horizon like a curious child. Lhaurel had drifted off with the door to her small cabin open, listening to the sound of the rain and wishing she had access to her powers with a passion that frightened her. 
 
    “What is it?” Lhaurel mumbled, sitting up. Consciousness and recognition returned so slowly it felt she was moving backward through sand. 
 
    “We’re entering the Anichka locks this morning,” Talha said. “It links with the Steinacker Ocean, the southern canal routes, and Estrelar. It is not a site you will want to miss out on, I think.” 
 
    Lhaurel got to her feet slowly, feeling a dull ache smoldering through her back and lower legs. By reflex, she turned inward, toward her powers, but found nothing there. Despair crept through her, though Lhaurel schooled her external emotions. It wasn’t like before, when she hadn’t known she had abilities, or even after when she was trying to break down the barriers her mind and body had put in place for her own protection, though her treatment at Talha’s hands was reminiscent of Khari’s attempts. No, then it had been like an invisible internal wall stood in her way and she had to either go through or around it somehow. Now? Nothing. No resistance, no barriers to access, just nothing at all to even attempt to touch. The absence itself was so absolute it was almost a thing unto itself, the hunger of a dying woman, like Elyana. 
 
    Lhaurel pushed that thought away, ignoring the implication of the dream and forcing herself not to look at the splotches of discoloration that now spread across the back of both hands. Talha told her not to worry about it, that she’d get her powers back in Estrelar, but the journey itself was starting to seem like it would never end. The journey still had a purpose, according to Talha at least, which probably meant more things to learn. 
 
    Lhaurel groaned and forced herself to stand, relying on her innate stubbornness to get her to her feet. Still, she was noticing the absence of her powers more and more, like a wound that slowly grows infected and begins to fester. She dressed quickly, donning the white, tight-fitting half-robe and, on a whim, decided to tie her hair back with a dark blue strip of cloth she found among her things. Talha appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Come quickly, Lhaurel, or you will miss the archway,” she said. 
 
    Lhaurel did as bidden and hurried to the door and out onto the deck of the barge. 
 
    Talha shifted to one side to let her out, but then held out a hand to stop her. “Where’s your staff, Lhaurel?” she said in a muted whisper, red eyebrows coming together over her nose. “Go get it. And be quick.” 
 
    Lhaurel suppressed a sigh and turned around, moving to the back of her room in a few short steps. She reached behind a stack of books and beneath some discarded clothes to retrieve her staff from where it had fallen. Her fingers closed over the cool metal. 
 
    A small jolt of something ran up her arm. For an instant, Lhaurel felt an enormous presence surround her, like the moment when she’d felt the entire Sharani Desert beneath her. It surged within her, radiating outward ahead and behind her, powerful and insistent. Hungry. Ravenous. Her body reached out to it with strength born of desperation. Her emotions clawed toward it, thoughts reaching deep within herself toward the place where her powers dwelt. Then it was gone. 
 
    Lhaurel gasped. Her fingers lost their strength and her staff dropped from her open grip. It clattered to the wood with a sharp, metallic ping and rolled across the floor. It rolled away, the orb at the top of the staff catching the light from the open doorway. Lhaurel stared at it, transfixed. The light which passed through the glass orb refracted through it and cast spears of shattered luminescence across the walls like colored dye. Red dye. 
 
    The orb, which had been clear and devoid of any color up until that point, now glittered with a light rosy hue. It wasn’t the deep, rich, vibrant color of Talha’s staff, but there was definitely color to it now. Lhaurel felt a surge of pride well through her from some unknown source, a rush of such eager gladness it made the hair on the back of her arms stand on end. At the same time, she felt dread spread through her, like the feeling created when one heard the high-pitched keening of a sailfin pack. 
 
    “Lhaurel!” Talha said from the doorway, her voice a hard whisper. 
 
    Lhaurel looked up, still lying prone on the floor, feeling the sway of the canal’s waters beneath her. 
 
    Talha stood in the doorway, though only her head and one shoulder were visible. The look on Talha’s face was one of utter and complete surprise. 
 
    “What are you doing down on the floor?” 
 
    Lhaurel’s mouth worked, but her mind completely failed her. She knew the truth would sound like a very poor excuse and—in all actual truth—Lhaurel really had no idea what had just happened to her. It had felt . . . it had felt as if she’d had access to her powers once again. For an instant, for half a moment of awesome, mind-altering clarity, she’d been able to be who the Path had meant her to be. 
 
    Had meant her to be? 
 
    “Get up this instant,” Talha snapped, stepping through the door and casting a long shadow over Lhaurel’s form. Lhaurel pushed herself up and reached for her staff. An inch from it, she hesitated for a moment, then the feeling of pride welled up in her again and her open hand darted forward and snatched the staff from the ground in the blink of an eye. She twisted it as she continued to rise, hiding the orb behind her back by tucking the staff back up underneath one arm in a pose which a warrior would have recognized as a defensive posture. 
 
    Lhaurel cringed at how forced it must look, and felt sick at the conflicting feelings of dread and elation within her. Part of her wanted to hide what had just happened. The other wanted to announce it with the arrogant condescension of one befitting her rank. 
 
    “Come,” Talha said, knowing eyes flicking over Lhaurel’s form and then back outside. Lhaurel breathed in a silent sigh of relief that Talha hadn’t noticed the staff or, at the very least if she had, she didn’t say anything. For some reason, that was almost as important to Lhaurel as anything else in this new life. 
 
    New life? 
 
    All other thoughts were pushed out of Lhaurel’s mind as she stepped out of the room and out onto the barge. For the briefest of moments, Lhaurel thought that they’d simply passed into a part of the canal that had walls higher than any they’d seen before. Then she noticed windows in the walls and ropes crossing from one window to another on either side of the canal and realized that they were buildings. The barge passed through row after row of massive buildings made of odd rectangular shaped stones that formed the walls. They were dark brown, orange, or red in color, though none were consistent. It was as if they were walking along a path through a small village or town, but instead of a path or a road, it was a canal. A long, narrow boat passed them in the water. Several people sat inside, staring over that the barge with awe. A tall man stood upright at the back of the craft, pushing it along with a long wooden pole. 
 
    Lhaurel turned slowly where she stood, taking it all in. A window opened forty feet above them and a woman looked out, long hair held back by a colorful cloth. She pulled on a rope there next to her window and then fastened something scarlet to it before letting the line back out again. Something dark green and long went on the rope next. Is it a flag of some sort? Perhaps a signal system for the barges? 
 
    Lhaurel peered closer. “Are those clothes?” 
 
    Talha followed Lhaurel’s gaze, her movements visible in Lhaurel’s periphery. 
 
    “Yes. She is putting out the wash, as they would call it.” 
 
    Lhaurel watched the woman continue to move the line and add more clothes until the barge passed far enough down the canal that Lhaurel couldn’t see her anymore. 
 
    “What is this place?” Lhaurel asked, her voice betraying her awe. All thoughts of her strange experience with the staff had left her. Smells and sounds Lhaurel couldn’t even begin to identify assaulted her from other directions. A small breeze passed along the canal, carrying the salty tang of the sea with it. 
 
    “Anichka,” Talha said, a smile in her voice. “The place where all trade in the Empire meets. All nine of the Great Houses have a presence here, along with dozens of lesser families. Most of the Empire’s mercantile activities happen here, along with much of the manufacturing and refining processes. It has stood for over a thousand years, growing and shaping itself around the Empire and the Empire shapes itself around it.” 
 
    Lhaurel pulled her eyes away from the sights to glance over at Talha. The tall, thin woman had a faraway look in her eye. It matched the odd longing in her voice. 
 
    “This place is the heart of our realm,” Talha said, turning about slowly and looking up the old, red-brick walls, “containing the arteries through which the life blood of our people flows.” 
 
    Lhaurel watched as the barge approached what looked to be a massive arching stoneway, like the ones in the Sharani Desert, but that bridged the two sides of the canal. It was made of a dark, greenish stone carved with intricate swirling patterns depicting vines and leaves the likes of which Lhaurel only recognized in memories that weren’t her own. Those same memories told her the stoneway here was called a bridge, linking road and paths together over bodies of water. It was an odd feeling, seeing something for the first time and also having it seem as familiar and normal as the walls of the Sidena Warren. 
 
    As they passed under the bridge, the scrollwork continuing beneath it and across to the other side, she reached up a hand in the semidarkness and brushed her fingertips across it. She was surprised to find it smooth to the touch, slick with water and a thin greenish film that lingered on her fingertips after they passed through to the other side and back into the light. Lhaurel brought her fingers up before her eyes, working the green film between them and feeling the strange slickness it left behind. She was surprised to find herself smiling. 
 
    Talha moved closer to her, a smile on her own face. 
 
    “That bridge has weathered a hundred years. It’s a newer construction, but still, it is a pretty thing, isn’t it? In a few hundred more, it will be considered a legacy as fine as the older bridges here.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked over at the woman, unable to articulate her own thoughts and emotions. A hundred years seemed like such an enormous time to think about, especially when considering the average life expectancy in the Sharani Desert was only a few decades. Over half of the children Lhaurel grew up with didn’t even know who their parents were, let alone their grandparents. There simply wasn’t any time left over to consider leaving behind legacies for those that came after you. The Sharani Desert was a place of constant battle, a war with everything around you, just to survive. Lhaurel saw the decadence and peace the Empire represented and found herself unable to fully comprehend it with words. Yet a part of her understood. Part of her saw it and knew it for what it was, though peace was something she’d never truly known, at least not for any time that wasn’t fleeting. Contemplating it, feeling it, left Lhaurel in tears. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Lhaurel said, unable to contain the emotion swelling within herself. 
 
    Talha’s eyebrows drew together above her nose and the corners of her perfect lips turned down into a frown. “As I said, that particular piece of architecture is not old. Relative to the age of this city, it is but a structural infant. Nor, might I add, is it the most opulent of displays. The carvings and artwork reflect a naturalist school of thought that was prevalent a hundred years ago. It has since given rise to both the realist and representational schools of thought in art, though Alcine has taken measures to resurrect it.” 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t bother to correct Talha’s assumption or even attempt to follow what the woman was saying. Still, she forced herself to stop crying and simply watched as the bridge passed behind them. 
 
    They passed under a number of bridges after that and Lhaurel was able to see that Talha, despite frequent lectures on the different schools of artistic thought, was right. The first bridge they passed had been the least opulent or breathtaking. One was wrought completely of black iron, looking like the latticework ribs of a sailfin corpse, but suspended between two buildings. Dozens of people stood within it, easily visible from below. Many of them threw down the white petals of a flower Lhaurel didn’t know—either from her own memory or those given to her. The petals fell around them, like a soft rain of leaves. The people cheered and, following Talha’s example, Lhaurel bowed to them as they passed around to the other side of the bridge. 
 
    Yet another of the bridges appeared to be made entirely of glass, though as they got closer Lhaurel realized that a lattice of painted metal was the main element of the bridge, with colored panes of glass placed in the spaces between the latticework. Light passing through the glass made a vast, ethereal amalgam of colors and patterns on the canal waters below, an effect made all the more remarkable and brilliant as the barge passed beneath it and the colors passed over Lhaurel and the others out on deck. Lhaurel felt her awe and wonder swell to epic proportions, though she was able to hold back the tears. She leaned against her staff, using it for support, glad of its presence there. 
 
    Another bridge yet looked odd in comparison to the others in its simplicity. It didn’t stretch in a wide graceful arch, like all the rest. Instead, the walls of the canal rose up higher than they normally would and the bridge stretched across the intervening space as a simple straight line. A railing of wrought iron bars graced each side of the bridge, though no other ornamentation marked its simple structure. As the barge passed beneath the bridge and Lhaurel noticed the bottom was made up only of wooden slats, she turned to Talha with her lips pursed and a question in her expression. 
 
    Talha smiled and gestured toward the bridge with her staff, the blood red jewel at the end catching the light. 
 
    “That is a more recent bridge,” Talha explained. “Some of the actual roadways through the city are owned by one Great House or another. House Burget commissioned several students of the realist movement to fashion that one. I’m not entirely sure they were paid for their work.” She grinned as if she’d just said something incredibly funny, so Lhaurel returned the grin, even though she didn’t get the joke. She wasn’t entirely sure there had been one. 
 
    After a time, Lhaurel began to notice a change in the way the water flowed around them. Several of the priestesses that had been using their abilities as wetta to propel the barge forward moved away from the rails. The water flowed more slowly and the canal itself began to widen. The massive walls on either side of them, well, buildings really, began to shrink in height and move further and further back from the water’s edge. Lhaurel watched in fascination as other barges and craft began appearing on the horizon, tied up to the side of the canal or at long wooden jetties that poked out into the canal itself. Lhaurel noticed several other side canals sprouting off from the channel they followed, something Lhaurel hadn’t seen before. The salt smell of brine and fish was heavy here. 
 
    Lhaurel watched the boats and barges around them, studying the people scurrying about either within one such vessel or else scuttling from one to the other. Men and women lined the sides of the canal, busy about various tasks and activities that Lhaurel simply had no means of labeling. 
 
    Lhaurel tried to study the people on the walkways on the shore, but was so overwhelmed by the motion of it all, the swirling torrent of bright colors, the press of hundreds of bodies, the soft hum of conversation and motion, and the strange mixture of both foreign and familiar smells that she was forced to look away, breathing deeply to calm her nerves. It wasn’t that she was scared or frightened by it. Not at all. In fact, the opposite was true. It was as if she were trying to see and understand a thousand different new things she loved all at once and finding herself unable to take it all in at the same time. 
 
    “Are you alright, Honored Sister?” a voice asked. 
 
    Lhaurel looked to the side, seeing Josi standing there. The young priestess stood with a slightly stooped posture, as if she no longer had the strength to stand upright. Her eyes, however, were bright. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lhaurel lied. “Now go rest. You look ready to fall over.” 
 
    The priestess bowed low, her red-brown hair slipping down around her face like a veil. 
 
    “As you command,” she said, and back toward the door to one of the smaller huts, but then hesitated there, looking back. 
 
    “Yes?” Lhaurel asked, still watching her. 
 
    Josi blushed and bowed again. Lhaurel wished they’d all stop doing that. 
 
    “My apologies, Honored Sister. I was merely taking a moment to look out over the place where I was born.” Josi made a small gesture toward the far side of the canal. 
 
    Lhaurel glanced that way, then back at the priestess. “You were born here?” 
 
    The barge rocked as it hit a patch of swifter moving water, but then settled as the priestesses at the rails compensated for the change in motion. 
 
    Josi nodded. “In the slave slums over there behind the waterfront. My parents worked in the textile factory near there. My father worked the cotton threshers and my mother was a weaver.” 
 
    “Was?” 
 
    The priestess looked confused for a moment, her lips twitching toward a frown, then her eyes darted to something at Lhaurel’s side and her eyes widened. She slipped into a low bow in an instant. 
 
    “You know you are not to speak of your past, priestess,” Talha said, her voice uncharacteristically harsh. “You know the punishment for breaking this oath.” 
 
    Josi paled, blood draining from her face in a rush. 
 
    “I asked her to tell me,” Lhaurel said, stepping in front of the priestess and turning to face Talha, who towered over them both. “She should not be punished for obeying the commands of her Master.” 
 
    Talha snorted. “You would defy the laws set down by the Seven Sisters? You don’t have that authority.” 
 
    “I don’t have authority over my own priestesses? What sort of stupid system is that? She is mine and answerable to me alone. There will be no punishment.” 
 
    Talha raised an eyebrow at Lhaurel’s tone. Lhaurel didn’t back down. She crossed her arms across her chest, resting her staff between her arms. The rosy orb at the tip glinted in the light, drawing Talha’s eyes. They widened. 
 
    “What have you been doing?” Talha asked in a sudden, hushed whisper that carried no further than Lhaurel’s ears. “You should not have access to your magic.” 
 
    Lhaurel looked from Talha to her staff with what she hoped was a look of confusion. It didn’t work. Talha narrowed her eyes and Lhaurel stepped closer, voice becoming even softer. 
 
    “Do not access your powers again,” Talha breathed. “It will be dangerous for the both of us.” 
 
    Lhaurel frowned, confused, but Talha stepped back from her and looked around Lhaurel to Josi. 
 
    “You will remain in the hut without speaking to anyone until we reach Estrelar. Once there, you will be confined to your rooms until such time as the Sisters convene in council. Your fate will be decided then.” 
 
    Lhaurel started to protest, feeling oddly defensive of the girl, though she didn’t know why. Talha held up a single finger, and gave her a pointed, significant look. Lhaurel quieted even though she didn’t want to. 
 
    “Yes, Honored Sister.” The fear in her voice was palpable. 
 
    Lhaurel considered simply ignoring Talha’s warning at that moment and began reaching for her powers. 
 
    Be still, you fool! 
 
    The small voice sounded inside her mind, a voice Lhaurel realized was not her own, but one she recognized. The shock of hearing Elyana’s voice so clear and distinct in her own mind left Lhaurel in such shock that any thought of rebellion completely vanished. 
 
    “Lhaurel!” Talha’s voice was sharp and demanding. Lhaurel looked up at the woman, realizing she’d obviously missed something the woman had said. Josi was gone, likely back inside the hut as she’d been ordered, but another priestess, one of Talha’s stood there instead, a look of rapt attention and odd excitement on her face. 
 
    “Yes, Talha?” Lhaurel asked. Her voice shook a little, though Lhaurel made no effort to still it. 
 
    Talha frowned, but gestured ahead of them. Several large canal passages converged in a wide, open area large enough to hold several ships the size of the one that had carried them across the ocean. A massive, narrow ship lay at perfect rest in the center of the lake-sized expanse. It dwarfed everything around it, with two masts carrying narrow, triangular sails and dozens of oars sticking out of each side of the craft like a multi-legged insect. Three tall, thin women with bright red hair, bearing staffs with red orbs stood at the side of the deck. 
 
    Sisters. 
 
    Lhaurel felt panic well up within her, clawing up her throat like a sandtiger scrambling up rock. She felt its hot claws pierce her. At the same time, part of her, the part from Elyana, Lhaurel now recognized, felt a hot rush of anger and contempt that battled the panic and burned it away. The result was a smoldering coal of resentment beneath her. 
 
    “What do they want?” Lhaurel snapped. 
 
    Talha raised an eyebrow at her. “They’re here to greet their new Sister,” she said. “When the old Sister died and we journeyed up north in search of you, these were more eager to see you upon your return.” 
 
    Old Sister died? 
 
    Their barge swept forward. Lhaurel struggled to keep her emotions under control. The women she was approaching were the most dangerous alive. They were the knife threatening at the Empire’s neck and keeping them in check. 
 
    “Let’s go meet them, then.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: Politics 
 
    “The Path itself is pure, the magics which grow from it are real and tangible.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 19, Year 1259 
 
    Lhaurel waited at the edge of the barge as it came up alongside the massive craft. Priestesses from the barge used their powers to hold it in place. Sailors tossed down lines from the ship above and then other sailors shimmied down the ropes to land on the barge’s deck. Lhaurel felt a mild flush of irritation, though she did her best to push it down. She leaned against her staff, feeling oddly apprehensive, though she didn’t know why. The other Sisters wouldn’t do anything out in the open, would they? 
 
    It was the part of her that had spent her entire life in the harshness of the Sharani Desert speaking, she knew. It was the voice of a girl betrayed by the first man for whom she’d ever had feelings. It was the voice of the woman who’d done the honorable thing to save her people this time instead of using her powers to both save and destroy them. It was the voice of fear. 
 
    Elyana laughed at that voice, mocking her insecurity. You’re as naive as they come, girl. 
 
    Lhaurel held back a shudder with every ounce of her will. 
 
    Once the barge was secured, one of the Sisters aboard the ship walked up to the edge and the barge priestesses moved back behind their respective Sisters, the extras they’d picked up in Geithoorn forming a small group between the two of them. Lhaurel studied the other Sister, pushing down Elyana’s voice. She was tall, with the blood red hair and nails that marked her for what she was, but instead of the thin, pole-like frame Lhaurel expected, this Sister was somewhat portly and far curvier than any of the other Sisters had been. 
 
    “Sisters,” the woman shouted, throwing her arms out wide to the sides. “Welcome back to the heart of the Empire! We have longed for your presence in Estrelar.” 
 
    Talha made a small noise next to Lhaurel, something that sounded like a snort. Lhaurel almost turned to look at the woman, but Talha stepped up and began speaking before she could. 
 
    “And I have longed for the presence of my Sisters as well.” Talha’s shout seemed almost have a ceremonial tone to them, like the words of the sealing ceremony. “Though my burden has been somewhat less than yours. Our dear Sister who had fallen is returned to us. I bring Honor back with me now.” 
 
    Talha turned at these words, focusing on Lhaurel with her full attention. Lhaurel became immediately aware of all the eyes which now fixed on her. Along the shore on each side of the canal, people thronged the walls, even though they were far enough away that they probably couldn’t see or hear much. Hundreds of them were there. Thousands. The three Sisters on the ship all stared at her, their expressions unreadable in their differences. Every eye was upon her. 
 
    “Greetings, Sisters.” Lhaurel said, unsure what else to say. Her grip tightened on her staff and she licked her lips, forcing herself not to suck her lip in and start chewing on it. 
 
    “Talha,” the Sister at the rail on the ship above said, grinning widely. “You have returned our Sister to us. Our gratitude is great. Come aboard, now, my Sisters, and may the grace of the Progressions watch over you and guide your step toward eternity.” 
 
    A long wooden ramp appeared over the edge of the ship above them. Little steps were cut into the wood. It lowered down and thumped onto the barge’s deck with a hard thwack. The barge rocked a little at the impact, the priestesses no longer holding it in place. Talha inclined her head toward the other Sisters. 
 
    “We welcome your gracious invitation. We would be honored to join you as we return to our home in Estrelar.” 
 
    Talha looked at Lhaurel then and gave the smallest of nods in the direction of the ramp. Lhaurel suppressed Elyana’s voice in the back of her mind. It was yelling at her to stay where she was, to not board that ship. Lhaurel easily pushed it aside and, licking her lips once more, strode toward the ramp, feeling eyes watching her every move. Her staff thumped against the wood as she walked. Talha’s made an echoing noise just behind her. 
 
    As Lhaurel took her first step onto the deck of the large narrow ship, the portly Sister rushed over to her and wrapped her in a tight embrace, flashing a smile that showed pointed teeth. The woman smelled of honest sweat, but that smell was hidden among an overpowering musk of perfumes that made Lhaurel’s eyes water. Panic coursed through her, hot and insistent, and she had to force herself not to squirm and not to plant a fist in the other woman’s stomach. 
 
    “I am so glad to be the one to greet you, child,” the Sister whispered in Lhaurel’s ear, just loud enough to be heard. “Our other Sisters are not so pleased at your presence here.” 
 
    A dozen different questions flitted through Lhaurel’s mind, but she didn’t get a chance to ask even one of them. The portly Sister released her and turned to Talha, hugging her in as tight an embrace as she had Lhaurel. Lhaurel stepped carefully to one side, not sure what else to do but watch Talha and this new, odd Sister. She tried to catch Talha’s eye for some sort of indication on what to do, but the woman didn’t look in her direction. 
 
    “Mhenna,” Talha said, returning the hug. “It is good to see you. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    “Far, far too long. I thought you and Sellia were crazy to assume that the Northern Dominion would have what you sought, but here is proof standing before us.” The sister gestured at Lhaurel and shook her head, short red hair dancing around her face. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Oh, how I’ve missed your trite answers, Talha,” Mhenna said, going in to hug her again. 
 
    Talha held up a hand to stop her and Mhenna pulled back, chuckling. 
 
    “You never change,” Mhenna laughed. 
 
    “Knowledge changes everything. Especially me.” 
 
    Mhenna laughed, a sound, Lhaurel was surprised to realize, that was completely genuine. Each Sister Lhaurel had encountered so far was completely different from one another. From the time Lhaurel had first learned about the Seven Sisters and the fear apparent in both her dreams and the writings she’d read, Lhaurel had thought of the Sisters as a single entity, the Seven Sisters. True, Talha and Sellia had been different, but there was a similarity in demeanor and power between them that this third Sister didn’t share. This woman seemed more like a mother than a terrible scourge. 
 
    “If you three will get out of the blood-soaked way,” a harsh voice said, “we can get underway.” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced toward the speaker, more than a little surprised at the tone. Only another Sister would dare address Sisters that way. Her assumption was proven correct as her eyes took in the speaker. This Sister was tall, taller even than Sellia. She had a hard, square face and her figure was blocky and not at all petite or curvy. She wore the traditional white half-robes of the Sisters, but her sleeves had been removed to expose thick, muscular arms twice as large as Lhaurel’s thigh. It was as if someone had tried to carve the image of a woman out of stone, but had forgotten to make it resemble anything distinctly feminine. 
 
    “Are you going to move?” the Sister asked, voice a low grumble that would have made old men jealous. “Or do I have to move you?” 
 
    Lhaurel jumped, not realizing that she’d allowed her study of the woman to distract her from what was going on. The other Sister, this behemoth of a woman, raised a scarlet eyebrow, an act that reminded Lhaurel of an insect moving across a boulder. She started to shift out of the way, moving toward where Talha and Mhenna had placed themselves to one side, but then stopped as a thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Are we not waiting for the priestesses?” 
 
    “They’ll follow on the barge,” Talha said. “Come along now, Lhaurel.” 
 
    Lhaurel remained where she was, blocking the giant Sister. “I would rather Josi came with us.” 
 
    “Who?” Mhenna asked, the smile that seemed to constantly be on her face slipping slightly into a pout of confusion. 
 
    “She will be fine until the barge reaches Estrelar, Lhaurel.” An edge crept into Talha’s voice, a hard note of threat that told Lhaurel she should drop the subject. 
 
    Why? The voice was Elyana’s, but also Lhaurel’s. Both mental voices sounded at once, fueling Lhaurel’s next words. 
 
    “I insist.” 
 
    “You insist?” the mountainous Sister in front of Lhaurel asked, incredulity plain. “Who do you think you are, child? You have not even been introduced to the Empire or granted a formal position among the Progressions.” 
 
    “I am one of the Seven Sisters,” Lhaurel said, surprised to find herself perfectly calm. “I am the avatar of Honor and a guide along the Path.” 
 
    The large Sister blinked. To the side, either Mhenna or Talha whistled. Probably Mhenna. 
 
    “You’ve got steel in you, child,” the large Sister said with a frown. “That is good. But I warn you not to cross me again. It will not prove a pleasant experience.” 
 
    “I think,” Lhaurel said, voice calm and without even the slightest trace of anything outside of resolve, “you wouldn’t find it pleasant either. Now, Talha, will you have someone fetch Josi so we can be off?” 
 
    The large Sister seemed taken aback for a moment, then suddenly burst into laughter, slapping Lhaurel on the shoulder with enough force that Lhaurel knew she would bruise. Lhaurel leaned heavily on her staff to keep herself upright. Still, she stumbled a little. Maybe proving this giant of a woman hadn’t been her best idea. 
 
    “I like your spirit, girl,” the Sister said. “Fetch this Josi and let us be off.” 
 
    Talha spoke with one of the sailors, who scurried down the ramp looking more than a little nervous, and then scampered back up again a moment later with Josi in tow. The priestess, the girl really, Lhaurel realized, looked as frightened as a child caught in the middle of a sailfin pack. Any trepidation or misgivings that had started to form regarding her actions disappeared as the woman climbed up the ramp and immediately moved to stand at Lhaurel’s side. Sands above, she was trembling. 
 
    “Let’s be off, then!” The blocky Sister reached between Lhaurel and Josi, almost shoving them aside, and seized the ramp by herself and hauled it up onto the narrow ship’s deck on her own. She dropped it onto the deck, where it thumped against the wood. Lhaurel felt the deck tremble at the impact. 
 
    “Ready oarsmen!” The woman’s bellow made Lhaurel jump. 
 
    Talha walked up to Lhaurel as a grating noise filled the air. Oars appeared on either side of the ship, looking like a rashelta turned on its side. 
 
    “Come with me, Lhaurel,” Talha said. “Bring the girl.” 
 
    Talha kept walking, a confused-looking Mhenna walking along behind her. Lhaurel didn’t follow immediately. Her hands were shaking and she found herself feeling suddenly weak, as if her joints had lost their strength. Only her staff kept her on her feet. 
 
    What’s going on? Lhaurel reached for her powers to lend her strength on instinct, but found that same wall that was always there now blocking her access. Instead, she simply grit her teeth and looked over at Josi. Lhaurel had been stubborn and headstrong before her powers. She could and would be so again. 
 
    “Everything will be alright,” Lhaurel said. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Josi nodded, her motions slow and lethargic. Lhaurel recognized that fear and despair. She’d felt it as she’d watched the genesauri descend on the Oasis. She’d felt it when she’d seen the Orinai armies descending into the Sharani Desert. 
 
    “I promise, everything will be alright,” Lhaurel said. She put more conviction into it than she felt. She had no idea what she would be able to do to protect the girl, but by everything Lhaurel held dear, she would do whatever she could. It was just a question of how. 
 
    The massive Sister moved to the front of the narrow ship as the oars rose on either side of it. A massive round drum sat there, bolted into the deck of the ship. Lhaurel watched her curiously, even as she and her priestess followed Talha toward the group of older, well-dressed men near the far side of the craft. The blocky Sister picked up a pair of wooden mallets with rounded, padded ends and raised them high into the air. Along the shore, the assembled watchers began cheering, though the ship was far enough away from shore that Lhaurel barely recognized it for what it was. 
 
    “Forward!” the Sister shouted and brought the mallets down on the drum. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Pause. Thump thump thump. Pause. 
 
    Repeat. 
 
    The oars moved in time to the beating drum. 
 
    “Your return is most welcome, Honored Sister of Knowledge,” one of the men said, as their group approached. Lhaurel pulled her attention away from the drum, turning back to the men in front of her. They were, Lhaurel decided, the oddest-looking men she’d ever seen. 
 
    The man who had spoken was an older fellow, tall as Talha, but with a slightly larger build. His thin face was hidden beneath an oddly shaped beard. The lips and chin were bare, but the white and black streaked hairs on both cheeks hung down several inches beneath his chin. His hair was cropped short, though it too bore the signs of age. He wore a dark brown coat buttoned over a stark, white shirt. The buttons on the coat shone with a burnished bronze luster. His pants were sharp, creased down the center, and had buttons down the outside of each leg, though they appeared more ornamental than functional. He had a sword belted at his waist and his boots were black and reflected the light. His whole demeanor screamed of power and affluence. 
 
    “It is good to be returning home. How fares the iron market?” Talha replied, inclining her head slightly toward the man. Lhaurel wondered at this. Who was this man, to be shown such respect from one of the Sisters? 
 
    “House Creager is faring far better than some others.” Behind the strange-bearded man, several of his companions grumbled and gave dark looks. 
 
    “It’s those wind-blasted storms,” another of the men said, voice low, gruff, and loud. He was shorter than the first man, though the clothes he wore—which were equally as fine as the first man’s—looked a bit disheveled and the buttons of his coat strained against the cloth in an effort to contain the man’s broad belly. “They’ve been cropping up all over the Empire. They’ve ruined crops, overturned barges, and decimated entire slave populations in the Eastern Dominion.” 
 
    “Don’t let Mydan radicalism detract from what’s important in that message,” another of the men said. This one was garbed entirely in green and was clean shaven, though his hair was longer than either of the other two men. “He means well, but he’s a hysterical fool at the best of times.” 
 
    “Mydan radicalism?” the portly man said, rounding on his companion. His short, brown beard seemed to bristle. “Curse your House to the seventh level of hell, you swine. I’ll have you know the Mydan family is the most conservative in all of Estrelar. Our House has stood for more years than your squabbling cooperative of interbred idiots, Leyhend.” 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t help but smile at the indignation in the Mydan man’s voice. The green clothed man, who Lhaurel realized now was clearly one of several representatives of the Great Houses, simply raised an eyebrow and looked back at Talha and Lhaurel, expression one of absolute uncaring disdain. The first speaker, the older man, chuckled softly to himself. 
 
    “The storms are a concern, Honored Sister,” green clothes said. “The Storm Wards say that the weather patterns have been disrupted somehow and are afraid to act without consulting you on the matter. I had hoped you would consider working with my own Storm Wards in this venture.” 
 
    Lhaurel noticed the slight flicker of movement in Talha’s cheek that showed the woman’s jawline firming slightly. This was clearly a political maneuver, one that was both open and overt in nature. 
 
    “Perhaps, Lord Leyhend. Perhaps.” 
 
    Lhaurel could tell from her tone that she was not pleased, though Lhaurel doubted this Lord Leyhend would be able to tell. 
 
    “Is this the new Sister of Honor?” The first man—Lord Creager—asked. Lhaurel half wondered if he recognized Talha’s hidden displeasure and was purposefully steering the conversation away from politics. 
 
    All eyes flickered toward her. 
 
    “I am,” Lhaurel said before Talha could respond. 
 
    “I heard about your last Incarnation’s passing only eight days past. I had not known she was even unwell.” Though the man spoke conversationally, Lhaurel sensed more curiosity in the question than his body language showed. For some reason, the tall man reminded Lhaurel of Marvi, the old Matron of the Sidena. Her treachery and conniving had led, in part, to what had happened to the Rahuli people in the Oasis. 
 
    “Things happen quickly at times,” Lhaurel said, keeping her words careful and her tone calm. Elyana’s voice whispered in the back of her mind, suggesting what to say. “Like the aforementioned storms. Thankfully, Lord Creager, the Path provides us a means of continuing on even after our frailties render our bodies but empty vessels.” 
 
    Lord Creager nodded and gave a pert smile, the motion made larger by his strange beard. “You’re absolutely right. Now, I must beg your leave. I have a few missives to write and reports to review. If you will excuse me?” 
 
    He bowed, bending at the waist though not appearing to move much, and then strode around them toward the back of the ship where a number of other, smaller men stood. Attendants or slaves, perhaps? Part of Lhaurel grew enraged at the thought of them being slaves, though it was a small voice now. It was part of the world she’d become entangled in. It wasn’t something she could change. 
 
    “You will also need to excuse us,” Talha said to the other two men, who were watching Lord Creager retreat with sour expressions on their faces. “We have some business to attend to as well. I assume our rooms have been prepared below?” 
 
    “I assume they have been, yes,” the portly Lord Mydan said, scratching at his chin beneath his beard. “Storms take the slave who hasn’t.” 
 
    “That one will take him first.” Lord Leyhend nodded toward where the blocky Sister stood beating at the drum, keeping the oars moving in time. It was only then that Lhaurel realized how far they’d already travelled. The oars propelled them forward at twice again the speed of the barges. Already they’d passed beyond the city of bridges and stone. 
 
    “You’re likely right.” Talha sniffed and turned her head to look at Lhaurel. “Come now, Lhaurel. Let us be off. This journey is a short one.” 
 
    Lhaurel gestured for Josi, who still stood close behind her, to follow and the three of them headed toward the back of the craft in the direction that Lord Creager had gone. Talha moved quickly, reaching the raised section and gesturing for one of the sailors to open a door there, which he did with quick, economical movements. Talha strode through into the short corridor beyond. Lhaurel nodded at him, but hurried after Talha, her priestess tagging along behind. Talha opened a door and walked in, leaving it open for Lhaurel and her priestess. 
 
    “I hate politics,” Talha fumed as Lhaurel walked into the room. Talha kept talking, but Lhaurel missed the rest of the words as the sheer opulence of the room overwhelmed her. 
 
    Shimmering cloth in seven distinct colors hung from the walls, swaying with the motion of the ship. Couches, chairs, and oddly rounded pillows in bright, puffy patterns lay in neat arrangement through the surprisingly large chamber. Bottles and bottles of wine and other drink lay in racks against one wall, nestled behind a sort of table with no legs. A tall man stood behind it, his lower half obscured by the table-like counter. He was an older man, with a squared face and somewhat exotic hair that seemed to stand up at the sides and sweep backward toward his neck. 
 
    “Lhaurel!” Talha snapped, the edge in her voice making it quite clear how she felt about being ignored. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    Lhaurel forced herself not to flush. She needed to stop doing that. She was one of the Seven Sisters now, given respect by all and feared even more. 
 
    “What was the question?” 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” Talha snapped, throwing a hand toward the man at the counter, who looked at her and bowed slightly. 
 
    “Just water, I think.” Lhaurel said. 
 
    “Lance,” Talha said. “Water for her and a tall glass of a dark wine will do for me.” 
 
    “Yes, Great One,” the man, Lance, replied with another bow. His voice was oddly lilting, almost as if he were about to burst into song. He wore a strange outfit, a red leather overcoat with several leather cords strung from one shoulder to the other that were quite clearly not necessary to hold the outfit closed. A strange ruffled shirt was underneath, the wavy-patterned collar poking out from beneath the overcoat. “Is there a particular year or vintage you’d prefer?” 
 
    Talha flopped down into one of the slope-backed chairs and fished in a pouch at her waist, pulling out a small, leather-bound book and a pencil. “The usual, Lance. It doesn’t ever change.” 
 
    The man nodded and began pulling out glasses, polishing them with a stark, white cloth, and looking through the racks of bottles. 
 
    “Sit, Lhaurel,” Talha said, gesturing with her pencil to anther of the squashy, slope-backed chairs, then looked over at Lhaurel’s priestess, who still stood behind her. “You go over there.” Talha gestured toward one corner of the room that was partitioned off with some cloth hung from the ceiling. “Do not speak.” 
 
    Lhaurel rankled at the way Talha addressed her priestess, but let it go as she took a seat on the edge of her chair. It was softer than she expected and she almost fell backward at the lack of expected resistance, but her staff saved her once again. It was proving rather handy. Talha had placed hers in an ornately carved stone barrel-thing near the door. Josi bowed and strode to the other side of the room. 
 
    “I hate politics,” Talha complained, the end of her pencil tapping against her bottom lip. 
 
    “So you’ve said.” 
 
    Talha waved the hand holding the pencil. “That was not a statement. It was an introduction.” 
 
    Lhaurel rolled her eyes. Another lesson. 
 
    “Lhaurel, this is important.” Talha leaned forward, her tone as earnest as Lhaurel had ever heard before. “You think we’re infallible as Sisters, that we’re this great, untouchable thing. That’s the image we portray to the world. We have great, deific power, but we’re only seven women. We’re mortal. We can be killed. And we’re limited.” 
 
    Lhaurel leaned back from the intensity of Talha’s words, feeling fear grip her chest. Her mind called up the memories of the dream where Beryl had killed the other Sister back in Elyana’s day. She felt suddenly vulnerable and she wanted nothing more than to draw on her abilities. The absence of her magic was another stark reminder of her utter weakness in this foreign land. 
 
    “Politics is a strange beast of perception and presence instead of knowledge or understanding. It goes against everything I understand. There is nothing concrete or factual about it. It’s like trying to define what salt tastes like. Some things, by their very nature, are so unique they become the definition of itself. Politics is one of those things.” 
 
    Lhaurel tried not to let her focus wander. 
 
    “Dack Creager is a master of politics. House Creager wasn’t even considered one of the Great Houses when he became head of the family. Now he is the head of the Council of Houses and is as slippery as an eel.” 
 
    Lhaurel recognized the word from Elyana’s memories. The council of Great House representatives, the political government’s balance to the religious might of the Seven Sisters. A direct influencer of the economy and trade within the Empire. 
 
    “His beard is a little odd for one so powerful,” Lhaurel observed, coming to the slow understanding that she most likely had not presented herself well in their first meeting. 
 
    Talha stared at Lhaurel as if she’d just grown a third eye. 
 
    “The man is power, Lhaurel. He follows the path of Power, though oft times he leans heavily toward Conquest. Those two are difficult to separate. The point is, he does what he wills. He defines the fashions of Estrelar and Anichka. You’ll see dozens emulating him, just as you saw that woman back in Geithoorn.” Talha blew out a long, clearly exasperated breath. 
 
    Lance approached and handed Talha a glass of dark, amber colored wine. She took it without looking at him. Lhaurel took her glass of water when Lance approached, but didn’t drink it. Lance retreated back toward his counter. Talha swished the wine around in her glass for a long moment before taking a sip, placing her notebook and pencil down next to her. She half smiled in satisfaction and looked down at the glass in her hand, then took several large swallows. 
 
    “You must always be cognizant of the fact that politics is at work. It breathes with the life force of the Empire—it flows through all action, especially here. Don’t ever believe anyone who offers to help you for nothing or who seems to ask too many or not enough questions. The wrong words at the wrong time or to the wrong people can get you killed.” 
 
    “Killed?” Lhaurel asked, looking up sharply. “We’re Sisters. Can we be killed? I mean really killed?” 
 
    Talha snorted and took another drink. The glass was almost empty. 
 
    “Of course we can. We’re not infallible. One of the benefits of being in the Path and having achieved our Iteration is that the death of one life, one body, isn’t the end. We return. But there are . . . gaps, when that happens. We try and minimize them, but they happen. Memories get jumbled, prior lives are sometimes lost, and things of that nature. So yes, we can be killed, but it doesn’t really stop the Path.” Talha took another long drink. “I’ve missed this wine. Lance, another glass.” 
 
    Lance hurried over and poured more wine into Talha’s glass from an old, yellow glass bottle. There was dust on the outside of the bottle. 
 
    “Politics is a game that everyone you meet in the Empire is playing. You are playing it too, even if you don’t realize it. I will teach you what I know of it, but you must be wary. What you say will be remembered. What you do will be spoken of to others. What you are, that you must keep to yourself.” Talha gave Lhaurel a significant look, then took another drink. “Politics. Oh, how I loathe politics.” 
 
    Lhaurel’s head spun with the implications. She’d already thought being a Sister was complicated. This sense of political wrangling and strife was even more so. How did anyone juggle it all? 
 
    Talha got to her feet after placing the empty wine glass on the ground next to her chair. Lhaurel looked over at her as she walked over to her staff by the door and pulled it free of the container it was in. 
 
    “I am not feeling well, at the moment,” Talha said, swaying slightly. “I shall retire to another room to rest for the few hours it will take us to reach Estrelar. You—well, you should stay here, I think.” 
 
    With that, Talha left.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: Crude Magic 
 
    “To an extent, the Progressions themselves are also real, but who dictates the walkers thereon? Not who currently does, but who has that right?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 19, Year 1259 
 
    A few days after seeing the Orinai army and making plans with the Rahuli leaders and Tadeo, Gavin walked down along the lower half of the valley, finally able to find the time to go and speak with Samsin. He tugged at the collar of his uniform, not yet used to the new, stiff fabric. Still, despite the discomfort, he was quite proud of the Rahuli women for getting all forty-eight made in such a short time. The uniforms were a deep, rich green, stiff at the collar and shoulders, but form fitting and snug through the chest, fastening with a double row of brass buttons down the chest. Though they were a bit of an annoyance to fasten, they kept the fabric formfitting even while sitting. 
 
    The shirt was long enough that the belts each man wore were fastened over them. Each man was also given white trousers made of a thick, tough material, matching boots, and a matching cloak. 
 
    Farah had gotten one of the smiths to fashion some small metal pins to go on his collar in the shape of a raindrop turned on its fat end, with several lines behind it. She had said it was a representation of the three mystic powers and would help him, Cobb, Evrouin, and her stand out as the leaders of the group when Brisson’s people saw them. Gavin wore one on each side of his collar. Cobb, Evrouin, and Farah only wore one on the left side. All in all, even without the leather armor, the uniforms were better than Gavin could have hoped for and he’d already noticed a difference in how the former slaves in the valley treated him and the other Rahuli. A change that would, hopefully, begin to work in their favor. 
 
    Gavin stopped fidgeting with his collar and dropped his hand instead to the hilt of his greatsword. He had a long knife on his other side to balance out its weight, but the greatsword was a constant companion now. He’d noticed how the others in the valley watched it. When Gavin asked, Benji had been quick to tell him that the weapon was something of legend as well, but not in the same way as Gavin understood it. Greatswords weren’t able to be manipulated by magic, not even by the Great Ones. They were weapons designed to kill magic users, to kill Great Ones, those who were, like Samsin, the next level of power up on the Schema and a higher Iteration, to use the correct term. So, even though Gavin no longer really cared for the weapon, it remained at his side whenever he was around anyone who could see. 
 
    Benji had taken to living with Gavin and the others quite well. In fact, Shallee had immediately taken the boy under her wing, cleaning him up and making sure he had clothes and shoes and whatever else he needed. At first, Benji had seemed uncomfortable with all the attention, but he’d soon adjusted to it and now spent almost as much time with her as he did with Gavin. Shallee didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Gavin turned away from the path after a while and headed toward the circle of boulders nestled against the cliff wall that hid Tadeo’s little group of huts. It was far enough away from the main path that it wasn’t likely to ever be discovered even though Gavin often wondered how Tadeo had managed to keep Samsin hidden for so long. When Gavin had asked during one of the—now infrequent—moments that he and Tadeo had a moment free from listening ears, Tadeo had refused to answer. Gavin had let the matter drop. It didn’t really matter that much anyway. 
 
    Samsin was waiting for him, leaned up against the side of a boulder like he’d been three days before. He looked stronger than he had, though he was still bruised, broken, and bandaged almost from head to foot. When he saw Gavin coming, Samsin managed a smile and gave a half-hearted wave. 
 
    “I wondered when I would be seeing you again,” Samsin said, nodding toward a stump where Gavin could sit and talk to him. “Tadeo said you’d gained a little time and have a plan to distract the army.” 
 
    Gavin nodded. 
 
    “That’s good. The snows will come by then, I have no doubt.” 
 
    “I wish I could be that certain,” Gavin said, unable to keep the frustration out of his voice. 
 
    Samsin sat up straighter, adjusting the cloak he was using as a blanket over his bottom half. “Part of my powers as a Storm Ward allows me to feel the weather,” he said. “The threads of winter are there in the sky. I can feel them, even if I don’t have the strength yet to manipulate them. It’s harder now, with what I had to do in the Arena, weather is all linked together, you see. The Sisters will have a hard time in the coming years, organizing Storm Wards to fix the chaos it will cause.” 
 
    Gavin studied the man, looking for signs that what he was saying was true. 
 
    “How can you feel it?” Gavin asked. “I can’t even get enough energy pulled together to light off more than a few sparks. From what I know, your abilities as a Storm Ward are just more powerful versions of my own.” 
 
    “That’s an extremely crude way of putting it. Were I the man I used to be, I’d likely take offense. As it is, I’m only mildly annoyed.” 
 
    Gavin met Samsin’s gaze. So the condescending, arrogant Samsin who Gavin had gotten to know was still there somewhere. 
 
    “Still, it all starts with the same basic principles,” Samsin said after a long, awkward pause. He shifted his back and adjusted his shoulders, apparently trying to find a comfortable position against the boulder. “You found the man you were looking for then? The other mystic?” 
 
    Gavin nodded. Tadeo had found Darryn early yesterday morning about ten miles south of the valley, once again trying to leave. This time he’d tried using his powers to get away and Tadeo had been forced to put an arrow in him. Apparently Tadeo, as a former member of an Honor Squad, used glass tipped arrows instead of metal ones. Tadeo had had one of Evrouin’s men bring him back to be healed, but it had been hard to explain to Maryn and the other women there. 
 
    “What principles?” 
 
    Samsin made a wheezing noise that Gavin only identified as laughter by the fact that Samsin’s eyes glinted with mirth rather than tears. 
 
    “Not easily dissuaded, are you? Very well. I will retract my earlier proclamation that I would not betray my people and let you know the secrets of the Great Ones. I will teach you what I can, but first you must do something for me.” 
 
    Gavin sighed. “What this time?” 
 
    Samsin raised an eyebrow, making the bruises on his face shift and seem to undulate. “This time? No, I’m going back to the original time. I said I had information from Nikanor on where other Orinai detractors could be found, ones who could be persuaded to move against the elements in Estrelar.” 
 
    “And what good will that do us?” 
 
    “Use your head, boy,” Samsin snapped. “Don’t be a fool. You’re not an idiot; I know that for a fact. Don’t act like one.” 
 
    Gavin felt his temper flare, but bit back a retort. Though barbed, Gavin recognized the tempering the statement had gone through from the way Samsin would have said if before. He truly wanted Gavin to think. 
 
    “I don’t know what Estrelar is,” Gavin said slowly, thinking it over while still attempting to still his anger and annoyance. “But additional allies would mean more people. They can’t get to us because there’s an army out there and we’ll soon be cut off from them by the winter snows.” 
 
    “And what do you think that army is going to do while you’re all holed up here? Sit quietly and play pairs?” 
 
    Gavin frowned at the unfamiliar expression, but shook his head. “Of course not. They won’t leave either, despite what Brisson says. No, while we’re here they’ll . . . they’ll . . .” Gavin trailed off as realization hit him and it all made a sudden sense. “They’ll be sending for more men to augment their armies. They’ll know we’re here and they’ll also know there’s no place we can go. By the time the snows melt and we’re ready to face them they’ll have twice as many soldiers.” 
 
    “Or more.” 
 
    “So . . . so we send out messengers to these other people Nikanor knew. Maybe they could stop the reinforcements or at least delay them a while.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    Gavin dropped his head down into his hands, running his fingers through his hair on both sides. He and Evrouin had already been out on several patrols in the last two days, though they’d been mostly gathering information on terrain and the area around them rather than any sort of offensive or military maneuvers. The best they could hope for was to circle around to the other side of the army and attack them from there, hoping to draw them away. Without additional men, from Brisson’s people or from outside, they couldn’t do any more than that. Even if every able man inside the valley were trained and armed, it wouldn’t be enough to defeat the hardened Orinai troops which far outnumbered them. Problems on top of problems on top of problems. 
 
    “Alright. That means we don’t have much time to try and get information out then, do we?” Gavin said, looking up, but keeping his elbows on his knees. “The same snows that trap us in here will also keep any messengers from getting out. How long do you think we have before they arrive, then?” 
 
    “Four or five days, if the patterns I feel hold true. The weather is a fickle mistress, as changeable as the sea.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help.” 
 
    Samsin shrugged and then grimaced at the pain. 
 
    “I need to speak with Evrouin and the others again, then,” Gavin said, getting to his feet. “I will be back to discuss the magic and Estrelar. Do you think you can tell me where these others are, without a map?” 
 
    Samsin nodded. Gavin turned to leave, then stopped and looked back at Samsin. “Thank you,” Gavin said. 
 
    Samsin gave him a wan smile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Do you ever actually sleep, Gavin?” Evrouin asked. He looked up from where he was seated at the low table in the hut he shared with Gavin and the others as Gavin entered. Evrouin’s uniform coat was unbuttoned, though he still wore it. He’d just come off a long patrol earlier that morning, as had Gavin, but it appeared that Evrouin had taken the time to catch some sleep while Gavin had been talking to Samsin. 
 
    “I’ll sleep after the snows come,” Gavin said. “We’ve got a problem, though.” 
 
    Evrouin immediately perked up, sitting straighter in his chair. “The army?” 
 
    Gavin shook his head, then told him the realization he’d just had with Samsin, though he left out any mention of the Orinai Storm Ward. Outside of Farah, only he and Tadeo knew the man still lived. 
 
    Evrouin’s expression darkened with each word. He swore when Gavin finished, using words Gavin had only heard a very few times before. 
 
    “So what do we do?” Evrouin asked at length. “Run? As you said before, there’s no place for us to go. We can’t fight them off.” 
 
    Gavin hesitated, trying to decide whether or not to tell Evrouin about Samsin. He doubted Evrouin would react poorly to the information, but he still didn’t completely trust the man either. Gavin’s perception of him had changed after his confrontation with Farah, but not that much. 
 
    “Brisson mentioned a few places to Tadeo where someone might find allies among the Orinai,” Gavin said, hoping his lie sounded both natural and plausible. “People like Nikanor who work against the Seven Sisters and the Empire.” 
 
    Evrouin frowned. He wasn’t as familiar with any of the information regarding the Orinai, even when compared to the little that Gavin actually knew, so Gavin assumed he was puzzling out what Gavin’s words actually meant. 
 
    “You intend for us to flee to them?” Evrouin asked. “If you remember, there’s a giant army between us and anywhere south of us we’d want to go.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head. “No, I’m saying we have potential allies outside this valley, but they can only help us if they know we need it.” 
 
    Evrouin nodded with sudden understanding. “Messengers. You want to sneak messengers out to them. What do you expect? They’ll just come on up here and save us?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Gavin said, taking a seat on one of the other chairs. “What other choice do we have, though? What do we even know about fighting Orinai? We’re simple men, Evrouin, used to living a simple, if dangerous, life. We’re completely unprepared for any of this.” 
 
    “I feel about as ready for all this as I was for each Migration,” Evrouin said. “But here’s the thing. No matter how much I planned and prepared my clan for it, something always went wrong. What’re we going to do if they don’t come?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Gavin said honestly. “But let’s buy ourselves a little time first. We need to send messengers out now before the snow starts. We’re just going to assume it’s coming,” Gavin added, seeing the argument already forming on Evrouin’s lips. “We can use the distractions we’ve already planned as a way to help the messengers get out.” 
 
    “You’re putting a lot of faith in some information passed on secondhand,” Evrouin said. 
 
    “I know!” Gavin snapped, then forced down his impatience. “I know. But again, what choice do we have? There’s nothing else we can do. It’s like we’re sitting in the Oasis all over again, just waiting for the genesauri and Kaiden’s traitors to come kill us all.” Gavin stopped himself, realizing what he’d just said. 
 
    “Save it, Gavin. You’re right, that’s exactly how this feels.” Evrouin’s voice was calm, but the hand resting on the table had clenched into a white-knuckled fist. “I’ll go. I’ll be one of the messengers.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head, but before he could speak, a female voice spoke. 
 
    “You will do nothing of the sort, Ev,” Evrouin’s wife, Cather, strode out from the room they shared, her short, stout frame covered by only a simple robe. She pointed a stubby finger at her husband and gave him a look that would have made Khari proud. “You’ll not leave me here to go act the hero just to soothe your own conscience. You’ve set your piece and you’ve done your part. I won’t have this baby without you here for it, do you hear me?” 
 
    “Baby?” Gavin looked more closely at the woman and only then realized the woman’s girth wasn’t a factor of weight at all. How had he missed that? 
 
    “Keep your eyes off my wife, Gavin,” Evrouin said, though there was no real strength in his words. “And Cather, don’t lord over me like that in front of him.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I please. I’m a pregnant woman nearly into my fourth decade. I’m entitled to do as I see fit.” She turned to look at Gavin, face set into a commanding expression. “He’s not going.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gavin said, quickly. “I need him here. No, I was thinking we need someone who knows the terrain outside this place better than a Rahuli.” 
 
    Cather nodded. “That’s settled then. Now, if neither of you is going to allow my husband to resume his quiet thoughts out here, I would ask you both to leave. I was in the middle of a nap and would like very much to return to it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Gavin said, getting to his feet at almost the exact same time as Evrouin, who was busy buttoning back up his uniform coat. “We’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    “Good.” Cather sniffed and turned her back on them, disappearing back into her room. 
 
    Gavin looked over at Evrouin, who looked rather sheepish. With everything else going on, all the stress of the last few weeks, all the pressure, Gavin suddenly burst into laughter. 
 
    “Hush you,” Evrouin hissed, glancing sidelong at the door to his bedroom. “She’ll be back and then I’ll be the one in trouble.” 
 
    Gavin, if anything, laughed even harder, but followed Evrouin out the door. As soon as he did, something struck him a resounding blow to the side of his head. 
 
    Gavin reeled, vision swimming, stumbling sideways into Evrouin. Evrouin made a sound of surprise just as something bowled into Gavin and knocked Gavin, Evrouin, and their assailant to the ground. The force of it carried them a short distance across the ground, skidding against the rocks. Gavin reached out for his power, body and mind reacting instinctively while his vision swam. Energy erupted through him. Gavin felt it in that moment, felt the creation of energy as his back slid against the stones, felt it forming there and channeling up through him, feeling like a hundred tiny ants scurrying up his skin. White sparks flew from his arms and hands and sudden clarity tore through the shock and pain of the initial blow. 
 
    Evrouin yelped as the energy shot from Gavin’s hands in little crackling arcs, several hitting him and the other figure that had tackled them both. 
 
    “Darryn?” Gavin said, recognizing the cursing figure that leapt up from the pile. 
 
    The man danced back, hands balling into fists despite his obvious pain. Gavin dismissed the energy crackling on his arms and held out a hand to stop Evrouin, who had gotten to his feet looking murderous. Evrouin backed away from Gavin’s hand as if it were on fire. 
 
    “What in the seven hells are you doing?” Gavin snapped, rounding on Darryn. 
 
    “Why’d you send that idiot after me?” Darryn said, not lowering his fists. “I was almost out. What have you got against me, outcast?” 
 
    “Shut it,” Evrouin said, stepping around Gavin. “You will address your leader with more respect than that. How dare you attack him like that. If you’d been in my clan, I’d have you whipped.” 
 
    Gavin blinked. Had Evrouin just defended him? 
 
    “Well, I’m not, am I? Get out of my way, traitor. My fight is with Gavin, not you.” 
 
    Evrouin crossed his arms across his chest and gave Darryn a look of absolute unconcern. A little down the street, several of Brisson’s people stopped to see what was going on. 
 
    “Get. Out. Of. My. Way.” Darryn cut off each word, as if they were each their own sentence. 
 
    Evrouin yawned. Not a trace of the man who’d been driven from his own home remained. Instead, a cold, hardened warrior of the Rahuli stood in his place, staring down a much younger and more muscular foe. Darryn’s shoulders were half again as wide as Evrouin’s and his chest as broad as a barrel. Evrouin, by contrast, was thin and wiry. Gavin knew from firsthand experience, however, the whip-cord strength hidden beneath the deceptive frame. 
 
    Behind Evrouin, the metal clasp on the door ripped free of the frame. Darryn’s eyes narrowed in concentration as the bit of metal hurtled straight toward Evrouin, passing within an inch of Gavin’s side. 
 
    “Look out!” Gavin shouted, but even as he spoke Evrouin stepped to the side and the metal clasp shot past him and then toppled to the ground a few feet away. 
 
    Darryn looked confused for half a moment, then his face contorted in pain as Evrouin closed the distance between them in two quick steps and grasped the man’s outstretched fist in one of his own hands. Gavin didn’t see what happened next, but one moment they were staring each other in the eye, the next Darryn was on his knees, arm twisted up behind his back and Evrouin was standing to one side of him. 
 
    “Now,” Evrouin whispered in a growl that only he, Darryn, and Gavin could hear, “how about you calm down, son. You’re going to get up and come along with us nicely or I’m going to add a little pressure and break your arm in two different places.” 
 
    Darryn looked like he was in complete and utter agony, but he kept his tongue clamped firmly between his teeth. Gavin felt his earlier irritation return tenfold and he stepped up next to the two men, fully aware of the small crowd that had gathered to watch what was going on. 
 
    “I’m going to count to three,” Gavin said, voice loud enough to be heard by anyone listening with half an ear. “If you haven’t agreed by then, I’ll do worse than Evrouin.” Gavin scraped his foot against the rocks and, at the same time, drew on his powers. He pulled the energy generated by the motion of his foot against the rocks, and the rocks against each other, into him and channeled it into his hand. He held it out in front of Darryn’s twisted, pain-filled face as it came alight with crackling white energy. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    The energy he’d created by moving his foot was small, but Gavin found that if he concentrated hard enough, he could pull the energy back into himself just as the sparks started to dissipate and send them back out at full strength. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    All this Gavin did on an almost subconscious level. He’d recognized that something important was happening as he’d skidded across the ground earlier, but his clouded mind hadn’t been able to process the information. Now, fully alert, he realized that he’d finally discovered what Samsin had been talking about when he’d said the relampago powers were the power of motion. More precisely, he realized, it was the energy created as things resisted movement forced upon them. 
 
    “Three.” He stepped forward. 
 
    “Alright,” Darryn gasped, flinching away from Gavin’s hand. “Alright. I’ll go. Ok? Now let me go.” 
 
    Gavin stepped back and dismissed his hold on the energy. The sparks vanished and Gavin, who was waiting for it this time, felt the energy fade into the air as heat. Evrouin glanced up at Gavin and then glanced down as if asking permission to release the man. Gavin nodded. Evrouin let go of Darryn’s arm. 
 
    “Come with me,” Gavin said, as Darryn got to his feet cursing and rubbing at his arm. “You too, Evrouin.” 
 
    The crowd that had gathered murmured softly to themselves. A couple of younger children scampered away, already shouting to each other slightly distorted versions of what had just transpired. Gavin knew that the entire valley would know at least some portion of the story before night fell. He ignored the rest of the crowd. 
 
    Darryn followed just behind Gavin as he started walking, headed for the dining hall. It was near the midday meal and Gavin hoped to find Tadeo there. Cobb was in charge of today’s foot patrols, so Tadeo was likely headed there to eat along with everyone else. If not, Gavin was positive Benji would be and he could always send the boy to find him. 
 
    Evrouin caught up to him before they reached the dining hall, though he walked in such a way so as to keep Darryn visible in his periphery. 
 
    “I didn’t think you had it in you back there, Gavin,” Evrouin said, soft enough so that only Gavin heard. They’d collected a following of children as they walked, singing and chanting behind them like newborn sandtigers following their mother. 
 
    Gavin didn’t answer. Part of him was sickened by the threat he’d been forced to use, though he’d known it was necessary. He couldn’t afford not to appear strong right now. His people couldn’t afford to let him be seen as weak. If that meant he had to threaten Darryn to do it, then so be it. 
 
    “The dining hall is that way,” Evrouin said. Gavin nodded and headed in that direction. 
 
    Tadeo wasn’t in the dining hall. Benji, however, was. The boy was just helping himself to a large and strange combination of meat and vegetables in a broth of some sort when Gavin entered with Evrouin and Darryn. He said Tadeo had just left, but had requested Benji let Gavin know he would be headed to the eyrie to finalize the plans for their first attempt at getting the Orinai army headed in the wrong direction. That plan was supposed to be implemented that evening. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the three of them arrived in the eyrie. 
 
    “Ah,” Tadeo said on noticing them, his steely gaze taking in all three of them without betraying any hint of emotion. “The boy delivered his message. I was afraid this thing would not happen.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head. “Benji is a good boy. He just gets distracted sometimes.” 
 
    “This thing is true. I see he is not with you.” Behind Tadeo, Farah smiled at Gavin. He nodded at her, but didn’t feel in the mood to smile back. 
 
    “He stayed in the dining hall to finish his stew.” 
 
    “We have a problem,” Evrouin said. “This idiot just attacked us both in front of half the valley.” Evrouin jerked a thumb at Darryn. “He’s been acting like a heat-crazed lunatic since we got here. I, for one, would really like to know what his problem is.” 
 
    Gavin couldn’t help but agree. He turned to Darryn, crossing his arms in an exact replica of Evrouin’s earlier motion. Mimicry was a skill his grandmother had taught him at a young age, a basic staple of a novice performer. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Darryn said. 
 
    Gavin threw up his hands. He’d had this conversation with Darryn before and he’d refused to talk about it then too. 
 
    “I’m tired of this game, Darryn,” Gavin said. “You either tell us what’s going on now or I will throw you in the same prison where they kept Samsin and let you stew there all winter. I hear they can be long up here. Five or six months altogether.” 
 
    Darryn scowled, but kept his mouth firmly closed. 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Farah said, adding her voice to the discussion for the first time. She walked up, looking from Darryn to Gavin and then back again. Her blond hair blew about in the soft wind. “He’s in love with Lhaurel. He wants to go after her.” 
 
    “What?” Evrouin blurted at the same time that Gavin said, “What in the seven hells?” 
 
    Tadeo, as was his way, remained silent and impassive. Darryn’s expression went slack and his hands, which had been fists only moments before, fell open at his sides. 
 
    “You can see it in his eyes,” Farah continued, “and in the way he’s so guarded about it. Men have a way of not saying what they really mean.” She shot Gavin a rather pointed look. “He loves her and is trying to figure out a way to go after her, poor fool.” She gave Darryn a pitying look. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Evrouin exclaimed, staring at Darryn as if he were seeing a ghost. “You only knew the woman for a few days before the Orinai took her.” 
 
    Darryn scowled at him, then hung his head, cheeks coloring perceptibly, though Gavin couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment. 
 
    “Even just once is enough, sometimes.” Farah said. She didn’t look in Gavin’s direction. 
 
    “Gavin,” Evrouin said, turning to him. “Don’t tell me you believe any of this. And even if he is in love with the woman, what right does he have to go running off after her on his own like that. He could have brought the whole Orinai army down on us.” 
 
    “Army?” Darryn said, finally finding his voice again, though his cheeks still showed a little color. “What army?” 
 
    “The one camped at the edge of the mountains, you idiot.” 
 
    “This thing could be good for us,” Tadeo said, his gruff voice a low rumble. “This man, he is wanting to leave. We need messengers to go out and find the others like old Nikanor, yes? I will take this man with me.” 
 
    Gavin blinked. “With you?” He wanted to ask the man how he even knew they needed to send out messengers, but couldn’t mention anything that would imply Samsin was still alive. Gavin hadn’t told Evrouin the whole truth earlier and Darryn he didn’t trust enough to even tell part of it. 
 
    Tadeo nodded. “Yes. I will go with this man. He is a mystic, yes?” 
 
    “Well, yes, he is, but—” 
 
    “I will do this thing. I know the Empire. I know where we will go and how to travel without being caught. This thing is decided already. Farah has given us one of the magnificent aevians to us for a short time this night.” Tadeo gave Farah a small bow, bending at the waist. 
 
    Gavin raised an eyebrow at her, but she ignored him. 
 
    “You’re going tonight, then?” Evrouin interjected. “You’ve been planning this for a while, haven’t you?” There was a note of suspicion in his voice, a hard edge that was like a burr in an otherwise smooth and polished surface. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Darryn protested, holding up his hands. “I’m not going anywhere with him.” 
 
    “You complain for weeks about wanting to leave and run away like a coward,” Evrouin said, “then complain when you have orders to leave?” 
 
    “He put an arrow in me,” Darryn said. 
 
    “You’re right. He did.” Gavin stepped up and jabbed a finger into Darryn’s chest. Though he was smaller than the man, and thinner, Darryn took a half step away from him after the first jab. “And I’ll tell him to put another one in your heart if you do anything as stupid as what you just did again. You could have gotten us all killed because you couldn’t see reason. Tadeo will be in command. You will do as he says or he’ll leave you behind. Do you understand?” 
 
    Darryn’s expression hinted at a glare, so Gavin pointedly raised his hand again and clenched it into a fist. He gathered his powers and a brief spark of energy made a small white light burst from his fingers. 
 
    Darryn swallowed and nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    “Good.” Gavin turned to Tadeo. “If he does anything stupid, kill him. I assume you’re going to use the attack tonight to get past the army?” 
 
    Tadeo nodded and then held Gavin’s gaze for a long moment. Understanding passed between them. They both knew what was at stake here and that they’d likely not ever see each other again. It was a long shot just to survive the winter, even if they managed to survive long enough for the first snows to make movement in the passes impossible. If they did, and the sun’s summer heat opened them back up again in five or six months, it would be highly unlikely they’d survive the ensuing battle. 
 
    “Is everything ready for tonight then?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Tadeo nodded and the moment between them was gone. 
 
    “Evrouin, are you and your men ready?” 
 
    “As ready as we can be for something like this.” 
 
    Gavin turned to Farah, who was already nodding. “We’re ready, Gavin,” she said. 
 
    “Good. Until tonight then.” Gavin said, looking at each of them in turn. 
 
    “Until tonight,” everyone echoed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: A Voice of Warning 
 
    “The Sisters claim the right to grant or deny travel on that Path, but is it truly theirs?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 19, Year 1259 
 
    The clans decided that I was in need of more direct assistance. They provided me with an aide—a young girl named Briane. There was a time when these people would not have let one of their children come within a thousand spans of me. Now they provide me with one. One whose presence is a constant reminder of their desperation. 
 
    I know not what to do with her. Having lived the solitary life, alone with my craft and with the creatures that I love, having another’s presence within my walls is uncomfortable. She is always there—always in the way. And her ceaseless chatter gnaws at my mind and steals away what hope I have left. She is a leech, sapping away my strength. 
 
    Elyana jumped as Briane crashed into the table, sending the ledger and a bottle of ink flying skidding across the tabletop and toward the perilous floor. Elyana swore and reached for the ink with her left hand, spots of discoloration on the back of her wrist highlighted by the act. She caught the glass bottle before it toppled, but missed the book. It toppled to the ground with a heavy thud and sent dust flying to the air. 
 
    “Sorry, Elyana,” the girl said, pushing herself back up and checking a cut on her hand. 
 
    Blood pooled there. Elyana sensed it, and a deep abiding hunger welled with within her like a roaring sandtiger, clawing to reach out to it, to pull it in toward her, to feed her deep, desperate need. It clawed at her pragmatism, her honor. The power surged against the Elyana’s will and battered at the barriers she put in place to contain it. 
 
    Elyana resisted. 
 
    “Just be more careful!” Elyana snapped, probably more forcefully than the girl deserved. Briane jumped and backed away, bumping into a set of wooden shelves upon which rested Elyana’s tank of eels. The creatures stirred fitfully in the water as it rocked back and forth in response to the jostling. 
 
    Elyana sighed and got to her feet, running a weary hand across her forehead and surreptitiously massaging her temples. A silent battle still raged inside her, though the weariness and exhaustion were starting to set in. Documenting the entire history of the Seven Sisters, of the Orinai and their magic, their religion, was a weighty task indeed. They’d met with the mystics earlier, those who were the first tier of the Schema and Iterations, to see if any of them were simply unbroken 2nd tier magic users, but her search had proved in vain. She’d used a small portion of her abilities then, using her own blood to gain the power to discern abilities and progress on the Path. It had taken everything she had since then to not use them again. 
 
    The blood on Briane’s arm began to pool. Elyana bit her lip to keep from lashing out with her abilities. She looked away from Briane, focusing her attention elsewhere. 
 
    “Sorry,” Briane muttered, idling sideways. She found a cloth and wrapped her wound. Some of the desire within Elyana abated, but it was like removing the thunder from a gale. It did little to change the force of the wind. 
 
    Elyana shook her head and strode over to the tank of water containing her precious eels. She watched them swim for a while, feeling the stresses ease as memories of the sea overtook her. Even as a young girl, before fully understanding her role as one of the Seven Sisters, Elyana had always been fascinated by the creatures and admired the ferocity and intensity of their existence. They swarmed over their prey as they ate, taking down prey sometimes far larger than themselves through sheer force of numbers and will. 
 
    “It’s sad they’ll die when the water runs out,” Briane said. The girl had walked back toward them, peering around Elyana into the glass tank too. 
 
    “There’ll be enough for now,” Elyana said. 
 
    “But what about when it’s not now? It’s sad they can’t just live out of water. You know, like maybe they could burrow in the sand or something. I kind of like them, I wish they didn’t have to die.” 
 
    Elyana rolled her eyes. Live out of water, eels? That is . . . that is . . . preposterous, isn’t it? They . . . 
 
    Elyana narrowed her eyes, a plan forming in her mind. 
 
    We lost half the clans today in our struggle with the enemy. Briane cried over the loss of an uncle. What would it be like, I wonder, to have a family who cares about you? I didn’t know how to comfort her, but she didn’t seem to need much comfort after her tears were done. The cause, she said, was worthy of the sacrifice. 
 
    The enemy drove us like rats before a sand tiger. The remnants are scattered. The clans look to me for guidance, for hope. At times I feel drunk with the power of it. The hope of our people rests in my hands—hands trained by the masters of the Orinai. Hands that could just as easily crush their abusers as save them. 
 
    But the losses of today are pain enough for them. They turn to me for hope and I find myself loath to speak the truth. I have failed them. As they always thought I would. Our experiments have proven fruitless. There is some element missing—some means of combining the forces at work here that refuses to coalesce. 
 
    It eludes me. 
 
    Elyana paused in her writing, quill hovering in the air a few inches above the parchment. She stared at the back of her hand, where small splotches of discolored skin made a small pattern across her knuckles and down toward her wrist, like splashes of spilled ink. It was the price of not using her powers. Actually, it was the cost of using her powers for all these years. The blood of others, their essence, had extended her life well beyond the time her body should have given out and returned her to the endless cycle of the Incarnation. Life granted life. Now that she didn’t have that supply of life blood flowing through her regularly, her actual age was returning with a vengeance. It would have been an easier transition, something much less drastic, if she’d been younger. But she was three hundred and forty-seven years old. That was a lot to catch up to. 
 
    She longed to use her powers. At this point, it was more of a craving, a deep-seated need. She moved through each day by sheer force of will, keeping it contained. She and the mystics had worked on the eels, despite their confusion over what the purpose behind it was. They’d made some small successes in augmenting their skeletal structure and enhancing their electrical output. But they needed to change too much. There was simply too much more to do without the aid of a more powerful magic, abilities which Elyana had promised never to use again. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Elyana glanced up at Briane, who stood near the table looking over at her with anxious eyes. There was red around the rims and they looked bloodshot. She’d been crying again. 
 
    “Yes, Briane. I was just thinking.” 
 
    Briane gave a half-hearted smile and sniffed a little, scrubbing at her face with the back of her hand. She picked up one of the glass bottles of ink and began fiddling with it. 
 
    “Are you alright, Briane?” Elyana asked, putting down her quill. 
 
    Briane nodded. “I just wish there was something I could do. We just sit here all day, while the war is fought out there. People are dying. I—I feel useless in here.” 
 
    “And what would you rather be doing? Fighting? You’re just a young girl. War is no place for you.” 
 
    “I know, but I want to do something. I want to be something. Like you.” 
 
    Elyana sat back, stunned. She wants to be like me? No one had ever said that before, none of the Rahuli at least. The sound of shattering glass stopped any further thoughts on Elyana’s part. She looked up as something within her seemed to come alive. 
 
    Briane stood next to the table, staring down at her hand, blood dripping down from a cut caused by the broken glass of the ink bottle. 
 
    Blood. Life. The power of change. 
 
    Elyana sucked in a sharp breath as her powers surged within her. 
 
    Need. Desperate, terrible need filled her and shattered her will. Power flooded through her and reached out toward the only source of fuel in the room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel leaned back in the chair, shutting her eyes and pulling her staff up to rest the cool metal against her forehead. That dream had come while she was awake, as if a hallucination by one who had the sun fevers. She gasped and sat forward, struggling against the overwhelming feeling of power and darkness which surged within her in accompaniment to the dream which had assaulted her. 
 
    Now that she was alone, she allowed her mind to register the anxiety and panic that she had suppressed while with Talha and the other Sisters. Throughout her journey back to Estrelar, essentially a prisoner, becoming a part of the Orinai society had been there in the back of her mind, though it hadn’t been something she’d ever truly understood or acknowledged. True, she’d made the decision to come, for various reasons, but, in the end, she hadn’t really understood what she was getting herself in for. And the dreams . . . what had Elyana done? What had she, Lhaurel, done? 
 
    The Seven Sisters. They were simultaneously even scarier and somehow less than what she’d expected. The few times Lhaurel had seen Talha use her powers, it had been terrifying to behold. Their magic was the ability to give or take life. Blood was life, even more than water had been in the Sharani Desert. The power they possessed was almost too much to comprehend. 
 
    And the Progressions. Lhaurel didn’t fully comprehend them either. Were they a path to walk, a way of life? How did they relate to the Seven Sisters and the magic of the world around them? 
 
    She blew out a long breath. 
 
    Always before when she’d been confronted with a difficult task, a hard decision, she’d been able to more fully grasp and understand it. There’d been a clear motivation, a clear choice. Protect the ones you love. 
 
    When the genesauri had come in the Sidena Warren, she’d broken all laws and traditions to defend Saralhn. When Kaiden had called down the genesauri to destroy those in the Oasis, she’d done what had to be done to protect the people she had been growing to understand, if not love entirely. Later, she’d done the unthinkable partly out of fear of becoming a monster, but mostly because she had to protect those she had come to consider family. Between knowing who to protect and her own internal insecurities and fears of being useless, Lhaurel had always been able to make those decisions and know what she had to do, even if she didn’t enjoy it. Now . . . who was there to protect? What did someone who was worshipped have to fear from being useless? 
 
    And she no longer had access to her magic. 
 
    Lhaurel didn’t want to admit how much she missed it or how deeply the longing for it ran within her. How much she’d come to rely on it. She felt as if someone had cut off one of her arms and then told her to wield a spear. It was possible to do so, but never to the full extent of her abilities. It was like living life with her eyes half closed, her mind half asleep. Between all of that and Elyana’s voice and memories always present in the back of her mind, Lhaurel felt as weak and helpless as she ever had, if not even more so. 
 
    Someone cleared their throat. Lhaurel opened her eyes. 
 
    “Shall I provide some refreshment to your priestess, Honored Sister?” Lance asked from behind the table. “Some water, perhaps?” 
 
    Lhaurel couldn’t tell if he was trying to be humorous or not. She didn’t think so, considering her status and station, but he had an easy, simple charm. Lhaurel sat up enough so she could look over at her priestess secluded in the corner of the room. She could just make out the outline of her form through the cloth partition. 
 
    “Water,” Lhaurel said, getting to her feet and walking toward the counter. 
 
    Lance nodded and pulled a simple wooden cup out from somewhere Lhaurel couldn’t see and set it atop the counter with clunking sound. He poured in some water from a glass pitcher and bowed toward Lhaurel, forehead almost touching the wooden counter. 
 
    “Thank you.” Lhaurel picked up the cup and walked over to her priestess, using her staff to move the cloth partition aside. 
 
    The woman started when Lhaurel entered the small half room, but retained her silence. 
 
    “Here,” Lhaurel said, handing the woman the cup and taking a seat on the floor across from her. “You look like you could use this.” 
 
    The priestess took the cup with a shaking hand, then cupped it in the other before hugging it to her chest. Her reddish-brown hair draped down over half her face, leaving it covered, but Lhaurel could still make out the tear stains that marred her otherwise flawless cheeks. She looked so young. Maybe only fifteen or sixteen. Odd, how only a few years’ difference in their age seemed so much greater than it was. 
 
    “Have you been to Estrelar before?” 
 
    Josi’s eyes widened and she shook her head in the negative. 
 
    “No? You haven’t been there?” 
 
    Again, the girl shook her head. 
 
    “So you have been there?” 
 
    She shook her head harder and then pointed at her mouth. With a shock of realization, Lhaurel suddenly understood. 
 
    “I give you permission to speak. We just won’t tell Talha, alright?” 
 
    The priestess looked hesitant still, but Lhaurel smiled at her and the girl seemed to relax a little. 
 
    “Yes, Honored Sister, I have been to Estrelar. I was raised there.” Her voice was timid and far more subdued than Lhaurel had ever heard before. 
 
    “And you served the last Sister of Honor?” 
 
    The priestess nodded and took a small sip of water. It seemed to steady her. 
 
    “Yes. She—” Josi hesitated and then shook her head. “I should not speak of it.” 
 
    Lhaurel sensed the hesitation and fear returning in the woman, saw it in the way her eyes went back to the floor. 
 
    “Speak,” Lhaurel said. “I command it.” 
 
    “I—I want to believe that you’re actually the Sister of Honor,” the woman said, voice barely above a whisper. “I really do. But the Sister I served was still alive when we left for the north. Then we found you and the other Sisters said my mistress was dead and I served you now. I believe in the Progressions, and the Iterations, but I do not understand how this is possible.” 
 
    “I don’t fully understand the reincarnation process myself.” Lhaurel said, pointedly choosing to ignore Elyana’s voice in the back of her mind. Part of her had gone cold at the mention of the previous Sister. 
 
    Be careful. 
 
    “That I do understand. That you do not terrifies me,” Josi said, hands shaking again. “What I cannot understand is how my previous mistress could have died. She was strong and young, full of a vibrancy and life that I loved. She was the embodiment of honor. I think . . .” she hesitated, biting her own lip. “I think perhaps she was killed to force an Incarnation into a life the other Sisters could manipulate.” 
 
    Inside Lhaurel’s mind, Elyana laughed. Lhaurel sat there, both stunned and—somehow—also unsurprised. That was the level of deceit and power she expected of the Seven Sisters. 
 
    “And now I have spoken too much again,” the girl whispered. “I have told you of my origin among the slaves and hinted at deceit and corruption within my very order. It is well that I will be killed in Estrelar.” 
 
    “What?” Lhaurel dropped out of her stunned stupor like a bolt of lightning from the sky. 
 
    “The punishment for speaking of one’s origin to those outside of the school where we are raised and trained is death. It is never to be mentioned. It is the one, hard truth every priestess learns.” 
 
    “What truth?” 
 
    The girl looked up at her, meeting Lhaurel’s eyes. There was fear, pain, and terror there, but also simple acceptance and, worst of all, defeat. She no longer cared. She had accepted her fate and would no longer do anything to fight it. 
 
    “The slave people can walk the Progression Path.” The girl’s voice was so soft Lhaurel had to lean in to hear it. 
 
    Lhaurel waited for a long moment, waiting to see if there was more coming. Josi didn’t speak any further, instead downing the rest of her water and staring down into the cup as if she were looking for hope at the bottom of it. 
 
    “That’s a secret?” Lhaurel tried to keep her voice neutral, but her disbelief and confusion shown through in her tone. She and Talha had spoken about this several times, hadn’t they? The priestesses were there, right? Lhaurel searched back through her memories and was surprised to realize that every time Lhaurel and Talha had had a serious conversation, no one else had been present. 
 
    The girl looked up, sharply, hair dancing on her shoulders. “Who are you?” 
 
    For a moment, Lhaurel hesitated. Elyana’s voice warned her not to speak, not to tell the girl the truth. But Lhaurel needed a friend. She needed someone she could talk to, someone to tell the entire truth to. Someone to share her burdens with. Someone to protect. 
 
    “I am one of the Rahuli from the Sharani Desert,” Lhaurel began. Then she told her everything. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Josi breathed, when Lhaurel had finished her story. Despite everything else, despite how desperately dangerous she knew it would be to tell this woman, Lhaurel felt somehow relieved at having shared it with someone other than Talha. It likely left her in a worse position politically and she was taking an enormous risk by defying the other Sisters—the earlier conversation with Talha was still fresh in her mind, especially considering how the girl was reacting, but it simply felt right. 
 
    “When the other Sisters brought you to the camp, I wondered,” the girl whispered, looking first up to Lhaurel and then down at her hands, and then back again. “But they told us not to ask. One does not question the Sisters.” 
 
    “I was unconscious.” Lhaurel said. “When they took my powers away from me, I wasn’t able to stay awake. I was weak already.” 
 
    “They took away your powers and still let your people live?” Josi asked, she looked up at Lhaurel, head tilted back. “That . . . that doesn’t sound like the Sisters I know. They wouldn’t leave anything behind to threaten their power.” 
 
    Lhaurel opened her mouth to argue, then snapped it shut again. She didn’t know the Sisters had spared the Rahuli. She’d only been told they had—by the Sisters themselves. No. She had to believe. Her people were alive. 
 
    “They’ll kill me now too, for certain,” Josi said. “Now that I know their secret.” 
 
    “I will not let them.” 
 
    The girl laughed, a high, piercing, almost desperate sound. “What are you going to do about it? They took your powers from you. They’ve beaten you. We’re both dead.” 
 
    “No,” Lhaurel said, so fiercely that the girl jumped. “I have not faced down the genesauri, battled armies, and surrendered myself to the will of the Sisters to give up now. I will protect you. And I will get my power back. That above all else.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Neither of us will speak of what we know. When the Sisters come together, I will convince them that you were speaking under my direction. They will not punish me. They wouldn’t have gone through all the trouble of finding me, of bringing armies and troops that far north, if they were just going to dispose of me. Talha has already said the Sisters will give me back my powers when we get to Estrelar. I will protect you.” 
 
    The girl nodded slowly, though Lhaurel could tell she didn’t believe her. 
 
    Lhaurel was surprised by her own vehemence and resolve, then looked down at the girl who was once again staring down into the bottom of her cup. She’d found someone else to protect.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25: Storm Wards 
 
    “Is there, perhaps, some greater being or consciousness of which we are ignorant? Or are we forced to be ignorant, by our belief in the Path?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 19, Year 1259 
 
    Gavin lay on the cold, hard earth, body pressed up against the ground as closely as he could manage. Next to him, Evrouin crawled forward, carefully setting his unlit lantern atop a tall stone. A half dozen other men were busy placing lanterns at intervals along the same path. Two other groups did the same further back along the way, the pattern of lanterns stretching back for almost a mile. They worked in complete darkness, carefully watching the lights of the Orinai camp nearly half a mile away for movement. 
 
    They’d left their aevians with the group furthest away from the Orinai camp, more than a mile south of the nearest mountain. Just as dusk had fallen, Evrouin’s two squads, some of Tadeo’s men, and Gavin had flown their aevians high above and around the Orinai camp, landing far enough away that they hoped none of the Orinai scouts had been able to spot them. Gavin would have preferred to fly at night, but the aevians made that impossible. Their sight at night was, at best, equal to their human riders. 
 
    “Ready?” Gavin whispered to Evrouin. The man nodded, the motion barely perceptible in the blackness of night. 
 
    “Let’s go then.” 
 
    Gavin heard Evrouin make a small clicking noise with his tongue that was almost a perfect imitation of the night insects which buzzed around them, but in a much more specific pattern. It was the pre-arranged signal to the others with them. Gavin stood up, though remained partially crouched, as did Evrouin. 
 
    The plan was a simple one. One man would stay here to light the lamps while Gavin and Evrouin’s group, as the closest to the Orinai camp, would attack out of the night. They hoped the surprise of it would make their numbers seem larger and draw a large portion of the army after them. Once the man who stayed behind heard the sounds of battle, he’d light the lamps, which would signal the next group of men, only a few setting up lanterns about a half mile back from the first set, to be ready, who would begin lighting their lanterns as soon as they got the signal from the others and so on and so forth until they reached the last group. Gavin, Evrouin, and their men would have to stay ahead of their pursuers for long enough to get back to the aevians and escape to somewhere they wouldn’t be found for the night. The hope was the Orinai would continue to follow the pattern of lights in the direction they were laid for the next few days, making it impossible to trace back to the valley. The odds weren’t good, but it was a start, at least. If it didn’t work, they had other plans ready as backups. 
 
    Gavin checked his greatsword once as they crept forward in the darkness, walking as quickly as they dared. Their group consisted of fifteen other men, each armed with both a sword and spear and equipped with hard, leather armor. Gavin didn’t know them, though either Evrouin or Tadeo had vouched for each man. 
 
    Nearly half a mile lay between them and the main camp. Fires glowed on the horizon, marking its location relative to where they were. There was still a fair distance to go before they hit the camp itself, though Evrouin suspected they’d run into sentries well before then. 
 
    Gavin licked his lips nervously and shivered at the dry cold, half expecting his tongue to stick to the cold skin of his bottom lip. He wanted to draw his sword, or at least the long dagger he wore alongside it, but Tadeo had been clear they were not to carry bare steel with them until blood was about to be shed. Light reflected oddly off steel, especially at night, and they couldn’t afford to be given away early. Still, Gavin found his hands straying to the weapons at his belt more often than not as he crept forward, flinching each time he heard the smallest sound. 
 
    A cry of surprise shattered the night’s stillness. 
 
    Gavin jumped, spinning and drawing his greatsword in a hiss of leather. His heart raced, blood pounding in his ears. His eyes strained in the night, trying to pick up where the sound had come from. Several long, tense moments passed that seemed like an eternity, then Evrouin’s clicking insect noise sounded. After another moment, an answering clicking noise sounded in the distance, signaling that everything was clear, and Gavin felt himself relax somewhat. He eased his sword back into its sheath and wiped sweat from his forehead. He heard the man next to him, presumably Evrouin, continue forward and did the same. 
 
    They walked for what seemed an eternity, each noise becoming an immediate threat. Gavin expected to run into sentries at each step. The closer they got to the growing fires, the more anxiety flooded through him. Their plan hinged on being able to get in, cause a disturbance, and get back out again. If they got too close to the camp, it would be easy for the Orinai to sweep in on either side and surround them, cutting off their retreat. Where were the sentries? 
 
    They crept even closer. They were close enough that Gavin could make out the shape of the rows and rows of narrow tents laid out in neat rows. He saw the outline of men as they walked between him and the fire from whence the light originated. 
 
    Something was wrong. Gavin felt the hair on his arms stand on end a moment before someone screamed in pain. Something flashed in the darkness just ahead of him and Gavin reacted instinctively, ducking and drawing his knife. Something swished through the air above his head. 
 
    Light burst into existence around him, the sudden flare blinding him. He blinked rapidly as his eyes watered from the stinging light. Figures moved around him and Gavin lashed out with his knife, feeling it strike something and someone grunted in pain. He stumbled backward, some part of him realizing that he needed to escape, to retreat. His foot hit something soft on the ground and he tripped, falling backward. His knife flew out of his hand when he hit the ground, though he rolled and felt something dig into the ground where he’d been only a moment before. He leapt to his feet, eyes finally beginning to adjust to the light. 
 
    Figures in red armor, Orinai soldiers, were rushing toward him. Dozens of them, no, hundreds of them surged forward, spears held out before them. Gavin turned his head, hearing movement. More soldiers closed in from that direction. How had they gotten behind them? 
 
    Gavin drew his greatsword, noticing an opening in the line to his right. He tried looking for Evrouin and the other men, but was forced to deflect a spearhead and everything else got ignored. Gavin spun as another spear shot toward him. It went wide, but a soldier stepped forward and rammed a wooden shield into his shoulder, nearly knocking him down. Gavin kept his feet, however, and spun with the blow, ignoring the burning pain and numbness that was creeping down his sword arm. He looked forward for the gap he’d seen earlier. It was gone. 
 
    He spun, sword slicing a spear shaft in half. Two more spears hit his back, though they were glancing at best thanks to his armor. Still, they stung and only added to his growing panic. Gavin swung his sword wildly, trying to keep the soldiers at bay, though the spears’ reach exceeded his own. They slowly pressed forward, the points of their spears forming a circle around him. 
 
    Desperate, Gavin reached out for his powers. Energy imploded into him. 
 
    It came from the soldiers around him, from the metal spearheads striking against one another. It came from the red armor as it rubbed against itself and its wearer’s underclothes. He seized it and pulled more into himself, holding the power within himself as he gathered even more. Energy came from the ground and, most abundantly, from the air, the faint traces of it forming together into a cascade of sparks that erupted from both arms and lanced down his body. Gavin felt it surging through his body like he never had before, writhing and twisting about inside him. Like a storm, the power of the skies incarnate. A soft wind picked up, grabbing onto his cloak and tossing it out behind him where it flapped and fluttered in accompaniment to his crackling skin. 
 
    The soldiers hesitated, the circle of spears stopping in their inexorable march forward. The wind picked up, blowing with a cold, howling fury. Gavin nearly screamed with the joy of so much power raging through him. He let his greatsword drop to the ground. Energy burst from both his hands, exploding outward in great, crackling arcs. The bolts of pure energy hissed through the air, cutting down soldiers as if their armor were thinner than cloth. The energy arched as it passed through a body, continuing outward until it hit another soldier, who fell alongside their companion with a blackened hole in their chest. Soldiers fell by the dozens. For a moment, Gavin stood in the epicenter of an undulating, blinding lightning storm. He gloried in the power running through him, feeling it course through his veins, and grant him strength and power. 
 
    He felt it beginning to drain half an instant before the arcs of lightning simply disappeared, leaving faint afterimages across his vision. He nearly stumbled at the sudden release and he felt incredibly, terribly tired all of a sudden. Bodies lay all around him, a few tendrils of smoke still climbing through the air around him. Evrouin stood a few feet away, a look of stunned shock on his face, though his grip still looked firm on his sword. Gavin blinked a few times, wondering why Evrouin wouldn’t remain in focus. 
 
    No. Gavin thought, finding himself on his knees. He felt so weak, so very tired. He’d just done something terrible, hadn’t he? He’d killed dozens of men. What was that smell? Was someone cooking? Someone shouted near him and Gavin heard the sound of a brief struggle. 
 
    Sheer will kept his eyes open. He tried drawing in more energy from around himself, but couldn’t even feel the barest traces of it. Shouldn’t he feel at least the remnants of what he’s just channeled? Something cold and wet hit him in the face. Was it raining? 
 
    Someone moved right in front of him. Gavin brought his hands up defensively, though his movements were sluggish at best. He forced himself to focus and recognized the face that looked into his. 
 
    “Brisson?” 
 
    Brisson scowled and then someone grabbed Gavin from behind, pressing a cloth against his mouth and nose. Gavin struggled weakly, forcing himself to try and fight, though confusion clouded his mind. What was Brisson doing here? Had he secretly come on the raid? How had Gavin missed seeing him before? He struggled, focusing on Brisson’s face. Why is everything so dark all of a sudden? Gavin’s eyes slipped closed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in the valley, Samsin leaned back against his favorite boulder, tossing another log onto the fire with his good hand. He looked up into the sky, sensing the clouds moving in front of the stars as much as he saw them. He smiled to himself. The stars had always been his favorite part of travelling at sea back in the Southern Dominion. At least, his favorite part outside of when the storms came. Storm Wards who never had the chance to witness the size of a true tempest didn’t understand what a real storm was. The winds alone were strong enough to make any of the storms Samsin had seen on land look like a spring mist carried on a light breeze. 
 
    He sighed, pushing aside the memories. He’d been a different man then, one interested in but a single thing, something he now found almost completely meaningless. Still, he mused, pursing his lips, he wouldn’t have minded a little wine right about now. 
 
    The clouds continued to drift across the sky. 
 
    Samsin idly wondered how Gavin and Tadeo were doing. He’d grown to respect Gavin more than he’d ever thought possible for one of the slave people. But Tadeo was a different beast entirely. Tadeo’s people were thought to be extinct, the old masters of this land up in the north. According to everything Samsin knew, they’d died out decades ago. Regardless, Samsin was grateful to the man for saving him and more than a little admiring of everything Nikanor had managed to create here. It was a shame it would eventually all be for naught. As much as he wanted to believe otherwise, Samsin knew better. The Seven Sisters were relentless. This little group of dissidents would be wiped out of existence, one way or another. 
 
    Something wet hit Samsin’s face. Rain? 
 
    Samsin’s head snapped up. The clouds almost completely covered the sky. Rain splatted to the ground around him, hissing as it hit the warmed rocks around the fire. How had the storm come in so quickly without Samsin noticing it? He opened himself up to the storm, feeling the tendrils of power in the air which connected the ground to the storm. Were those . . . ? 
 
    “He can’t be . . .” Samsin said, trailing off. He tried to sit up, but pain lanced through him so intensely that he didn’t complete the move. “He’s a Storm Ward,” Samsin breathed. He recognized the boy’s power raging through the storm. Each magic user had a certain way they used their powers, a certain way of shaping a storm that left a clear sign. It was unmistakable. 
 
    Samsin reached out to the storm, pulling on the threads of power and energy, feeling the storm’s strength surge through him. He breathed in a deep, powerful breath. The energy built within him and he turned it back up toward the storm, leaving only a small portion of it swirling within himself to help maintain his own strength. He pushed the storm into a roiling mass of clouds and storm. He knew there would be consequences in other parts of the world, likely causing havoc and destruction in the weather system, but he didn’t care. This was his chance to atone for his mistakes. This was his chance to do something honorable. It was his chance to change his Path. 
 
    He pulled on the storm and the rain became snow. He pulled harder and the snow became a blizzard. 
 
    Samsin smiled as the snow settled around him and covered him in a blanket of the purest white.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26: Torture and Pain 
 
    “Does our reincarnation prevent us from attaining true understanding?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Gavin came awake and instantly reached for his sword. His hands met immediate resistance and he realized his hands had been bound behind his back. For a moment, he thought it was still night, then realized when he tried to blink that a blindfold covered his eyes. 
 
    “Brisson?” Gavin remembered seeing the man’s face, though the rest of his memories were vague. Had there been a storm? He shook his head and instantly regretted it as pain flared up behind his eyes. He swallowed, tasting something bitter in his mouth. Had he been drugged? 
 
    “He’s not here,” Evrouin’s voice said from somewhere close. “The sands-cursed traitor left just before you woke up. Sun-blinded, ignorant pile of genesauri leavings.” 
 
    Gavin groaned, struggling to focus. “Are you blindfolded too?” Blood pounded in his ears and he felt lopsided, as if part of him weighed more than the other. He tried to move his legs, but found them bound as well. He felt so weak. 
 
    “No, just you,” Evrouin said. His voice sounded oddly muffled. “They seem afraid of you.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t respond. He remembered what he’d done, calling the energy of a storm down around him and channeling lightning through his arms. How many have I killed? What did I do? 
 
    “This thing is natural after what you did,” another voice added. 
 
    For a moment, Gavin wondered if he were hearing things. Had the drug they’d used on him made him crazy? Was he hearing things? It couldn’t be Tadeo, could it? 
 
    “Tadeo?” 
 
    “I am here.” 
 
    “How—what? Did they capture you too? How’d they even find you? I don’t . . .” Gavin trailed off, not wanting to say too much in case they were being watched or had a guard outside listening to every word. Still, his confusion was obvious despite that. 
 
    “This thing is hard to explain.” 
 
    “He and Darryn were jumped by a scout patrol before they even left the ground,” Evrouin said, his voice bitter and hard as stone. “Brisson betrayed us.” 
 
    “Darryn’s here too, then?” 
 
    A long silence. Gavin felt his dread grow into horror. 
 
    “He made it through. Tadeo distracted them for a bit before your little display stole everyone’s attention. It hasn’t stopped raining since.” 
 
    Gavin blew out a long breath. Darryn had gotten out. He’d made it. Gavin started laughing, deep, throaty chuckles that made his lungs and chest burn and his head throb. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you, Gavin?” 
 
    Gavin kept laughing, tears forming in his eyes and soaking the blindfold that kept him in darkness. After a long moment, the laughter died out, leaving only tears behind. 
 
    “We failed,” Gavin said, his voice hoarse and ragged. “After everything, we still failed. Darryn has no idea where he’s going and, even if he did, the Orinai army will have found the valley by then, if they haven’t already.” 
 
    He cursed himself, feeling despair and depression claw up his throat and try and strangle him. He’d pushed, pulled, and fought his way through every bad situation that had ever arisen in his life. It was what his grandmother had taught him to do. What sense was there in letting the darkness win when all it took was simple choice to react differently? 
 
    What did it matter anymore? He’d failed again. He thought he’d done something worthy of note when he’d climbed the Oasis walls and retrieved the greatsword there. It had proved completely useless, a vain effort only leading him to nearly being killed. Only Lhaurel’s intervention had saved him. Then in the Oasis itself, he’d rallied the Rahuli, unifying them for the brief time it took to save themselves. Then it had fallen apart again. It was a vicious cycle in which Gavin found himself more often than he could remember. Try and fail, try, succeed, and then be made a failure later. No matter how much time passed between the attempt and the failure, eventually it always came back. Success and failure came together, for Gavin at least. 
 
    He slumped down against the bonds, shutting out the world. 
 
    “Oh, you failed alright,” Brisson’s voice said, the crunch of boots on rock announcing his arrival. “You very nearly ruined everything.” 
 
    Gavin strained against his bonds, strength lent by flaring anger giving him the capacity to renew his efforts. Pain flared at his wrists where his bonds dug into flesh. 
 
    “Traitor!” Gavin shouted. He pulled against his bonds, but only succeeded in digging the ropes even further into his skin. 
 
    Evrouin yelled several far more colorful expletives. Gavin heard the sound of someone spitting and then the sharp crack of someone getting hit by an open palm. A moment later, Gavin felt some else’s presence and a hand touched him on the side of the face. Gavin pulled away, but the hands grabbed him again and tore the blindfold free. 
 
    Gavin blinked rapidly against the sudden flaring light. His vision was blurry at first, but cleared after a few moments. Brisson crouched before him, haggard face studying his own. They were in a small tent of some sort, Tadeo and Evrouin bound to poles that had been thrust into the ground. Evrouin had an angry red welt on his face. Two other men stood in the tent as well, though they were clearly Orinai. One of them had the distinctive stance of a man used to command, though his armor was of a burnished yellow metal and his clothes were brown instead of the red Gavin had expected. Gavin’s greatsword hung at his waist. Either that, or it was an exact replica. 
 
    “What possessed you to do something so utterly foolish,” Brisson said, reaching out and cupping a hand under Gavin’s chin and forcing Gavin to meet his eyes. “Did you really think you could fool an entire army into believing a bunch of lanterns would lead them to you? You can’t be that naive, can you?” 
 
    Gavin pulled away and strained at his ropes. “Untie me,” Gavin said, “and we’ll see which one of us is the fool.” 
 
    Brisson shook his head. “I learned a long time ago that there was no fighting the Orinai. When Nikanor appointed me steward and then left on his holy crusade to find you, I knew it would turn badly. I started to prepare even then. I had access to whatever I needed. It was only a matter of time.” 
 
    “You betrayed your own people,” Evrouin growled from behind him, drawing Gavin’s gaze though Brisson kept his eyes locked on Gavin. “You’re a worthless traitor, worse than a murderer.” 
 
    Brisson reached up and moved Gavin’s head back to meet his eyes. “Then you came along and messed it all up. My people would never have had to deal with any of this if you had simply done as I’d asked in the first place. I had things well under control. They were never in any real danger.” 
 
    Gavin narrowed his eyes. What was Brisson talking about? Of course they were in danger. 
 
    “There’s a reason they haven’t attacked yet,” Brisson continued. “They only reason that matters to an Orinai. They were paid to wait. I almost had Shaw kill you that day you burst into my study and saw the bribery money on my desk. No one else knew about it, or what I was using it for. I panicked, then came to a shocking realization when you didn’t even ask about it. You have no idea what money is. You Rahuli never used it.” Brisson shook his head. “You really are barbarians.” 
 
    The two Orinai behind Brisson chuckled, the one in command shaking his head in obvious disbelief. Gavin remembered seeing the chest of metal disks on Brisson’s desk, the “money” Brisson mentioned. He remembered the look of shock and surprise on the man’s face and the odd way he’d moved it under the desk and out of Gavin’s direct sight instead of leaving it on top of the desk. 
 
    Silently, Gavin cursed himself. Once again, his ignorance was his downfall. He struggled against the bonds, pain flaring through his wrists, and felt warm blood drip down over the ropes and onto the ground. The air around him was so cold, the warmth against his freezing skin was almost more of a shock than the pain itself. 
 
    “Still, after what you just did, the money wouldn’t have been enough to keep them away, especially with the storm turning to snow. That’s all changed now.” Brisson got to his feet and nodded to the two Orinai before turning back to Gavin. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry.” The Orinai in command gestured to his subordinate, who drew a long, curved dagger and passed it over to him. He pulled out a whetstone and began sharpening the blade against in in long strokes that rasped with each pass. Brisson turned and walked toward the tent’s canvas door. 
 
    “Wait,” Tadeo said, speaking for the first time since Brisson had arrived. “You would do this thing? You would leave us here to be killed by these?” 
 
    Brisson turned and looked at him, his face in profile from Gavin’s vantage point. Gavin stared daggers at the man and was stunned to see a tear drip from the corner of the eye he could see. Why was he crying? 
 
    “To save my people?” he said, voice resolute and without quaver. “Without question or hesitation. If you had simply listened to me in the first place, the decision would never have had to be made.” 
 
    “There is no honor in you,” Tadeo said, then looked away. 
 
    Brisson only paused for a moment, then spun and pushed out into the night. For half an instant, Gavin caught a glimpse of the world beyond, the light from inside the tent illuminating the flurry of white flakes in the air. The snows had come. A small voice in Gavin’s mind told him he’d caused it. The snows were here. For some reason, that only afforded him a small comfort. 
 
    The tent flap was only back in place for the space of two deep breaths when the Orinai commander stowed the whetstone in a pocket and stepped forward. The man was tall, almost as tall as Samsin’s seven feet, but more broad at the shoulder. He was muscular and fit, with dark brown eyes, brown hair and beard cropped short, and a thick nose that looked to have been broken at least twice in the past. In short, he had the face of a man used to battle. 
 
    He studied the three of them, eyes coming to rest on Evrouin, who was glaring with open hatred at the tent flap where Brisson had just exited. He stopped and tapped the dagger against the back of his other hand, lips pursed as if concentrating. 
 
    “The three of you are not going to enjoy this night,” he said, voice so thick with accent that Gavin, in his still-addled state, barely understood him. “Now, tell me how to find the rest of your people in the mountains and I will make this night a lot shorter for one of you. If you do not talk, it will be long for all three.” 
 
    Gavin looked over at Evrouin, whose glare had shifted from the tent flap to this new threat. 
 
    “You can go travel the seven hells,” Evrouin said, sitting up as straight as he could with his hands bound to the pole behind him. Gavin admired his courage, though he worried that Evrouin’s attitude would get them all killed. Gavin still had time to figure out a way to get the others out of this, if luck was on his side. 
 
    He was doing it again, looking for solutions even in the worst situations. How could he help Evrouin when they were all bound, defenseless, and weaponless—Gavin more so than either of his companions. If Evrouin were in charge, this never would have happened. 
 
    What harm is there in trying? 
 
    It was his grandmother’s voice, echoing in memory. 
 
    “Let the two of them go, and I’ll tell you what you want to know,” Gavin found himself saying. 
 
    The dagger wielder looked over at Gavin. He tapped the side of the dagger against his chin. 
 
    “You’re the one who killed my men,” he said, eyes hard as stone. “I’m afraid it will be a hard night for you either way.” 
 
    “You never had any intention of honoring Brisson’s deal, did you?” Gavin said, suppressing a small shiver at the look in the man’s eyes. 
 
    The man smiled a humorless smile and, without answering, reached out with the dagger and sliced a cut deep into Evrouin’s cheek with a motion so quick Gavin almost missed it. Evrouin barely flinched, though blood started pouring from the wound almost immediately. 
 
    “I think,” the man said, studying Evrouin’s defiant face. “It will be a long night for you all.”


 
   
  
 

 Part 5: Betrayal and Birth


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: Estrelar 
 
    “Does the power of the Seven Sisters consume them as it consumes the lives of others?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Estrelar made everything else Lhaurel had seen in the Empire pale by comparison. She stood up on deck with Talha, Mhenna, and the other Sister she hadn’t met yet, watching as the massive city grew even larger on the horizon. Josi, her priestess, was still down in the room where they’d spoken, though she seemed rattled and emotionally subdued. 
 
    “Is it really that big?” Lhaurel breathed. 
 
    Though it was still an indistinct shape on the horizon, the city of Estrelar looked to be two or three times as large as anything Lhaurel had seen up to this point. 
 
    “It is,” said the Sister Lhaurel did not yet know. “The heart of the religion, center of the arts, and home of many Great Houses and High Families, Estrelar is the jewel glittering brightly at the Empire’s throat. In a moment, you’ll see the Red Hills behind the city. They contained much of the stone used to construct our temple.” 
 
    Lhaurel only vaguely knew what a temple was, even after accessing Elyana’s memories. Lhaurel kept her silence, however, as the woman continued. 
 
    “I do wish we had more than just red all the time. Other colors would work so much better sometimes. Like purple, for instance,” the Sister turned to look at Lhaurel, her face pensive. Lhaurel started, shocked by how stunningly beautiful this Sister was. Though she wore her hair in a simple braid down her back, this Sister’s face was ovular, with perfect features. No one feature was out of place. It was like looking at one of the sculptures on the bridges in Anichka. The only flaw, if it could even be called such, was the pointed teeth. Lhaurel shuddered, hoping beyond hope that she didn’t have to file down her own to match. She’d much rather just paint them, as Talha did. 
 
    “Purple is a perfectly wonderful color. The tone and hue would work so well against the backdrop of the Red Hills. All this monochromatic red on red on red gets tiring after the first few centuries. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Hush, Alcine,” Talha said, voice uncharacteristically harsh. “I’ve spent months free from your incessant grumblings about how this color or that color would be better than this other color, or commenting on my hair. I’ve rather enjoyed the silence.” 
 
    The other Sister, Alcine, sniffed. “Your hair is rather atrocious. We’re the Seven Sisters, after all, not a bunch of old, bed-ridden crones.” 
 
    Talha patted her blood-red bun. “You’re right. We are the Seven Sisters—it would do well for all of us to remember it.” 
 
    Alcine’s lips formed into a thin line and her eyes narrowed around the edges, as if she were trying to decide if she were being insulted or not. 
 
    Lhaurel hid a smile. She’d been around Talha for long enough to know a barb when she heard one, even if the context didn’t give her much clue as to the meaning behind it. 
 
    “Now, now, you two,” Mhenna said, flexing her pudgy fingers. “Don’t start up again already. The rest of us have enjoyed the silence caused by the absence of your bickering.” 
 
    “She started it.” Alcine stretched languidly and leaned forward against the railing in a clearly seductive pose. Lhaurel flushed and looked pointedly away, back toward the approaching city. 
 
    Talha didn’t dignify any of it with a response. 
 
    Lhaurel made a show of watching the approaching city of Estrelar. It had been, after all, the final destination that had been looming over the entire journey. But, at the same time, Lhaurel found herself oddly disappointed. The Seven Sisters were nothing like she’d imagined. Though they were each possessed of awesome, terrible power, they were each so vastly different from one another. The only real similarity they had to one another was the red hair and nails. Why had the writings from the grottoes held them in such terrible fear? Sure, Sellia was incredibly terrifying and the pointed teeth certainly made Lhaurel uncomfortable, but they weren’t the vicious monsters the authors of those scrolls had made them out to be. They weren’t, after all, even that intimidating. It was as if she’d lived in fear of the genesauri for her entire life only to discover they were wooden toys propped up on sticks and used to scare the gullible and innocent. An empty reputation. 
 
    Lhaurel sighed, rubbing the back of her left hand with her right. She listened to the sound of the ship moving through the water, the steady splashing of water dripping down from dozens of oars and being tossed about by the ship’s prow. She missed her powers. She knew, deep down inside, there was good reason for the fear and anger in the writings she’d found. It rested in their magic. The ability to heal practically any ailment, or drain the life out of a soul, was a power almost too great for any one person to wield. But Lhaurel longed for it, despite what she knew it did to her. And because of it. 
 
    “That tower on the left will be yours,” Talha said softly, pulling Lhaurel out of her thoughts. 
 
    Lhaurel looked over, realizing she hadn’t been paying any attention. “What was that?” 
 
    “For the Progression’s sake, Talha,” Alcine said airily. “Let the girl enjoy the experience of coming here for the first time as a full Sister.” 
 
    “She’s been here before,” Talha snapped. 
 
    Alcine shrugged. “Not in this current Incarnation.” 
 
    “As if that makes any difference.” 
 
    “It may not to you,” Alcine said, leaning forward again and exposing an enormous amount of bosom, “but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t to the rest of us. Leave her be.” 
 
    “It’s alright.” Lhaurel held up a hand. “What did you say, Talha?” 
 
    Talha turned to Lhaurel, shifting her entire body so her back was to Alcine. Alcine, for her part, smirked and turned to chat with Mhenna. 
 
    “That tower on the left there,” Talha said, pointing, “is the Tower of Honor. It’s yours.” 
 
    Lhaurel frowned, but looked where Talha was pointing. A massive structure the size of the entire Oasis sat in the middle of several other buildings that looked tiny by comparison, though they were themselves far grander than anything Lhaurel had ever seen. The canal they were in cut through the center of these smaller buildings and toward the massive central structure in an undeviating line. 
 
    The building rose into the air with seven towers arranged around a central building with a domed roof. It was almost large enough to be considered a small mountain. Each of the towers were slightly different from each other, though they shared the dark red stone of which they were built. Lhaurel felt suddenly small in the face of it. 
 
    “How does someone even build something that large?” 
 
    “Through the strength of an Empire,” a gruff voice Lhaurel recognized as the blocky Sister said. Lhaurel didn’t take her eyes away from the towers and building before her, but heard the other woman walk forward, booted feet thumping hard against the wood. “On the backs of tens of thousands of slaves over the course of a hundred years. Earth Wards and their lesser counterparts tore free the stone of the Red Hills and brought it down to us. Strength of arm built the walls, and blood made the mortar.” 
 
    “How many slaves?” 
 
    “Too many for me to care about. One or two hundred dead slaves isn’t much of a concern.” 
 
    “I think she was asking how many slaves overall, dearie,” Alcine said, tone disinterested. The Sister yawned and covered her mouth with one hand. Wait, are her nails painted yellow? 
 
    “Some of the provincial Dominions don’t have any scope of the numbers of slaves it takes to keep a city running.” 
 
    “Forty-seven thousand, two hundred and twelve,” Talha said. 
 
    “Of course you would know that,” Mhenna said. “Despite it happening five hundred years ago. And don’t pay any attention to Celiana. Any blood in the mortar was there by accident, not by design.” 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips, tasting some salty spray or sweat there. 
 
    “But there may actually be blood in the mortar anyway?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a statistical likelihood,” Talha said. “Despite Mhenna’s unwarranted optimism, thousands of slaves did actually die in the making of this edifice. Many probably bled into the stone. Some may have even remained in the walls.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt sick. 
 
    “What a truly ghastly thought,” Alcine said. “See, some purple or green in the walls would keep such thoughts from troubling my sleep. I mean, really, who wants to sleep knowing there may be a slave’s skeleton only a few feet away from you. How unclean is that?” 
 
    Celiana, the blocky Sister, chuckled, a low, grating sound as harsh and guttural as any man’s. The sound reminded Lhaurel of Jenthro’s laughter on the day of her mock wedding when Taren had asked to be cut free. 
 
    “Are you a Sister or a slave?” she said. “Show your strength, woman, not your gatherian spine.” 
 
    Alcine put her hands on her curvaceous hip and made a wry face, one eyebrow cocked and hip thrust to one side. “Not all of us are as barbarous as you, my dear.” 
 
    Celiana only chuckled again. 
 
    Nausea rose within Lhaurel, though, at the same time, Elyana’s voice echoed in the hidden, empty hallways in her mind. It was an overlapping note of joy at renewed sisterhood. 
 
    Home, Elyana’s voice repeated within Lhaurel’s mind.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28: Brisson 
 
    “They are the guides to the Path upon which our people trod. Those who stray from it wander into darker Paths and are lost.” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Gavin fought against the pain, and the pain fought back with valiant disregard for his efforts. His vision blurred as he tried to focus on the face of the man before him, the hard-faced Orinai commander who had promised a long night for all. Gavin couldn’t remember how long it had been—time lost all meaning beneath the pain—but he suspected it had been several long, bitter hours. 
 
    “How do I get to your camp?” the man repeated. He had told the three of them his name at some point during the night, but the pain had made that seem a distant, ethereal memory. Gavin couldn’t get the word to form in his mind. 
 
    “Where is the camp?” he repeated, no firmer or louder than any other time he’d asked the question. 
 
    Gavin gurgled something inarticulate, unable to speak properly even if he’d wanted to. Thinking hurt. Speaking was a pain as bad as any he’d ever felt, though they were both dull aches beneath the massive throb that was the present pain of the dozens of cuts that covered his body. 
 
    The man sighed finally, tossing the dagger to the side. His hands were red. 
 
    “I admire your courage, all three of you, I truly do,” he said, turning away from them. “It shows great strength, more so, even, than those who follow that Path.” 
 
    Gavin slumped down against his bonds again, unable to hold himself up any longer. He sucked in a ragged breath, tasting the salty tang of blood on his lips. It had run down from two shallow cuts under his eye. He heard the sound of boots against hardened earth followed by a sudden, empty stillness. Pain greeted him like an old lover in that stillness. 
 
    “Gavin?” 
 
    Gavin sucked in another ragged breath and tried to focus. 
 
    “Gavin?” the voice sounded as torn and weary as Gavin felt. There was something familiar about it. An image of another man’s face passed through Gavin’s mind’s eye. 
 
    “Evrouin?” Gavin croaked. 
 
    “You’re alive,” Evrouin said, then coughed. The sound was wet. “I thought he had killed you.” 
 
    Gavin didn’t have the strength to answer. He pulled back from the pain, allowing his mind to retreat into a small corner away from the hurt. 
 
    “Gavin? Gavin!” 
 
    Gavin mumbled something, then gathered what little strength he had left. “I’m alright. I need sleep.” 
 
    “No!” this time it was Tadeo’s voice, cracking like a whip and pulling Gavin out of his sleeping mind. “Do not do this thing. Sleep will not help you now.” 
 
    Gavin struggled to focus and some small measure of clarity returned to him, though the pain flared back up with it. 
 
    “Do not think on the pain,” Tadeo said, voice clear and firm. “Think of anything else. Think of the woman, Farah. You love her, yes?” 
 
    An image of Farah popped into Gavin’s mind. The pain retreated a little, enough for him to answer. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell me of the Sharani Desert. Evrouin, you must speak as well. Focus your mind away from the pain. This thing is important. Do not let the pain beat you.” 
 
    Gavin blinked. The words sounded familiar, as if he’d heard them before, but slightly differently and in a different place and situation. But why fight the escape? Shouldn’t I hide from the pain? 
 
    “I’m . . .” Evrouin’s voice trailed off, then returned, “I’m not sure I can.” 
 
    Evrouin. 
 
    “You’re going to be a father, Evrouin,” Gavin said, struggling to form each word. “Think of your child. Fight it for him.” 
 
    “Him? Fortune would smile on me if it were a son. A son . . .” 
 
    “This thing is good news,” Tadeo said. 
 
    Gavin forced his head up enough to look over at his two companions. Evrouin lay slumped against his bonds just like Gavin. Blood dripped from dozens of shallow cuts. Still, his lung rose and fell and Gavin saw one corner of the man’s lip curl upward in a small smile. Tadeo was covered in just as much blood, but he held himself erect, having somehow gotten to his knees. As Gavin watched, Tadeo got to his feet, rising awkwardly but rising nonetheless. 
 
    Gavin opened his mouth, but Tadeo shook his head. “Another warrior for the Rahuli people,” he said. “He will be as strong as his father, I do not doubt.” 
 
    Gavin focused on Tadeo, watching the man shift and look around the room. Because he was focusing, Gavin noticed the movement in the dark just behind Tadeo. Metal glinted and suddenly Tadeo’s hands were free. The movement in the dark formed into the figure of a man as he stood upright. 
 
    Brisson? 
 
    Tadeo turned with more grace than Gavin thought possible given the amount of blood on the man’s clothes and grabbed Brisson’s hand. Metal glinted and a dagger landed in the sand. Brisson’s face contorted in pain. 
 
    Tadeo clamped his other hand over Brisson’s mouth. “You will explain this thing that you do,” he said, voice barely more than a whisper. He moved the hand on Brisson’s mouth just enough for him to speak, though he kept Brisson’s other hand clasped firmly in his own. 
 
    Brisson’s face contorted with pain as Tadeo added pressure on the other hand. Tadeo’s face contorted into such a picture of absolute anger that Gavin was glad he was only partly able to focus on the event. “If you scream,” Tadeo said, his voice the embodiment of death, “you will die first.” 
 
    Evrouin stirred at the sound of Tadeo’s whispered voice. Blood dripped down his forehead, pooled on his eyebrow, and then slipped down in to the man’s eye where it mingled with sweat to run down his face. It looked like he was crying bloody tears. 
 
    “Please,” Brisson breathed. “We must hurry. The guards will be back—” 
 
    He cut off jaggedly, suppressing a scream as Tadeo’s grip on his arm tightened. 
 
    “Why do you do this thing?” Tadeo hissed. “Why free us after your betrayal?” 
 
    Brisson’s face clouded over with pain. Gavin knew he should stop Tadeo, should keep him from pushing it too far, but didn’t. Brisson had betrayed them. He was a traitor not just to them but to their whole people. He was the same as Kaiden. He didn’t deserve mercy. 
 
    “The army,” Brisson gasped, voice loud enough to make Gavin nervous, even in the middle of his mental haze and exhaustion brought on by loss of blood and pain. “They’re making ready to march on the valley. I paid them what they asked, but still, they march on.” 
 
    “Did you not think this thing would happen? Did you think, in your wisdom, oh great leader, that these here could be trusted?” The anger in Tadeo’s voice, even in whisper, was terrifying to behold. 
 
    “I—” Brisson gasped, face contorted in pain. “I just did what I thought best for my people. I had to—to protect them. I’m not a warrior. It’s all I had.” 
 
    Tadeo growled and took a half step forward, murder in his eyes. 
 
    “Tadeo,” Gavin croaked. “Don’t. Let’s get out of here before we’re caught.” Gavin coughed and sprayed blood. None of it came from inside him though, thankfully. “Hurry.” 
 
    Tadeo stopped and looked over at Gavin. The eyes that met Gavin’s were not the eyes of a man, not a complete one anyway. Gavin wanted to shrink back from the rage and death burning within. Then Tadeo blinked and the darkness receded. He shoved Brisson to the ground and let go of his hand. Brisson sank to his knees, cradling his arm, breathing out an almost silent sigh of absolute relief. 
 
    Tadeo picked up the long, curved dagger the Orinai commander had used to torture them, the blade still wet with blood. He stepped over to Evrouin and cut him free in one swift stroke. Gavin didn’t need that to know the blade was sharp. Evrouin would have fallen face first into the dirt if Tadeo had not caught him and held him up. 
 
    “Sit. Gather strength,” Tadeo said. “You will need this thing.” 
 
    The tall, wiry man stepped over to Gavin and cut him free as well. Gavin was prepared and so didn’t fall, though he hadn’t anticipated the deep level of his weakness. He could barely hold himself up. 
 
    Tadeo looked down at the curved dagger for a long moment, blade washed partially clean of blood from cutting the rope. Eventually, he tucked it into his belt and walked back over to Brisson, who was still on the floor nursing his arm. Gavin used the pole to which he’d been tied to pull himself to his feet. Evrouin had also managed to get to his feet, though he looked pale and shaky. 
 
    “What now?” Evrouin asked, voice as tremulous as his frame. “The entire Orinai army is out there and we’re barely able to stand.” 
 
    Gavin shook his head, trying to clear it. He hadn’t needed Evrouin’s words to remind him how desperate they now were. Still, they resonated within his mind, like the haunting, echoing scream of a dying man. 
 
    “This thing will not be easy,” Tadeo said, looking back at them both, then back at Brisson, “but is not impossible. Orinai are stupid when not near their cities. They do not see what they do not expect.” 
 
    “I know a way,” Brisson said, sitting up and holding his injured arm. “It’s the way I came back.” 
 
    “Why should we trust you?” Evrouin said, eyes hard. “You’ve already betrayed us once. What’s to stop you from doing it again?” 
 
    “Why would I free you only to lead you back into another trap? That makes as much sense as trying to spit at the moon.” 
 
    “Why would you betray us to begin with?” Evrouin said, taking two deliberate steps toward Brisson. 
 
    “Enough, Evrouin,” Gavin said, stopping the man with as hard a voice as he could muster. “The longer we stand around here arguing, the greater chance we’re going to get captured. We need to act.” 
 
    “And what do you suggest we do?” Evrouin demanded. 
 
    Gavin looked at Brisson, meeting the man’s eyes. He wanted nothing more than to inflict every pain he’d just had to endure back on the man, but instead he nodded. 
 
    “Brisson will show us out,” Gavin said. “Tadeo, stick as close to him as you can. If he does anything that even looks like he’ll betray us, kill him.” 
 
    “This thing will be done.” 
 
    Brisson licked his lips and nodded. “Alright. But you can’t go out looking like this. There’s too much blood. Dawn is only an hour away. The blood will give us away.” 
 
    Gavin grunted, looking around the room. It was bare except for the poles and severed ropes lying on the ground. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll just have to chance it.” 
 
    Brisson opened his mouth to protest, but Tadeo shifted slightly and Brisson snapped his mouth shut with an audible click. 
 
    Gavin looked to Evrouin. “Are you up for this?” He didn’t ask Tadeo. The man looked as he always did, stoic and ready for anything. 
 
    “Are you?” Evrouin asked. 
 
    Gavin shrugged, though the motion sent waves of pain passing through him. “I guess we’ll find out. Either way, I’d rather try than just sit here waiting to die.” 
 
    Evrouin grunted his assent. 
 
    “Let’s go, Brisson.” 
 
    The man looked over the three of them, rubbing at his wrist. He seemed to be deciding if he’d made a mistake. 
 
    “Move, little man,” Tadeo said. 
 
    Brisson jumped and hurried toward the back of the tent. Gavin followed after him, moving more slowly than he wanted to. They needed to be fast, but his body refused to cooperate. He tried reaching out to the energy around him, as he had a thousand times before during the night, but it was a muffled, ineffective thing. The energy was there, he felt something, but it was blocked. Or dampened. 
 
    Brisson crouched low at the back of the tent where the lantern light cast shadows in large pools. The tent met the ground here and was held in place by several thick wooden stakes. Brisson bent down and pulled two of the stakes out with his uninjured hand. He set them aside and lifted the flap, peering out. Snow lay thick on the ground outside and a blast of freezing air burst in. 
 
    “It’s clear.” He moved to slip out, but Tadeo put a hand on his leg. Brisson froze. Tadeo pushed around him and, getting down on his stomach, slid out under the tent’s canvas back and into the night. 
 
    “Is clear,” he whispered back. 
 
    Brisson slipped out next and Gavin gestured for Evrouin to go next. The man swallowed hard and Gavin saw the muscles in his jaw tense, becoming as hard as bone, but he bent down and crawled through the opening which Tadeo held open from the other side. Gavin grit his own teeth, ignoring his protesting body, and got down on hands and knees to crawl out into the night as well, shivering both from the cold and the pain which wracked him. He felt so terribly weak. 
 
    Once out, Tadeo lowered the tent canvas and then reached inside. He fiddled with something for several long moments, the tent canvas shifting with his movement. Gavin looked around, noting the line of tents near them and the near absolute darkness. Snow drifted down in massive, lazy flakes. Gavin wrapped his arms around himself, shivering in the cold. The canvas tent had offered surprising warmth compared to the temperature outside. Gavin wore only a loose shirt and thin, short trousers, which offered absolutely no protection from the elements. The hair on his arms rose. 
 
    “Come on,” Evrouin whispered, breath puffing into little clouds of mist. “Hurry up.” 
 
    Tadeo finished whatever he was doing and rose, brushing the snow off his trousers as if it were sand or dirt caught there and not freezing snow. He put a hand on Brisson’s shoulder and pointed into the night, indicating that Brisson was to show them out. 
 
    Brisson nodded, not asking what the man had been up to. Gavin didn’t know and, frankly, didn’t care. It was all he could do to stay on his feet and keep his teeth from chattering. Evrouin looked just as bad. 
 
    “Hurry,” Gavin breathed. 
 
    Brisson started off, moving quickly through the snow. The snow muffled their steps, but bit at Gavin’s feet. Before long, they were numb and frozen, all feeling gone. Every few tents, Tadeo would tap Brisson on the shoulder and the man would stop, allowing the group to rest. They didn’t talk at all, not wanting to chance waking whatever sleeping occupant lay within the tents. Gavin kept his eyes on Evrouin, watching the man turn more and more pale with each step. His lips were turning a deep shade of purplish blue, though Gavin was only able to see it when they passed through the dim light of a distant lamp or fire. Gavin wondered what he must look like himself. 
 
    They reached the end of the tents after only four short stops. They hadn’t crossed paths with any Orinai soldiers or anyone else, thankfully, though even if they had, Gavin wasn’t sure what he would have done. He stumbled as he walked now, and Evrouin had already fallen once. He didn’t know how they were going to make it any further without cover. He knew from earlier that over two hundred spans separated the Orinai camp and the closest thing they had to shelter. Part of him also wondered what the snows meant for their return to the valley. Would their path still be passable even if they made it to them? 
 
    Tadeo signaled Brisson to stop, and they all crouched together by the last tent. The wind rushed passed them, carrying a flurry of snow and buffeting their already numb bodies. Gavin reached out to steady Evrouin as the man halted and stumbled to his knees. 
 
    “There is no safety out there for great distance,” Tadeo whispered. “I fear you will not make it.” 
 
    “Just shut up and show me where to go,” Evrouin said, teeth chattering. From what Gavin could see of him, he looked as pale as sun-bleached bone, so much so that it was noticeable by contrast to the darkness around them. 
 
    Shouting erupted behind them. Though the sound was muffled, it was easy to identify. They’d been discovered missing. Lights flared up throughout the camps, pale yellow orbs cast out against the snow, as lanterns were lit. Gavin stood up enough to look out over the tent they were hiding behind and then immediately fell back down again. A red-clothed archer rushed by in the opposite direction on the other side of the tent, headed for the center of camp. Where had he come from? 
 
    “Run!” Brisson said, getting to his feet. 
 
    “They will find us,” Tadeo said, voice sounding grim. “This thing is certain.” 
 
    Brisson reached out and grabbed hold of Evrouin and Gavin, yanking them to their feet. Tadeo rushed forward, drawing the curved dagger, but Brisson pushed the other two men away from the camp and between him and Tadeo. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted, then spun around and dashed toward the camp. 
 
    Gavin stumbled forward after Tadeo and Evrouin, then stopped, turning around to look after Brisson. He had started running, not toward the center of camp, but out along the edge. What was he doing? He was sacrificing himself for them? Why would he do that? 
 
    “Gavin,” Tadeo shouted. “You must run. This thing, it will not last long.” 
 
    Gavin’s eyes lingered on Brisson’s form. The early morning light peeking out above the mountain peaks gave the falling snow a reddish cast and made a hazy mask which distorted Brisson’s shape. As he ran, Brisson grabbed a lantern—just a small dot on the horizon against the snow—and tossed it against some tents, which immediately burst into balls of raging fire. 
 
    A hand closed around Gavin’s arm. 
 
    Gavin yelped and tried to pull away, but it was only Tadeo, come back to pull him along. Despite the man’s stern face and angry expression, the grip on Gavin’s arm was a weak one. Snow fell around him in great, swirling patterns of enormous flakes. 
 
    “Come now!” Tadeo growled. “We must—” 
 
    He cut off abruptly, eyes narrowing as they focused on something behind Gavin. Gavin whipped his head around in time to see Brisson’s small, hazy form lurch to one side and fall into the snow. He got back up, then stumbled backward as if struck by something. He fell to his knees, then toppled into the snow and didn’t get back up. Fires blazed in the tents around him. 
 
    “Run,” Tadeo said, grip tightening on Gavin’s arm. “Run!” 
 
    Gavin swallowed hard, though his throat was dry, and stumbled after him. Tadeo released his arm and charged forward toward the small, huddled form that was Evrouin a score of spans ahead of them. Gavin struggled to think clearly, to process what Brisson had just done and sacrificed for them, and to focus on their escape. It was like trying to walk in sand. For each step forward, he slipped at least a half step backward as well. He tripped, stumbled, but caught himself and kept running. He couldn’t feel his legs, couldn’t feel his arms. The snow swirled around him, like a white mist that twisted and undulated like the sands in a storm. It was, Gavin decided, not an unpleasant thing. 
 
    Something tugged at his arm. He looked down as he half stumbled, half ran along the expanse toward the mountains. They had no real plan where they were going. They just ran. A fresh line of red crossed Gavin’s arm, exposed flesh a mixture of olive skin, brownish-red dried blood, and bright red fresh blood. Had one of his cuts opened back up? Gavin’s foot got caught on a loose stone beneath the snow and he flew forward, falling face-first into the snow. Something zipped over his head, almost like the buzz of an insect but sharper, more ferocious. What was that? 
 
    He got to his feet and resumed running, ignoring the new abrasions the fall had created. He honestly didn’t feel the pain of them at all. Part of him knew that was a bad sign, but his brain wasn’t able to focus on anything but keeping his feet moving forward. He looked up, trying to see how far ahead of him Evrouin had gotten. All he saw was white. The snow had picked up, falling hard enough that it covered everything around them. Gavin stumbled to a stop, skidding in the snow and feeling panic burn through him like a fire. 
 
    Where are we? He couldn’t even see the mountains anymore. Snow settled on his arms, face, and shoulders, but he didn’t even feel their freezing caress. 
 
    Something slammed into him. The force of it spun him around and sent him back into the snow. Pain blossomed in his shoulder and in his arm. His head hit the ground and Gavin struggled to remember where he was or what was going on. 
 
    Pain lanced through his arm. He welcomed it. It meant he could feel. The rest of his body felt sluggish and stiff, as if great weights were attached. His left shoulder burned as if subjected to hot coals. 
 
    Brisson is dead. 
 
    Gavin pushed the errant thought aside, knowing, deep down inside himself, that he wasn’t going to make it out of this. He turned his head, still lying prone in the snow. A green arrow shaft stuck out from his shoulder, flakes of snow settling on the black fletching. Blood moved sluggishly down his arm, an odd spot of color against the whiteness around him. Groaning, Gavin rolled over onto his right side, looking behind him. A hazy group of archers stood at the edge of his vision, bows leveled in his direction, arrow tips glistening with reflected light even through the snow. Another figure strode forward in front of them and was likely the reason the archers hadn’t yet filled him with arrows. Gavin twisted further to the right, looking up and squinting through the snow. The Orinai commander. The man who had tortured him. 
 
    Gavin tried to shuffle back, right arm scrabbling against the snow, but he couldn’t find the strength. He tried to reach out for his powers, anything, but nothing came. 
 
    The Orinai stepped closer, drawing a long, thin, double-edged sword. He knelt down in the snow next to Gavin, face hard. His red cloak flapped in the wind behind him. 
 
    “I am curious,” the man said, voice sharp and hard against the screaming wind. “What you were thinking in trying to escape? Did you not think we would capture you?” 
 
    Gavin didn’t have the strength to answer. Snow swirled around him and assaulted his eyes. He blinked the flakes away. 
 
    “Did you think to show Strength, perhaps?” the man’s voice still held the sharpness it had before, but the man’s face betrayed a small measure of curiosity, as if he were pondering why the sun rises each morning. “Regardless, I suppose now it does not matter. We know where you are hiding. As the Sisters command, we will eliminate the scourge that is your people.” The man got back to his feet and swished his sword through the air with an economy of movement that left Gavin feeling dizzy. “Know that I honor your tenacity, little slave.” 
 
    He raised his sword high into the air. Gavin thought he was going to bring it swishing down to cut him, but then saw the archers draw back their bows, shafts pointed directly at him, metal tips glinting dully. 
 
    Fear ran through Gavin, but not as intensely as he’d thought it would when staring into the face of death. Farah’s face flashed through his mind. He’d miss her smile and the strength she’d lent him. But his grandmother’s face also passed through his memories, standing alongside his parents. They were smiling. 
 
    The Orinai commander nodded at Gavin, his expression still as impassive as always, though Gavin thought he saw a measure of respect and acceptance there. He found it hard to reconcile that look with the man who had tortured him and his friends for the entire night. The sword fell. Arrows loosed. Gavin breathed in normally, time slowing as he watched his death approaching. 
 
    Less than an inch from Gavin’s face the arrows jackknifed backward as if they’d hit an invisible wall. The Orinai’s sword reacted too, ripping free of his grip and disappearing into the white haze of snow. Gavin blinked, confused, and not really believing he was still alive. His pulse raced and his lungs heaved, though they burned from the cold with each breath. What had just happened? The Orinai commander shouted at the archers, who readied to fire another volley. 
 
    A form materialized out of the mist, a dark, vaguely-human shape that became more distinct with amazing rapidity. The archers fired and the form raised a hand almost negligently. The arrows spun away and, this time, Gavin felt the earth rumble beneath his feet, shaking and rocking like the sands during a Migration. The man form stepped closer. The archers drew and fired again at the prompting of their commander. The arrows flew away again. The form turned its head—or what Gavin assumed was its head—toward them and brought his other arm up. The score of archers flew back suddenly, thrown back by the force of the push against the metal on their bodies. The Orinai commander skidded across the snowy ground. 
 
    Gavin looked over at the man, recognition hitting him with the force of a cold, winter tempest. 
 
    “Nikanor?” Gavin breathed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29: Escape 
 
    “But who shall save the guides, if they stray from the Path? Are they too lost, and their followers forever fallen?” 
 
    —From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    Farah pulled her hair back out of her eyes, tying the blond tresses back with a length of cord. That done, she went back to what she’d been doing before. 
 
    Pacing. 
 
    “You’ll wear a hole in the floor doing that,” Shallee said without looking up. The short woman had Benji sitting before her and she was pulling a comb through his thick brown hair. The boy fidgeted a little, glancing up at Farah, but Shallee rapped him on the side of the head with her comb and he went back to how he’d been before. 
 
    Farah forced herself to stop pacing, stopping in the middle of the room. It took her a moment to realize that she was chewing on her nails. 
 
    Shallee sighed and put a hand on the side of Benji’s shoulder, tapping it lightly. “Off with you, then. That’s the best I can do with your hair. If you washed it more . . .” 
 
    Benji made a face, but bounded to his feet and scurried to the table with the speed of a diving aevian. 
 
    Farah felt her lips tugging toward a smile, but then she glanced at the door and the smile died. 
 
    Where is he? 
 
    “I’m going out,” Farah said, after another long moment. She turned toward her room, meaning to retrieve her cloak. 
 
    “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Benji said, holding his hands out to the fire set in the hearth. “That snow’s turning into a right old blizzard out there.” 
 
    “Blizzard?” 
 
    “Giant snow storm. Lots of wind, and snow, and badness. You won’t be able to see further than your own nose. If you don’t get lost, you’ll probably die from the cold. I heard about this one man, once, who froze to death right in front of his own house and didn’t even know it because he couldn’t see through the snow. His wife found him the next day, his back up against his own door. Stupid fool. He shouldn’t have even gone out.” 
 
    “Hush now, Benji,” Shallee said. 
 
    Farah felt her stomach twist into knots inside her. Gavin was out in that. 
 
    “What? I was just saying what I heard, alright? It wasn’t like I wanted the idiot dead.” 
 
    Shallee cleared her throat and Benji quieted, though didn’t actually fall into total silence. He grumbled something else under his breath but Farah was too distracted to fully grasp it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gavin blinked away the snow, his eyes feeling as if they had lead weights attached to them. 
 
    Nikanor? 
 
    No, it wasn’t Nikanor. Nikanor was dead. The figure loomed before him and bent low and put his arms underneath Gavin’s and pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “Darryn?” Gavin breathed, voice a rattle that barely broke through the screaming wind. 
 
    Darryn pulled one of Gavin’s arms over his own and half-pulled, half-supported Gavin as they headed back in the direction of the valley. No arrows flew in their direction. 
 
    “Move, sands take you,” Darryn cursed. “I didn’t come all the way back here for you to get us both killed.” 
 
    Gavin forced whatever strength he had left into his legs and started walking more quickly. Darryn grunted approval. 
 
    “Why—why are you—are you here?” Gavin’s breath came in short gasps, but he pushed ahead anyway. His mind refused to process correctly. He knew they were in danger, knew he should be worried about where Evrouin and Tadeo were, but he couldn’t force his mind to focus on anything. Thinking at all was painful. 
 
    “I couldn’t just let you die,” Darryn grumbled. His cloak slipped off one shoulder and draped down over Gavin, the wind wrapping it around part of his body. “Lhaurel’s sacrifice wouldn’t have meant anything if I let you die.” 
 
    “Lhaurel?” Gavin felt confusion tap at the icy edges of his frozen mind. What did Lhaurel have to do with anything? 
 
    The wind howled and snow flurried around them. Cold, so terribly cold. Gavin blinked at the growing darkness around him. Some small part of him felt there was something odd about that, but it wasn’t that important to him at that moment. What am I doing? The world seemed to spin for a moment in his vision, a vortex of white, grey, and shadow. 
 
    Whiteness surrounded him and he found himself having difficulty breathing. His mouth filled with something cold and wet. 
 
    Snow? 
 
    Had he fallen? 
 
    Hands wrapped around him, though Gavin barely felt them. A piercing, high-pitched sound hit Gavin’s ears, but he wasn’t even able to wince. Hands hauled him up to his feet. Something crashed into the ground near him and more sounds tore through the air, mingling with the screaming winds. Light flashed through the sky and Gavin blinked against the sudden whiteness of that light reflecting off the snow. His skin tingled and he felt somehow stronger. Strength surged through him and his vision cleared for a brief moment. The light vanished, but the afterimage of several forms remained burned in his eyes, even as they readjusted to the odd half-gloom. 
 
    “Nabil?” 
 
    The massive white aevian couldn’t be here, could he? A muted sound rumbled through the skies. Thunder? 
 
    Gavin’s eyes adjusted as the hands that held him pushed him up onto Nabil’s broad back. Darryn was there alongside him, anger and fear on his face. Pain lanced through Gavin as his body scraped against the leather of the saddle and the leads, but he took that as a good sign even as he ground his teeth together to keep from screaming. 
 
    “Evrouin? Tadeo?” Gavin asked, wrapping his still-numb fingers around the pommel of Nabil’s saddle. 
 
    “They’re safe.” Darryn ducked under Nabil’s wing and scurried through the snow to where his own aevian waited, another white monstrosity almost as large as Nabil. Their mottled white and black plumage blended into the swirling snows. Darryn vaulted up into the saddle and clipped his harness into the saddle beneath him. 
 
    Nabil screeched and reared up, forcing Gavin to focus all his attention on staying on his broad back. Light flashed again and, this time, Gavin recognized it for what it was as his body tingled with the energy of it all. Lightning. By reflex, he reached out to his abilities again. 
 
    This time, the sensation of everything around him feeling muffled wasn’t nearly as strong. It was there, muting his perception of the lightning as it flashed, but it didn’t stop him. He pulled on the energy, felt it surge through his veins, appearing along his arms as white sparks that buzzed and snapped. 
 
    Nabil leapt into the air, Darryn’s aevian only a half a heartbeat behind. 
 
    The energy flowed through Gavin. Pain vanished and he felt some of the shallower cuts begin to heal. He felt the storm radiating outward from him, like he was the center of a giant somewhat circular blanket of energy suspended in the sky. It moved out in all directions, building as the snows came down. He felt the incredible potential within the storm, held back within the clouds just waiting for an escape. More than that, with the energy thundering through him, crackling around his arms as Nabil climbed higher into the air, Gavin felt the tendrils of—connection—tethering the storm to the air and world around it. He felt it slipping out toward places he didn’t know, though the bulk of the storm’s energy remained here. It was all, he realized, interconnected. 
 
    He pulled on the storm, moving it back away from the valley where his people remained hidden. His people. There were all his people, he now realized. They, like the storm, were interconnected. He didn’t push the storm too far back, however. Now that his mind was working more clearly, the energy within him providing a blaze of crystalline thought, he realized they needed the snows to fill the mountain passes, making it impassable. 
 
    They climbed higher into the air, moving toward the valley, flying through the storm. The aevians struggled against the wind, but they managed it. Gavin suspected that the aevians, the larger grye at least, were adapted for weather and storms like this. 
 
    The storm wind weakened as they neared the valley, though lightning struck in regular intervals around them and thunder rumbled in the background, like distant drums pounding out an irregular beat. 
 
    Darryn waved to get his attention and gestured toward the ground. Gavin looked down through the swirling snow, noticing an outcropping of rock jutting out from the stone. Two blurry forms stood in the snow atop the rock. No, there were four shapes there, two large and two small. Evrouin, Tadeo, and two aevians, perhaps? Gavin leaned forward and Nabil pulled into a shallow dive, icy wind biting at Gavin’s exposed flesh. Even with the energy thundering through him, he felt the bitter chill creep through him. 
 
    They landed in a swirl of snow and wind and Gavin leapt from Nabil’s back, landing in a spray of snow and energy that flung outward from his body and made Nabil back away with an angry hiss. 
 
    Tadeo walked forward, his skin almost as pale as the snow though he now wore a thick cloak and much of the blood was gone. The cuts on his body were still fresh, red and standing out against the paleness of his skin and the white snow. 
 
    Evrouin huddled against the rocks, a cloak pulled so low over his head that it made him look like little more than a corpse shrouded in burial clothes. The wind tugged at the cloak and left little white marks down its dark length. 
 
    “Is good to be seeing you,” Tadeo said, with a flat smile. The wind howled and Gavin had to strain to hear him. “This thing will bring much happiness to the people even with Brisson’s betrayal.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too,” Gavin almost shouted. 
 
    “We should wait here until the storm blows over,” Darryn said. “Then we can head back to the camp.” 
 
    Tadeo shook his head. “This thing is not wise. This storm, she will drop many feet of snow before she is done. This is the small part of the storm.” 
 
    “I’ve been hiding up here for almost a day.” Darryn’s face looked as hard as any Gavin had seen on Tadeo. Why had the man come back for them? His memories of being rescued were hazy at best, but he thought he remembered something about Lhaurel. “We wait.” 
 
    “Tadeo’s right,” Gavin said, feeling out for the storm around him. The sparks on his arms had died out, but he still felt the storm around them. His heart pulsed with the beating throbs of storm. “We have to go now. The storm will only get worse. It lightens up near the valley.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can feel it,” Gavin said. “I—I think I created this storm.” 
 
    “Sands take me,” Darryn swore. “You’re one of them.” 
 
    Gavin felt something twist inside him, gripping him with the force of a blow. 
 
    “I am who I’ve always been. I thank you for saving me, but if you start accusing me of things you don’t understand I will not hesitate to beat it out of you.” Gavin’s voice was hard. With everything that had happened, Brisson’s betrayal, being tortured, nearly being killed after Brisson’s sacrifice to help them out afterward, Gavin didn’t have room to trust anyone right now. He didn’t have room for argument or disagreement. “We’re leaving. Now.” 
 
    Darryn didn’t move. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I say we’re staying.” 
 
    Gavin balled up a fist and punched Darryn right in the stomach, hard enough that the man—who hadn’t been expecting the blow—crumpled over, gasping for air. 
 
    “Tadeo,” Gavin said. “Tie him in the saddle if you have to. We’re leaving right now.” 
 
    “As you command, oh great leader.” 
 
    Tadeo didn’t have to tie Darryn in place, though the look the man leveled at Gavin could only be described as murderous. Gavin honestly didn’t care. The time for pleasantry, the time for optimism and patience, was over. Gavin knew that now, more clearly than he’d ever known anything else before. Gavin didn’t rise to the bait. Instead he strode over to Evrouin and pulled the man up to his feet, surreptitiously checking the man’s fingers for signs of frostbite. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A scream of pain tore through the room. 
 
    Farah jumped and spun, immediately drawing on the energy in the room to give herself a spike of alertness, even if it wouldn’t have been enough to do her any good in a fight. Benji leapt to his feet and the bench he’d been sitting on toppled to the floor with a crash. Shallee flinched slightly, but other than that her eyes simply darted to the room where the scream originated. Cather’s room. 
 
    “The baby!” Cather’s voice came again, though this time the words were articulate through the scream of pain. “The baby is coming.” 
 
    “Baby?” Benji asked, eyes darting around the room in a wild panic. He looked ready to run, though it was obvious that there wasn’t anywhere else to go. 
 
    Farah felt his pain, feeling panic grip her. She was a warrior, a fighter and teacher of other warriors. She fought battles, planned and organized the aevians, and cared for the people as a whole when she had to, though she preferred the former two over the latter. 
 
    She had absolutely no experience with childbirth. The entire idea terrified her. She didn’t want children, let alone to help with someone else’s. She wrung her hands together, trying to figure out what to do. 
 
    Shallee got fluidly to her feet, her expression calm and demeanor as far from worried as it was possible to be. Rolling up her sleeves, she took charge as she strode toward the room. 
 
    “Farah, fetch all the lanterns and bring them into Cather’s room. Benji.” 
 
    The boy jumped a little, face growing—if anything—even paler. 
 
    “Set some water to boil and then start ripping one of the blankets into long strips.” 
 
    Neither Farah nor Benji moved. Farah stared at Shallee, all her former worries about the storm forgotten in the panic that gripped her. Shallee wasn’t honestly implying that she was going to deliver the baby, was she? 
 
    Shallee paused at the door and looked back at them both. “Now!” she snapped. 
 
    Farah leapt into action and heard Benji scrambling as well. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They flew through the storm, Gavin using his powers to still the winds as best he could as they flew. Gavin kept a close watch over Evrouin, though they’d tied him into the saddle with a few extra lengths of rope. They flew for several long hours, the storm lessening as they approached the valley. Even with that and Gavin’s powers, his arms quickly grew numb from the cold. And his mind, now clear, worried over the receptions he’d receive when he brought the people news of Brisson’s death and betrayal. 
 
    He no longer had the greatsword. He no longer held the same optimistic illusions to which he’d so desperately clung throughout his whole life. They were still there, deep within him, but they were like old wounds now, hidden beneath layers of hardened scars. But he was sure of one thing. If the people were to survive, they would need to be united. He couldn’t let them be two separate nations anymore. He would unite them, even if he had to beat the sense into every single one of them. The Orinai would be waiting for them as soon as the snows melted. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Farah shied away from the smell of blood. Squeamishness had never been something of which Farah had been accused, she was stronger and fiercer than most men among the Rahuli, but that smell made her stomach churn. 
 
    Cather lay on her bed, propped up by several blankets so she was almost sitting, her legs up on the end of the bed. Shallee stood down there, peering up at the woman. 
 
    “I can see the head,” she said, reaching up. 
 
    Farah looked away, cursing herself as her stomach clenched and threatened to empty itself. She’d rather be cleaning up aevian droppings than stay in the room another minute. She stayed anyway. It was part of who she was. She was in control, not her body. For her entire life, Farah had pushed herself harder than anyone else she knew to become better, to be stronger, smarter, and fiercer than everyone else. She would not back down now. 
 
    “I need you to push now, Cather,” Shallee said. 
 
    Cather groaned, but nodded, holding herself up partially by her elbows. Her face contorted and a moan of pain that was almost a scream tore from her lips as she pushed. Farah grit her own teeth and winced involuntarily, skin crawling along her back. 
 
    “Here it comes, Cather. Here it comes . . .” Shallee paused, red-brown hair splayed across her forehead. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Farah asked. 
 
    Shallee tossed her head to get the hair out of her eyes, though it was plastered to her forehead by sweat. She didn’t look up as she answered. 
 
    “The cord is wrapped around its neck. If we’re not careful, the baby will suffocate.” Shallee grabbed a small knife off the ground near her, blade having already been sharpened and boiled in the water Benji had provided. 
 
    Cather started to cry. Farah hesitated. This was Evrouin’s wife, spouse of the man she hated above all others. Farah found that feeling a dull thing in the light of everything else going on in the room. Farah reached out and gripped the woman’s arm. Cather reached out with her other and wrapped it around Farah’s wrist, grip so tight Farah almost cried out. 
 
    “I need you to push some more,” Shallee said, looking up and meeting Cather’s eyes. “We’ll get through this.” 
 
    Cather screamed and pushed again. Her nails dug into Farah’s skin, though Farah didn’t care. Her own heart raced in writhing opposition to the turmoil in her stomach. She didn’t know what was going on, but the look on Shallee’s face, one of pure and utter concentration so absolute as to appear painful, told her that it was deadly serious. The salty tang of blood and wetness became almost overpowering. 
 
    Something clattered to the ground and Cather gasped in the middle of a scream, breathing in and out in shallow, quick bursts, then suddenly relaxed, body going almost limp. Her grip on Farah’s arm relaxed and slipped free. 
 
    “Cather?” Farah said, panic in her voice. She couldn’t have died, could she? “You will not die! You will fight this. You’re a strong, powerful woman. You can—” 
 
    Anything further fell away as a small, yet powerful cry broke through the sudden silence. Shallee looked up, a small bloody bundle of tiny, flailing limbs in her arms. 
 
    “It’s a boy,” Shallee said, voice weary, yet brusque with emotion. 
 
    Farah grabbed a bundle of cloth and gave it to Shallee as the woman got to her feet, baby held firmly in her grip. Shallee wrapped the infant in the cloth and then handed the child to his mother, who clutched it to her chest with trembling arms. 
 
    She looked up at Farah and Shallee. There were tears in her eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    Shallee wiped her hands on another cloth, though there was so much blood there that the cloth didn’t seem to be doing much good. 
 
    Farah found tears welling up in her own eyes as she looked between the two exhausted women, one who had delivered a baby and the other who had helped it into the world. 
 
    “I’ll go get you some water to clean up with,” Farah said, ducking her head so Shallee wouldn’t see the tears. Farah darted out of the room before Shallee could reply. She only got a few steps before she was stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    Gavin stood in the doorway, his once brown hair now streaked through with white-blond streaks. Dried blood covered a large portion of his exposed skin and he looked exhausted, but he was alive! 
 
    Farah covered the space between them in the space of half a heartbeat, tossing her arms around him and nestling her head against his chest beneath his chin. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, holding her close. She’d always loved the feel of those arms around her. 
 
    Tears streamed down her face. “I thought you were lost, or worse,” she mumbled into his chest. 
 
    “I love you,” Gavin said, his voice barely a whisper as he kissed her on the top of her head. 
 
    Farah felt herself flush. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “This thing was almost true,” said another voice, one Farah recognized as belonging to Tadeo, the strange ex-Orinai soldier. “But your leader here is a hard man to kill. All your people are like this one here. Stubborn. He wanted to come here instead of the medical building.” 
 
    Farah pulled away from Gavin long enough to glance around him. Tadeo stood just inside the doorway, supporting a very haggard, pale-looking Evrouin. His head sagged down toward his chest, but as Farah looked over at him, his head came up and their eyes locked for one brief moment. Understanding passed through them in that look and Farah realized she no longer hated him. She didn’t like him, that much remained the same, and she certainly didn’t trust the man, but the hatred was gone. 
 
    “You’re a father, Evrouin,” she said, slipping around Gavin and hurrying over to Evrouin to take up his other side and lead him toward the back room. “Let me introduce you to your son.” 
 
    “Son?” Evrouin’s voice cracked with weariness, but despite that, he managed a small smile. “I have a son.” 
 
    He looked over at Gavin, who nodded at the man and smiled. 
 
    “I have a son,” Evrouin repeated. He shrugged off Tadeo’s support and stumbled toward the door to his room on his own. He paused at the door and looked back at Farah. Light glistened off the wetness in his eyes. 
 
    “I have a son,” he whispered then limped into the room. 
 
    Outside, snow continued to fall.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30: Honor 
 
    “Still, the Path itself is true. That much is undeniable fact. The only question that remains is who allows others into it and is there any escape for the fallen?” 
 
    From the Discourses on Knowledge, Volume 17, Year 1171 
 
    The buildings on either side of the canal were as varied in shape and design as anything Lhaurel had seen. One was large, blocky, and looked rather plain when compared to its closest neighbor, a tall affair with massive spires rising from both the outside walls and the tops of the buildings. Large, glass windows adorned with carvings and archways made of white and black marbled stone accented the sweeping, majestic style. 
 
    Alcine and Talha kept up a running commentary as they passed each house. Talha pointed out which Great House belonged to which High Family and where they sat in the political structure of the Empire. Alcine, of course, spoke rather tangentially about the various schools of art that had been influential in the construction of each mansion and the aesthetic appeal of each. Lhaurel only half paid attention to their discourse. 
 
    People swarmed over the grounds surrounding each of the houses they passed. Lhaurel watched them, noticing the larger Orinai and the far more plentiful and smaller slave peoples. In particular, she noticed a group of younger slaves, children really, carrying enormous loads of what looked like laundry up massive flights of stairs. All of them stopped whatever they were doing when the ship passed by and prostrated themselves on the ground. None of the other sisters paid it much mind, but Lhaurel watched them all, seeing how the slaves remained prone far longer than their Orinai masters and the way they were treated. It was . . . Lhaurel didn’t know what it was. 
 
    “Oars up!” 
 
    Lhaurel jumped. She turned and looked at Celiana, who had stepped back toward the drum. “Retract oars!” she shouted. 
 
    Wood scraped against wood and the bristling rows of oars on either side of the narrow ship were retreated inside the lower holds. 
 
    “Ready the lines!” 
 
    A half a dozen uniformed sailors ran forward, bowing low as they approached Lhaurel and the other Sisters. Talha gestured for Lhaurel to stand aside, Mhenna and Alcine doing the same. The sailors moved where they had been and fastened several long ropes to the railing there. 
 
    Lhaurel glanced ahead. They were approaching the massive red structure in the center of Estrelar. The canal actually entered the building, disappearing into an arched opening in the center of the red stone building. The momentum of the ship was carrying it toward that opening at an amazingly quick speed. 
 
    Lhaurel flinched involuntarily and half closed her eyes as the ship passed under the archway. The blaring light of the sun dimmed and Lhaurel forced her eyes open so they could adjust to the gloom within. Torches crackled in brackets along the wall. Red stone passed over their heads as they passed through what looked to be a long, stone corridor. For a moment, Lhaurel was reminded of the long, sandstone passages of the warrens in the Sharani Desert, then the corridor opened up into a room so large that the torches didn’t even begin to provide enough light to illuminate it all. 
 
    The sailors at the rail tossed ropes to shadowy figures at the edges of one side of the room, who caught them and began pulling the ship in that direction. Lhaurel glanced around the massive, gloomy expanse, noticing the outlines of several other ships identical to theirs tied up along both edges. The ship bumped up against the stone. 
 
    “Stick close to me, Lhaurel,” Talha said. The woman’s tone sent a shiver down Lhaurel’s spine and she licked her lips, forcing herself not to chew on the bottom one. 
 
    “What about—” Lhaurel began, but Talha cut her off. 
 
    “I’ve already instructed Lance to take her to your tower. Your other priestesses are waiting there to welcome you home.” Talha met her eyes and her voice dropped to a whisper so only Lhaurel could hear. “Please, just stick close to me. There are things that must be done today which will go easier for you if you just follow my lead. Do not fight it. Please.” 
 
    Alcine raised a painted eyebrow behind Talha. 
 
    Lhaurel shivered again, though, by this time, her mind had started to numb to what was going on around her once again. Elyana’s voice in the back of her mind gave her some small measure of continuity and comfort, though Lhaurel felt slightly disturbed by the fact. Still, the larger part of her mind had retreated to what Lhaurel was starting to call her overwhelmed state. She fought against it, but her mind refused to cooperate. Maybe if she’d had her powers . . . 
 
    Some of the sailors lit lanterns as others ran out a ramp, connecting the ship to the stone walkway beyond. The lamp illuminated several tall figures clothed in white standing just at the end of the short wooden ramp. Priestesses garbed in yellow-gold shufari. 
 
    “Come along, little Sister,” Alcine said with a grin, sauntering over. “Sellia is waiting, it would seem.” 
 
    Lhaurel glanced at Talha, who nodded and made a gesture that indicated that Lhaurel was to follow Alcine. Lhaurel walked toward the ramp, knuckles white on her staff. The silence in the room only added to Lhaurel’s growing sense of unease. The sailors parted and allowed the Sisters to pass, bowing low as they did so. The priestesses ahead of them also bowed, though not quite as low and, after a moment, rose and took up the lead at the head of the small procession. Celiana went first, followed by Mhenna, then Alcine, Lhaurel, and lastly Talha. They turned onto a set of stone stairs, striding through the gloom in silence except for the sound of their feet and staves against the stone. 
 
    They climbed upward for what seemed an eternity, passing through so many unlit rooms that Lhaurel soon lost track of where they were or what direction they were traveling other than up. After an interminable amount of time, they reached the end of the stairway, which ceased as a large wooden door set into the stone. One of the priestesses knocked on the door with a mallet affixed to the wall by a chain near the doorway. It opened immediately. 
 
    Lhaurel felt the hair on her arms stand on end. The priestesses moved aside, not entering the room but instead formed a row of living statues on either side of the hall. Celiana led the Sisters onward. Lhaurel followed. 
 
    The room they entered was perfectly round and large enough that the other end of the room was shrouded in shadow, even with half a dozen lanterns set around the doorway. Lhaurel’s attention was immediately drawn to the two figures seated in chairs in the center of the room. Five additional chairs sat around a circle carved into the stone floor, on which a bound and gagged woman rested. Lhaurel felt her brain attempting to engage, confusion lancing through her detached state with sharp intensity, but it only succeeded in stirring up the haze and fog. 
 
    Celiana led the procession of Sisters forward, circling around the chairs to stop behind one on Lhaurel’s right. As she got nearer, Lhaurel recognized the two Sisters sitting there watching her with intent, hard eyes. Sellia, the Sister who had supposedly been alive for over a thousand years, and the other Sister who had been with her and Talha in the Sharani Desert. Lhaurel had never learned her name. 
 
    Talha came up behind Lhaurel and nudged her forward. 
 
    “Stand in the center of the circle,” Talha whispered. “Do not try and talk to the woman on the ground.” 
 
    Confused, Lhaurel did as asked. The door creaked shut behind them. Light shone down on Lhaurel from above, though she couldn’t tell from where it originated. The woman at her feet, clad only in a thin garment of brown cloth and bound with ropes, struggled vainly. She also had red hair, though as Lhaurel glanced down at her—an involuntary reaction to her movement—noticed that the color wasn’t nearly deep enough. A small cut on one cheek fed a small trickle of scarlet blood. Who was she? 
 
    “Ah yes, welcome, Lhaurel,” Sellia said, nodding. The other Sisters took seats around her, leaving one next to Talha empty. “Welcome, true Sister. Your journey went well, I trust?” 
 
    Lhaurel licked her lips, unsure of how to respond. How had Sellia and the other Sister managed to get here so much more quickly than she had? 
 
    “I understand your reticence to speak, Sister,” Sellia continued, “but you are among family now. These are your Sisters.” Sellia gestured at the other seated women, then her eyes darted to the woman on the floor. “She, on the other hand, is the puppet we’ve been forced to use in your absence.” 
 
    At Lhaurel’s feet, the woman began to whimper. It was a pitiful, desperate sound that tugged at Lhaurel’s heart. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lhaurel said, carefully. She felt a growing sense of foreboding and the hair on her arms and neck refused to lie back down. 
 
    “It is quite simple, once you understand the Progressions and how our lives return to new bodies with each Incarnation,” the other Sister, who Lhaurel did not know, said. “For a thousand years, we have been without Honor among us. Rather, we have had the pale shadow of you here. There have been dozens like that one,” she pointed at the woman on the floor, “but none have been true Sisters. We’ve perpetuated a charade in order to maintain the semblance of continuity for those who follow the Paths. That ends today. Honor has returned.” 
 
    “You have returned to us, after your prior Incarnation destroyed what we had spent centuries building.” This came from Celiana, her voice a rough growl. “And after all these many years, we have become something more than we were even then. The Sharani Arena broke and reforged us. It unified the Empire for nine hundred years and taught us much about what was and was not possible with our abilities.” 
 
    “It unified us all in a single, glorious goal. We fought a war we thought was one, and, when we left, the Seven Sisters held all true power in the Empire.” Alcine spoke now. Lhaurel turned to look at her, moving slowly. “But over the centuries, the Great Houses have wrested some measure of control. The unity we once had is starting to crack. The slaves rebel and even some Great Ones have fallen away from the true Path.” 
 
    “The Empire needs a new sense of unity,” Talha said, her voice oddly hollow. “You will give it to them.” 
 
    Talha stood and the other Sisters around her got to their feet, staffs held out before them, red glass spheres on the ends pointed toward Lhaurel. Lhaurel felt panic rise up and claw at her heart. She held up her hands, one of which still held her own staff. Her foot hit the bound woman on the floor. Lhaurel hadn’t realized she’d been backing up. 
 
    “We will bind you to us, Sister,” Sellia said, voice full of a hard passion that hadn’t been there before. “And return your powers to you. We would have Honor back, but we will not be betrayed again.” 
 
    The red orbs began to glow. The Sisters stepped closer, moving in concert with one another. Lhaurel found herself frozen in place. The orbs drew closer until they were only inches from her, then, in the space of half a heartbeat, they were touching her. 
 
    Pain lanced through Lhaurel, feeling like she’d been touched by heated metal instead of glass. She screamed and sucked in a deep breath, tasting smoke and char as the orbs burned through her clothes and touched her flesh. 
 
    Something surged through her. Her mind came alive, the fog of confusion burned away beneath a new fire of sudden alertness and understanding. Her heart thundered in her chest and a red mist appeared in the air around her, thick as any Lhaurel had ever seen before. Blood pounded through her veins. 
 
    “A blood oath is sworn with power returned,” Mhenna said, her voice distant and echoey, as if spoken from a long, long way away. 
 
    The alertness grew, swelling into something else, something more. Lhaurel could feel the other Sisters now. Her powers swelled within her and her body responded, pulling at it like a man dying of thirst drew in water. It thundered through her. She felt them all and her body responding, pulling at more, pulling at everything. 
 
    “You will serve the Empire and all it stands for,” the Sister Lhaurel did not know intoned. 
 
    The strength of her magic gripped her and surged in her veins. 
 
    “You will not harm any of your Sisters and more, you shall protect them against any that would,” Sellia said. 
 
    Lhaurel felt a moan of pleasure slip from her lips. Her awareness flew outward and she felt the trembling fear of the woman at her feet, the weakened state she was in, then her powers shot outward, reaching out through the vast, enthralling building and touching on the hundreds of people that walked within its walls. 
 
    “You will follow the Path and lead others along the way,” Talha said. The red mist grew thick around Lhaurel and she pulled it in hungrily. She wanted more, needed more. This . . . this was everything she’d lacked before. She felt whole, complete, and free. 
 
    “You will crush the enemies of the Empire from within and from without,” Celiana said. “Mercy will not burden the bonds of justice.” 
 
    Inside Lhaurel’s mind, Elyana’s voice started shouting, though Lhaurel was so deep into the joy and ecstasy of the powers flooding through her that she didn’t notice, except for as a small, passing burr in an otherwise perfect experience. 
 
    No! No, don’t do this! Briane! Dear, sweet Briane! 
 
    A small part of Lhaurel felt fear and pain flit through the waves of power rolling within her. It was like a small taste of something bitter in the midst of a mouthful of sweet, succulent fruit. 
 
    “You will lead the Orinai to unity against the Rahuli slaves to which you once belonged,” Alcine said, her voice barely a whisper. “And you will destroy them.” 
 
    The small burr in the joy swelled, clashing with the power raging through Lhaurel’s mind, body, and soul. Elyana’s voice screamed in Lhaurel’s mind and Lhaurel caught glimpses of a scene passing through her mind that she’d already watched once in dream. A small girl stepping back in fear, red mist, a feeling of utter joy. Lhaurel tried to focus on it, to ride through the surging powers that swelled within her. Someone was dying, someone . . . Lhaurel couldn’t stand against the force of the powers swelling outward. 
 
    “Do you so swear? This power is yours upon acceptance of this oath.” It was Sellia who spoke this time. 
 
    “Yes!” The scream ripped from Lhaurel’s throat as if torn from it, leaving it raw and ragged. She couldn’t have stopped it even if she’d wanted to. She felt like a candle’s flame struggling to match the light of the sun and being consumed by it at the same time. 
 
    “And so it is sealed.” 
 
    Lhaurel felt the flow of power ease, like the tail end of a sandstorm passing in the night. Her back arched and she reached out for her magic, hands forming claws as if she were going to rip it from the very air. The power poured into her then was suddenly gone. Lhaurel blinked and sucked in a deep, gasping breath, as if bursting from the sands after falling into a genesauri’s nest. Six of the Seven Sisters stood around her and Lhaurel felt them as much as she saw them. Her powers flowed through her, as strong as they’d ever been, if not stronger. She looked down at her nails, which shone so red Lhaurel thought they could have been painted if she hadn’t known the truth. She reached out, feeling the hundreds of people about their tasks within the Estrelar temple. It felt wonderful. She vowed, in that moment, that her powers would never be taken away from her again. She’d die first. 
 
    “Retrieve your staff, Sister,” Talha said. 
 
    Lhaurel glanced down at her hands again, only then realizing that she must have dropped her staff while in the middle of the ordeal. Her skin still burned where the other staffs had touched her, but it was a cursory, ancillary thing now. Lhaurel looked down and noticed her staff lying next to the prone woman on the ground. Lhaurel bent down to retrieve it, feeling a strength she hadn’t felt in many months. It amplified her movements and lent her grace and dexterity. Only then did she notice the woman’s skin had turned a horrible, pale white. The orb on Lhaurel’s staff now shone with a deep, rich hue the color of blood. Lhaurel picked up the staff with a suddenly trembling hand. 
 
    “You are one of us now,” Sellia said, grinning with pointed teeth. 
 
    Inside Lhaurel’s mind, Elyana wept.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    The snows fell for another four days before they abated, moving along toward the south. Almost three feet of snow lay within the sheltered valley, more in the surrounding passes. Many of those who had been in the valley for longer than a year were prepared for this and had cleared paths through the snow within a few hours. Gavin had called for an assembly of the entire people for later that afternoon. Tadeo had braved the snows a few days earlier for his own hut, ostensibly to check on his belongings, though Gavin wondered if it wasn’t to see if Samsin was alright. He hadn’t heard from either of them, though Darryn was itching to be headed back out and had left to find Samsin as soon as he was able that morning. 
 
    Now that the storm had passed, they could both fly out at their convenience. Gavin suspected they’d be gone before the end of the day. He’d spoken to both men within a few hours of returning to the valley. They would continue their mission, though they’d all agreed to keep it silent unless absolutely necessary. They’d all decided that keeping it secret would better motivate the former slaves in the valley if they thought they were the only thing between death and the Orinai. That, and there was a very large chance that Tadeo and Darryn wouldn’t be able to convince anyone to come. There was no point getting everyone’s hopes up on something so unlikely to turn out. 
 
    He stood now, looking out over the gathering throng bundled in their various colored cloaks, watching them from atop the very platform where Brisson had stood on the day he’d condemned Samsin to death. Farah was at his side and Evrouin sat in one of the chairs a few feet behind them, bandages hidden beneath his own cloak. The man was still weak, but hid it well, especially sitting next to Cobb, who looked as he always did—gruff, taciturn, and silent. 
 
    Farah reached out and took his hand, intertwining her fingers in his. He didn’t smile, but squeezed her hand gently to let her know how much he appreciated her presence there. Light reflected off the snow and glinted from her many earrings, which only served to highlight the beautiful contours of her face and neck. How had he not noticed how simply radiant she was before now? 
 
    He pulled his eyes away from her and looked out at the gathering throng. They all looked up at him with calm, serious faces. The curiosity in the air, however, was as palpable as the cold. This was the first time they’d gathered since the storm had started, the first time the rumors of Brisson’s death—most likely spread by Benji, sands take that boy—could spread. This was the first time Gavin would address them as their new leader. They didn’t know it yet, but by the time he was finished, they would be his. And he, theirs. 
 
    Gavin let go of Farah’s hand and took a small step forward, setting himself ahead of everyone else on the stage. He hadn’t invited any of Brisson’s old group of advisors and counselors on purpose. He simply didn’t trust any of them. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters,” Gavin shouted, pitching his voice loudly as he’d been trained by his grandmother all those years ago. “I bring sad news on the back of glad tidings. Brisson is dead.” Gavin’s voice rang out over the crowd. Gavin could see when it reached the crowd by their reaction, like wind passing over the sand, they moved in a wave of sound. “The Orinai killed him when they captured us. They filled him with arrows as he led them away from Evrouin, Tadeo, and myself. He fell protecting us. He fell defending me.” 
 
    Gavin had decided, after talking to both Farah and Shallee to not talk about Brisson’s betrayal. Yes, he had betrayed them, but, in the end, he’d given his life attempting to atone of that. His sacrifice made the lie taste less bitter coming out of Gavin’s mouth. A hushed murmur passed through the crowd. Though Gavin couldn’t hear any of the actual words, the feelings came through almost as palpably. Fear. Confusion. Anger. Pain. 
 
    “But by his death, he gave us a chance. The storm rose up and brought the snows, which have cut us off from the Orinai armies. We’re safe now.” Some of the fear and confusion died down. “But it has only bought us time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” someone shouted. 
 
    “The snow won’t last forever. The armies will be there when the snows melt. They’ll march through the mountains until they find us. When they do, they’ll slaughter us all.” 
 
    Several children began to cry. 
 
    “Here now,” a man near the front of the group shouted. “There’s children here. Watch your tongue.” 
 
    “They need to know the truth,” Gavin said, ignoring the irony of the remark. “Everyone who came with me on the raid that night is dead, except for two other men. They have an army of over ten thousand men out there, with more sure to be on their way. What do we have?” 
 
    Silence answered him. 
 
    “We have you!” The voice was Benji’s, the boy having pushed his way to the front of the crowd, curly hair neatly combed. Gavin could have kissed him. 
 
    For half a breath, the silence grew deeper, then murmurs of assent spread through the watchers. Not all of them, but enough. Gavin raised his arms for silence. 
 
    “I am not enough. But we do have something else,” he shouted. “We have us. We are the last bastion of hope for our people. Yes, we are one people. We are the Rahuli. We were raised apart, but we have been brought back together again, long lost brothers to take up arms against our mutual foe.” 
 
    Gavin saw several people nodding in the crowd as they looked up at him. Backs straightened, jaws firmed, children stopped crying. 
 
    “We have both tasted the bitter pain of loss, of broken families, of death at every turn. We have all known the fear of the unknown before us. We are simply the Rahuli. You are not slaves. When the snows melt and the armies come, I will stand in their way. I will defend this valley. I will defend my people. I will stand.” 
 
    Behind him, Gavin heard Evrouin get to his feet, followed by Cobb. They both limped toward him, their footsteps so similar now. 
 
    “I will stand with you,” Evrouin said. 
 
    “As will I.” Cobb agreed. 
 
    “Me too!” Farah said, stepping forward, her face fierce and her blond hair dancing in the light breeze. 
 
    “I will stand!” This from Benji 
 
    “I will stand!” An older man shouted. 
 
    Another added his voice to the group. Slowly at first, then like a burgeoning storm, more voices joined in the shout of agreement. In moments, the entire group shouted, raising fists into the air in a clarion declaration of defiance. 
 
    “I will stand!” 
 
    Gavin raised both hands into the air above his head. 
 
    They were his. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The joy of success and conquest makes the quill in my fingertips shake and tremble. The child, Briane, held the key. That beautiful, wonderful blessed child. 
 
    Her ideas. Her efforts. Her heart. They made this possible. The cause was worthy of our sacrifice. The clan did not know what gift they gave me when they provided her. They shall laud her as a savior now. 
 
    Elyana paused and looked upward, her eyes reflecting the lamplight and a flickering brightness from the air above her. Her hands trembled and a smile graced her lips. 
 
    Hope is rekindled. I received news that we have won several great victories against the enemy, though our peoples are still divided into small indefensible groups. The news of this success will rekindle their hope. There is still much work to be done. Much work indeed. Size augmentation is the primary concern. Then multiplication. 
 
    How does an ant rise to the challenge of defending its colony from the threat of invasion? How does it defend itself from the booted heel that crushes it? 
 
    A multiplicity of numbers. Soldiers. Unity. 
 
    But what if the ant became suddenly a larger thing? Able to fight against the boot and win as an individual? What then? Would the colony’s ability to swarm then make it so that all booted heels would cease to crush their kin? I think so. And if we harness this strength? 
 
    But I digress. There is work to be done. I must rally the others—show them the fruits of my labors. The flame of hope burns bright once more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lhaurel stood atop the Sisters’ Temple, looking down at the sea of people below her, coming out of the waking dream with hardly a pause. It had occurred in an instant, inside her mind, but it resonated within her like the sounding of a bell. The citizens of the Empire below were like tiny dots of color forming a massive pattern that spread outward from the Sisters’ temple like sands blown by the wind. The crowd filled every space as far as she could see, pushing into the perfectly manicured grounds of the mansion houses, spilling out to the very edge of the canals, and even crowding right up to the foot of the massive temple wall upon which she stood. 
 
    Lhaurel looked down at these last feet at the very edge of the stone blocks, and felt herself grow lightheaded. She’d been this high countless times before, but that had always been on the back of an aevian. This . . . this was different somehow. 
 
    It wasn’t just the height. She stood there, on display before an entire people, garbed in the white half-robes of the Seven Sisters, blue shufari about her waist. It reminded her of when she’d been put before the Sidena tribe on the day of her wedding, a trophy on display, though without a shufari then. There was familiarity here, in this moment, but also a discomforting newness. The shufari meant something different now, hinting at something dark and sinister, but with the potential to also be something light and vastly benevolent. It was her color now. Her power. She was one of them. 
 
    Lhaurel felt her powers raging through her, thundering with the power of her own blood and the life force of the thousands below her. The magic coursed through her veins unchecked. She couldn’t stop it, nor was she sure she wanted to. After such a long time without her powers, her body hungered for it, drinking it up like water in the Sharani Desert. And she welcomed it and the strength it gave her. The power. She felt whole and complete again, though it was tempered by the memory of how her powers had returned to her. 
 
    She felt the exaltation and glory of the crowd below her, their pride, power, and fervor. She was a part of something far grander than she’d ever known before, part of the grand religion and belief that guided the lives of more people than she ever imagined existed in one place before. Part of her swelled in response to that exultant glory before her. Another part felt sick. In the back of her mind, Elyana whispered dark secrets, words Lhaurel did her best to ignore, words that spoke of the horrors that had come before. 
 
    You killed that woman. The magic forced you to do it, as it did to me with Briane. But they’re both still dead. Nothing can change that now. You’re a monster. Just like I was. Just like all the Sisters are. Briane . . . dear, sweet Briane. 
 
    I couldn’t control it. Lhaurel thought back, for the first time attempting to communicate with the voice of the woman inside her mind. 
 
    Neither could I, when I killed Briane to save the Rahuli. That didn’t stop them from naming me a monster. That didn’t stop me from being one. 
 
    “People of the Empire!” Sellia shouted, her voice magnified by a series of oddly shaped pipes so that it carried down to the people below. She stood alongside the five Sisters, where they could be seen by those below. Lhaurel stood apart from them, on display. 
 
    “Here is our Sister, returned to us. Here is the one of Honor! Do you accept her?” 
 
    The roar of the crowd was deafening. Lhaurel swallowed hard and raised her hands toward the sky. One of her hands trembled slightly, though none of the people below were close enough to notice anything but the grandness of the gesture as a whole. The people below cheered. Lhaurel’s upraised, open hands clenched into fists. Her blood red nails dug into the flesh of her palm. She was one of them now. She was truly a Sister. 
 
    She was one of them.
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