
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    SKY TOUCHED 
 
    Book Two of 
 
    the epic fantasy series 
 
    Chaos and Retribution 
 
    Stone Bound: Book One 
 
    Sky Touched: Book Two 
 
    Sea Born: Book Three 
 
      
 
    Chaos and Retribution is the sequel to 
 
    Immortality and Chaos 
 
    Wreckers Gate: Book One 
 
    Landsend Plateau: Book Two 
 
    Guardians Watch: Book Three 
 
    Hunger’s Reach: Book Four 
 
    Oblivion’s Grasp: Book Five 
 
      
 
    Also by Eric T Knight 
 
    the action-adventure series 
 
    Lone Wolf Howls 
 
      
 
    the action thriller 
 
    Watching the End of the World 
 
      
 
    For news about new releases, plus 
 
    bonus content and special deals: 
 
    Sign up to my mailing list 
 
      
 
    Follow me at: 
 
    ericTknight.com 
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Chapter One: Karliss 
 
      
 
    Karliss crouched on the hilltop beside Ihbarha, wind shaman for his clan, and knew his life had changed forever. Ihbarha’s mouth was open. His eyes stared vacantly at nothing. “Bagesh!” he whispered urgently. “Bagesh, wake up!” 
 
    Nothing. There was no sign of recognition in those glassy eyes. The ritual had gone bad, and Ihbarha had paid the price. His mind was gone, torn away by the wind. 
 
    Dimly Karliss heard running feet. “Move, boy,” someone said gruffly, and he was pushed out of the way. A woman knelt beside Ihbarha and bent over him. She was a healer, that much Karliss could tell by her red-dyed braids, but he didn’t recognize her. 
 
    Other people were converging on the hilltop, clan chiefs, healers, warriors. Karliss moved back out of the way and looked around. What he saw made him cringe. 
 
    Qara, the most senior of the tlacti and their leader, was flat on her back, blood coming from her mouth. She wasn’t moving. The young shaman whose krysala had fallen out of the sphere, causing the whole thing to collapse, was curled up on her side, shaking. A couple of the other tlacti were stretched out unmoving. None of them were bleeding, so they were probably unconscious rather than dead. The rest were sitting up, holding their heads, looking for their krysalas, which were lying on the ground scattered about the hilltop. 
 
    Then Karliss’ mother got there. Munkhe bent over him and lifted him to his feet. She took his face in her hands and stared into his eyes, searching. “Are you okay, Karliss?” she asked. “Do you know me?” 
 
    Karliss nodded, not trusting himself to speak. With a gasp, she grabbed him in a hug and squeezed him fiercely. “Thank the gods,” she whispered. “Thank the gods.” 
 
    Karliss held onto her as tightly as he could. He realized he was shaking. He felt as if the ground was sliding away under his feet, sweeping him away from all that he knew and loved. 
 
    At length she pulled back, though she did not let him go. Karliss saw that his father, Ganzorig, was standing at the edge of the hilltop along with a number of other warriors, keeping the people back so that the healers could tend to the wounded without interference. As he watched, his father looked back over his shoulder and met his eye. He saw concern in his father’s eyes in the moment before his father turned back to the task at hand. 
 
    “Come on, Karliss,” his mother said. “Let’s get you out of here. We’re only in the way.” Still holding tightly to his hand, she led him off the hilltop. Anxious faces surrounded them as they made their way through the crowd. Karliss felt their fear pressing on him. They had just seen their people’s shamans laid out by something they didn’t understand. They wanted answers. They needed answers. 
 
    One woman reached out to Karliss and grabbed his sleeve as his mother led him through the crowd. “What happened? Is tlacti Qara okay?” 
 
    “Please,” his mother replied, trying to push the woman’s hand aside. “Let him be. He can’t answer your questions right now.” 
 
    “What happened?” the woman persisted, still not letting him go. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said. “It happened so fast.” 
 
    “Let him go!” Karliss’ mother snapped, twisting the woman’s hand so that she had to let him go or get her wrist broken. “Can’t you see what he’s been through?” 
 
    Karliss’ brother and sister were waiting for them at the yurt. Narantse’s eyes were wide. Even Ganbold, who prided himself on being calm and untouched no matter what was happening, looked nervous. 
 
    “What happened, Ana?” Narantse asked. “We heard the boom. Did something go wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. I don’t know that anyone does.” 
 
    “But you know, don’t you?” Ganbold asked Karliss. 
 
    “Leave your brother alone. Later there will be time for questions.” 
 
    She bundled Karliss up in his sleeping furs and then set about making him some tea to calm him. Karliss lay there, replaying what had happened. The tlacti created a sphere of power with their krysalas and caged an aranti within it. Then Ihbarha joined his mind to the trapped aranti’s while the tlacti used their combined strength to force the aranti to share with Ihbarha what happened to the missing clan. 
 
    The ritual was inherently dangerous. The aranti were powerful creatures and not easily contained. Nor did they like being caged. This one had reacted as they always did, by racing madly about, trying to escape. As it raced about, it howled something about someone named Kasai, saying that was who killed the missing clan. But its words were in its own language, a language that only Karliss understood, so none of the other tlacti knew that yet. Right about then was when Ihbarha jumped up and started yelling something about the missing clan burning in gray fire. 
 
    Shortly after that was when things went terribly wrong. It was the young tlacti, the woman who’d only recently taken over that role for her clan, who caused the failure of the sphere of power. Her krysala fell out of its place, and the whole thing quickly collapsed. The power contained within the sphere escaped and much of it fed back through the tlacti, injuring them. 
 
    “Why did they do that?” 
 
    Karliss didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until his mother turned to him and said, “What was that? What did you say?” 
 
    Karliss spoke without thinking. “Why did they trap the aranti? They hate being trapped. It would have told us if we’d just asked.” 
 
    She frowned, not understanding. “Trap the what? What’s an aranti?” 
 
    Karliss realized then that in his shock he’d let something slip. What he knew to be aranti his people thought of as spirits. It wasn’t the only thing his people believed that he thought was wrong. But he’d learned long ago not to reveal what he knew because it upset people and then they thought him a liar or worse. 
 
    “I meant to say spirit. I’m not…I can’t think right now.” 
 
    “How do you know the spirit didn’t like being trapped?” Ganbold asked. “I thought the only way the tlacti could communicate with the spirits was by drinking the moonglow tea. You didn’t drink any of the tea, did you?” 
 
    “No, Ihbarha drank the tea. I…” Karliss trailed off, not sure what to say. “It’s just a feeling I had. That’s all.” 
 
    “Try not to think about it anymore right now,” his mother said, putting her hand on his forehead as if checking for a fever. “Leave him alone, Ganbold. You can ask him questions tomorrow.” 
 
    “Seems like a strange thing to say is all,” Ganbold said. 
 
    “If you’d been through what he went through you’d say strange things too. Give him time.” She poured the tea into a mug and then helped Karliss sit up so he could drink it. He tasted the funnel leaves in it and knew she’d put them in there to help him calm down and sleep. 
 
    By the time the mug was empty he was already feeling terribly sleepy. As his mother was fussing over him he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When Karliss opened his eyes it was morning. His first thought was who, or what, was Kasai? Whatever Kasai was, the aranti were clearly frightened of him. That was why the creature had fought so hard to be free. They didn’t like being caged and always fought to free themselves, but normally they didn’t fight so hard. The aranti only became frenzied once Qara began to question it. 
 
    What could be so powerful that it could frighten an aranti? 
 
    That was what scared Karliss the most. He’d spent much of his life around the aranti. They were creatures whose sole purpose seemed to be playfulness and curiosity. He’d never seen them frightened before. Yet the one last night had clearly been frightened. Was Kasai a god, one he had never heard of before? He would have to ask Ihbarha. The old shaman might know. 
 
    Then it struck him. 
 
    Ihbarha had been injured. He remembered the vacant look in the old man’s eyes and he went cold inside. What if he never recovered? 
 
    And that’s when an even more frightening thought occurred to him: 
 
    I am tlacti for Spotted Elk Clan now. 
 
    Suddenly it was hard to breathe in the yurt. The sleeping fur was wrapped too tightly about him. The walls were too close. 
 
    He wormed his way out of the fur and sat up. His brother and sister were still asleep, only dimly visible as humped shapes under their furs. There was no sound from beyond the curtain which marked his parents’ sleeping area. 
 
    Karliss pulled his boots on and made his way quietly to the door flap and unfastened it. He eased through into the gray light of predawn. The camp was still mostly asleep. He saw two people over by the communal fire pit and one man on horseback, but that was it. It all looked so ordinary, simply another day, that for a moment he could almost convince himself that nothing had really happened. He’d simply dreamed it all. 
 
    But that was an illusion. He was not enough of a child to believe it. 
 
    He padded through the sleeping camp to Ihbarha’s yurt. The tlacti’s yurt was noticeably different from every other yurt in the camp. Arcane symbols and renderings of strange creatures were painted all over it. Ihbarha had taught him what all the symbols stood for, though Karliss hadn’t paid much attention and so didn’t remember most of it. 
 
    He went to the door flap of the yurt and scratched on it. He heard movement, and then the sound of someone unfastening the flap, and for a moment he allowed himself to hope. What had struck Ihbarha was only temporary. The old man would be his usual gruff, unpleasant self this morning. Karliss smiled. Things weren’t so bad. 
 
    His greeting for his bagesh died on his lips when the flap opened, and instead of the old man he saw a middle-aged woman. It was Enqa, the clan’s healer. The look in her eyes told him everything before she even spoke. 
 
    “He has not returned to us,” she said. 
 
    Karliss’ heart fell. Once again the world seemed to be crashing down around him. “Can I see him?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It can’t hurt.” 
 
    She moved out of the way, and he entered the shaman’s yurt. Karliss had never liked it in here. Ihbarha’s yurt was too cluttered. There were numerous clay pots and leather pouches, containing various powders, herbs, roots and such. There was a large, wooden trunk containing hundreds of tightly-rolled scrolls. There were also strange objects Ihbarha used to help him focus his powers. Several hung from the ceiling on leather strings: a wooden mask with only one eye and a snarling, tooth-filled mouth; a necklace strung with strangely twisted bones from some animal that did not live on the steppes; a dried gourd painted blood red that when it was shaken made a sound that caused Karliss to become instantly nauseated the only time he’d ever heard it. 
 
    All of this was to perform rituals. Rituals that would now be his responsibility, Karliss realized. The thought made him cringe inside. 
 
    Ihbarha was lying on his back on his sleeping furs. Even before Karliss knelt beside him he knew that what the healer had said was true. Ihbarha’s body was here, but his mind was gone. He was nothing but a shell. 
 
    Ihbarha had impressed on Karliss numerous times about the dangers inherent in interacting with the wind. He spoke of the spirits that dwelled within the wind as if they were wild horses. They could be directed to a certain extent. They could be touched if the shaman were careful. They could even be caught and forced to carry a rider. But they were powerful and unpredictable and no shaman, no matter how strong or how careful, was safe around them. At any moment they could bolt and trample a person. 
 
    Karliss knew what had happened. When the aranti bolted last night, Ihbarha’s soul was still linked with it. Ihbarha had not been able to let go fast enough, and he was carried away with the creature when it fled. The silver thread that connected his soul to his body was snapped. Now his soul was out there somewhere in the netherworld of the spirits, while his body was here. It was something that happened rarely, but it did happen. Bereft of soul, his body would slowly decay and die over the next weeks or months. 
 
    Karliss wrapped his arms about himself, trying to stop the shuddering that threatened to overwhelm him. He stood up and stumbled blindly from the yurt, striking his head on several of the objects hanging from the ceiling. He heard the healer ask him something, but he ignored her. He had to get outside. He had to get away. 
 
    Outside he stood gasping, trying to grasp how fundamentally his world had changed. He looked across the wide valley at the clusters of yurts that marked the eleven remaining clans. Only yesterday the valley had buzzed with the excitement of the annual Gathering. Only yesterday he’d been a child still, thrilled by everything the Gathering had to offer, racing around to drink as much of it in as possible. 
 
    Now the energy, the excitement, was gone. One of the clans was already taking down their yurts, though the Gathering officially lasted another day yet. Others would follow as the clans hurried back to their traditional hunting and grazing lands. Excitement had been replaced by uncertainty and fear. 
 
    Karliss headed back to his family’s yurt as the clan came to life, people emerging to face the new day. His mother spotted him before he got there. “There you are!” she exclaimed, hurrying up to him and checking him up and down as if he might have a hidden injury she was unaware of. “Where have you been? I was worried about you.” 
 
    “I went to check on Ihbarha,” he said. 
 
    “Is he…?” 
 
    “He’s gone, Ana.” 
 
    Munkhe pressed him to her. Ganzorig came walking up then, Karliss’ brother, Ganbold, with him. Ganzorig put a hand on Karliss’ shoulder and crouched to look him in the eye. 
 
    “You are rested?” he asked. Karliss nodded. “Good. You’re coming with me.” He stood and Munkhe turned to him with a question in her eyes. “Terl Dashin has called a meeting of the clan council.” As one of Dashin’s captains, Ganzorig was a member of the clan council, as were the elders of the clan. 
 
    Recognition dawned on Karliss and his mother at the same time. The tlacti was also a member of the clan council. 
 
    “So soon?” she asked. “But he is only a boy.” 
 
    “Not any longer,” Ganzorig said grimly. “Now he is tlacti for the clan.” 
 
    Karliss staggered under the weight of his words. It wasn’t possible. He was too young. He didn’t know enough. 
 
    Munkhe gave him another hug, then held him at arm’s length to look into his eyes. “Remember that I love you,” she told him. 
 
    Swallowing hard, Karliss followed his father and they walked to the council yurt. It was set up in the back of the largest wagon, the only yurt in the whole clan that was not set up anew with the arrival at each new camping site, then broken down at departure. On its sides were painted the clan symbol, a spotted elk, head down, antlers lowered, caught in mid-charge. Two warriors stood guard outside it. 
 
    “You can do this, my son,” Ganzorig told him, patting him on the shoulder. They mounted the wooden steps that led up into the back of the wagon. 
 
    Inside the terl, another captain, and three clan elders were already waiting, sitting cross-legged on the floor in a circle. Terl Dashin wasted no time. 
 
    “Tell us what happened.” The terl was a thick-shouldered man with well-muscled arms. His hair was tied back in a single, long braid that hung almost to his waist. Feathers, shells and various charms were tied in his braid. His chin was square and from it hung a long beard that reached to his chest. His jaws and upper lip were bare. His eyes were hard and they pierced Karliss as he struggled to find the words. 
 
    Haltingly, Karliss told the council about the spirit’s extreme agitation and how finally the young tlacti lost control of her krysala and the spirit escaped. 
 
    The council sat in silence for a minute when Karliss was done speaking, absorbing what he’d said. Then the terl spoke. His eyes swept the council. “Ihbarha’s soul is gone. It will not return.” 
 
    Karliss knew what was coming next and he wanted to speak up, to argue and say it was too soon. Maybe Ihbarha’s soul would find its way back. They needed only to wait. But he kept his mouth shut, knowing how foolish and childish that would sound. No wind shaman had ever recovered after having his soul torn from his body. 
 
    “This makes Karliss our new tlacti,” Terl Dashin said. “Are there any who dispute this?” 
 
    Several members shifted uneasily and Karliss was aware of numerous skeptical looks thrown his way. His antics—and Ihbarha’s general displeasure with him—were well known. He lowered his head. 
 
    “I think it is a bad idea,” one of the elders said. It was Henta, the old lady who’d been guarding the progis a few days ago when Karliss and his friends stole some of them. How long ago that now seemed to Karliss. “He is nothing but a frivolous, foolish child. He cannot be our tlacti.” 
 
    “Yet what other choice do we have?” another of the elders asked, a man by the name of Yeke. He was the oldest person in the clan. Most of his hair had fallen out, and he had only one remaining tooth. He had barely the strength to sit up, yet his mind was still sharp. “We must have a tlacti.” 
 
    “Perhaps another clan would give us their apprentice,” Henta said. 
 
    “A waste of time even to ask,” Yeke said. “If there is another apprentice to be spared he or she will surely go to Striped Badger Clan. The healers think it unlikely that their tlacti, Qara, will survive the day.” 
 
    “Karliss will surprise you,” Ganzorig said then. “There is more to him than you know.” 
 
    “You say this because you are his father.” Henta’s lip curled. She had never liked Karliss. “It clouds your judgment.” 
 
    “I will not argue with you, respected elder. But in time you will see the truth of what I say.” 
 
    “Is there anything more to be said about this?” Terl Dashin asked, looking at Henta. She scowled and looked like she wanted to continue arguing, but there was nothing more to be said. She shook her head. 
 
    Dashin called out and the door flap was opened by one of the guards. “Bring it in,” he said. 
 
    The warrior entered the yurt. He had a sack tied to his belt and from it he gingerly took Ihbarha’s krysala. 
 
    No, Karliss thought a moment later. Not Ihbarha’s krysala, my krysala. 
 
    The warrior held the krysala out to Karliss, who took it, acutely aware that every eye was on him. It felt very heavy in his hands. He had a sudden fear that he would drop it, and it would shatter into a hundred pieces. 
 
    “Can you do this?” the terl asked him abruptly. His eyes searched Karliss’, looking for something. “The clan depends on you.” 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath and looked at his father. His father gave him an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “I can do it,” he said quietly. He put the leather thong over his head. The thong was too long for him so the krysala lay in his lap. He stared down at it, wondering if he would ever be tall enough to wear it properly. 
 
    “What information did you get from the spirit before it escaped? Did you learn what happened to the missing clan?” Dashin asked. 
 
    Karliss looked up to meet his terl’s gaze. “Ihbarha said something about them being trapped and burning in gray fire. He said it was all around them.” He hesitated, wondering if he should tell the council what else he knew, about the one called Kasai. But if he did so he would have to explain why he had this information and no one else did. He would have to tell them that he understood the language the aranti—what others thought of as spirits—spoke, and that he could speak it too. Somehow this didn’t seem like a good time to do that. He wouldn’t be able to manage the questions that would follow. They might even think he was making it up. And besides, what good would the information do anyway? They wouldn’t know who this Kasai was any more than he did. No, better to keep the information to himself until he knew more. It was possible that there was information on Kasai somewhere in the hoard of scrolls Ihbarha had in his yurt. 
 
    “Is that all?” the terl asked. 
 
    Karliss nodded. 
 
    “We’ll move out today,” Dashin said. “But we need to know more about this, especially since our lands border the missing clan’s. If outsiders invaded their land and destroyed them, they may be coming for us next.” 
 
    Karliss hadn’t thought about that. The lands of the Long-striding Antelope Clan were at the very southwestern edge of the steppes. There were no other clans beyond them, only unpopulated mountains to the west, and to the south the high plateau that had erupted in smoke and flame some years back. 
 
    Dashin looked at Ganzorig. “Take six warriors and ride out at once. Find out what happened to Long-striding Antelope Clan and report back. Do not delay.” 
 
    “It will be done,” Ganzorig replied. He squeezed Karliss’ shoulder once, then stood and left the yurt. Karliss watched him go with alarm. First his bagesh and now his father. Who else was going to be taken from him? 
 
    “I want to be gone by the time the sun is at its peak,” the terl said. He looked at Karliss. “Tlacti, you will prepare the departing ritual.” 
 
    Karliss hesitated. He wanted to refuse, he wanted to say that he didn’t know all of the departure ritual because he hadn’t paid attention when Ihbarha tried to teach it to him, but he knew he couldn’t say that. He could never admit how lost he really was. Reluctantly, he nodded. 
 
    The meeting broke up then, and Karliss followed the others back out into the morning. People were already scurrying here and there, packing things into the big wagons, collapsing the yurts and rolling them up. 
 
    He made his way through the hive of activity. He wanted to go to his family’s yurt. He wanted to crawl under his sleeping furs and hide. But he was clan tlacti now. He had responsibilities he could not shirk, no matter how frightened or unsure he felt. That meant he had to go to Ihbarha’s yurt and get out the items that he needed for the ritual. The yurt couldn’t be taken down until he’d done that. 
 
    As he was walking, he heard his name shouted and turned to see Batu running toward him. The chubby boy was panting slightly when he got to him. 
 
    “I can’t talk right now, Batu,” he said, continuing on toward Ihbarha’s yurt. 
 
    “So it’s true then?” Batu asked with a worried look on his face. “Ihbarha is gone?” 
 
    Karliss glanced at him, but did not slow. “It’s true.” 
 
    “That means…that means you’re our tlacti.” He sounded like he was having trouble grasping the idea. 
 
    “I know,” Karliss said. “I have to prepare the ritual for departure.” 
 
    Batu stared at him wide-eyed. “By yourself?” 
 
    “Yes, by myself!” Karliss snapped. “Who else is going to help me? You?” 
 
    “I never…I just didn’t think that you…” His voice trailed off. He winced, reluctant to say the next words. “Can you do it?” 
 
    Karliss sighed. He wanted to cry. He wanted to run away, go as fast and as far as he could. He wanted to go back in time, to when he was still a child. “I have to do it. There’s no one else.” 
 
    Batu stopped and stared after Karliss as he walked away. Karliss could feel his gaze on his back. He felt very alone. 
 
    The healer was gone and there was no one in the yurt but Ihbarha. Karliss made his way through the clutter and stared down at the old man. “Why? Why did you have to leave? I can’t do this. I’m too young. I can’t handle it.” 
 
    There was no response from Ihbarha. It was hard to tell that he was even still alive, his breathing was so slow. 
 
    “Come back!” Karliss yelled. “Your clan needs you!” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Tears came to Karliss’ eyes and he turned away to begin gathering what he needed for the ritual. A hollowed-out yak horn with a wooden stopper in the end. An elk antler with a number of small bells tied onto it. And, most important of all, a leather pouch with a number of small, polished tiles made of elk bones. 
 
    He started to leave with the items, then realized something. It would have to be him who packed up the yurt. No one else knew where anything went. Things could be lost or damaged, things it would take a great deal of time to replace, if he was even able to replace them. 
 
    He set the things he’d gathered aside and began the task of packing. There were several wooden chests, each with a number of small compartments inside. He started packing the pouches and jars into the compartments, hesitating over some things that he couldn’t quite remember where they went. He wished now that he would have paid more attention to the old shaman. Ihbarha had showed him all this stuff many times. He’d even helped him, though usually the old man was soon angered by his uselessness and tossed him out of the yurt and finished it alone. 
 
    Before he was finished two men entered the yurt. Neither looked at him or spoke to him. They gathered up Ihbarha’s limp form and carried him out. They were back a couple of minutes later, and Karliss knew they wanted to start taking down the yurt so he hurried, tossing in the remaining items wherever he could fit them. He’d have to go over them and properly organize everything later. 
 
    That done, he left the yurt, carrying the items he needed for the ritual. As he walked he tried to remember all the words to the ritual. He knew most of them, but there were a few he wasn’t clear on. Above all else he had to get this, his first ritual, right. Too many eyes would be on him, watching, judging. 
 
    It looked like the clan was nearly ready to move out. All the yurts except Ihbarha’s were already down. Nearly everything else—the clay ovens, the stools, tables, boxes—were stowed in the wagons. Teams of yaks were hitched to the wagons, and most of the wagons had already taken their spots in line, the spots determined by standing within the clan. 
 
    Karliss walked along the line of wagons, aware of the way that people stopped talking when he approached, feeling their eyes on him, the weight of their expectations, and their fear. Most of all he felt their fear. He knew what they saw when they looked at him. They saw a child, a boy who had never lived up to the expectations put on him. They wondered if he could guide them in the difficult times to come—and they believed difficult times were coming. Whatever had wiped out Long-striding Antelope Clan was out there somewhere, and they were heading toward it. 
 
    Near the front of the line was his family’s wagon. Narantse was sitting up on the driver’s bench. Beside her was Nasan, the elderly woman whose yurt Munkhe had patched a couple days before. With the loss of the rest of her family, she rode with them. Munkhe was standing by the lead yak, tightening a strap on the animal’s harness. 
 
    Karliss stopped. More than anything he wanted to climb up and take his spot on the wagon. He liked sitting on the back of the wagon, dangling his feet over the edge, watching the countryside roll by. But that wasn’t going to happen anymore. As clan tlacti, he was expected to ride in the tlacti’s wagon and take his place up near the front of the caravan, behind the terl’s wagon. 
 
    His mother looked up and saw him. She dropped what she was doing and hurried over to him. She gave him a quick hug, then pulled back to look at him. “Your father said you handled yourself well during the council meeting.” 
 
    Karliss tried to reply, but couldn’t find any words. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay. You can do this.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “I have faith in you.” 
 
    “It’s…” His words faltered. He tried again. “I don’t remember enough. I didn’t…I wasn’t paying attention and I don’t remember all the rituals, the exact words and…I’m afraid.” 
 
    Munkhe looked around to make sure no one was close enough to overhear him, then she leaned in close. “Listen to me,” she said. “You are Karliss and you are favored by the wind. There hasn’t been a tlacti like you for hundreds of years. You can do this.” 
 
    “But I don’t remember—” 
 
    “Stop saying that,” she said fiercely. “Words like that frighten people and cause them to lose faith. Above all else they need to have that faith right now. Do you understand? So you don’t remember all the exact words to the rituals. It doesn’t matter. Let me tell you something. I grew up in the Angry Bear Clan. I listened to my share of rituals. I’ve heard many more in my years in Spotted Elk Clan. And you know what? The words aren’t the same. Maybe they were once, long ago, but they aren’t anymore. Words change over time. That’s what happens.” 
 
    “So you’re saying…?” 
 
    “I’m saying that the exact words aren’t important. It’s the intent that counts. Besides, what need do you have for words? You can speak to the wind.” 
 
    Karliss’ mouth dropped open. “You know about that?” 
 
    “I’m your mother. Of course I know. I’ve heard you many times. I know you understand the voice of the wind too.” 
 
    “You never said anything.” 
 
    “It was clear you wanted to keep it to yourself. I respect that. But this is why I know you can do this. Who else can talk to the wind? Who better to guide us?” 
 
    Karliss drew himself up straighter. “I won’t let you down, Ana.” 
 
    “I know you won’t.” She gave him another hug. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re supposed to hug the tlacti this much,” Karliss said, feeling eyes on them. “No one ever touched Ihbarha.” 
 
    Munkhe nodded. “I’ll try to remember that. Now go on and do the ritual. It’s time to go.” It looked to Karliss like she had tears in her eyes. 
 
    Karliss strode to the front of the line. Terl Dashin was sitting astride his horse near his family’s wagon, two of his sons sitting their horses nearby. His wife was on the driver’s bench, two small girls sitting beside her. The men never rode in the wagons unless they were sick or injured. Driving the wagons was left up to the women and the elderly. 
 
    “Are you ready, Terl?” Karliss asked. 
 
    The terl nodded. His face was expressionless. Karliss could read nothing there. 
 
    Karliss walked off to the side, picking a spot where those on the wagons could see him. Most of the men were already mounted and had either taken their places with the herds of yaks, horses and goats, or were off out of sight, scouting the way, watching for trouble. 
 
    Karliss held up the elk antler and shook it so the bells rang. “Hear me, gods and spirits of the wind!” he called. His voice sounded small and thin to him. Probably only the closest wagons could hear him. He tried to remember what his mother had said and forced himself to continue. 
 
    “We are the people of the steppes, the clan of the Spotted Elk.” He shook the antler again. “We call upon you to…” He faltered, suddenly unable to remember what came next. Too many people were watching him. He glanced around, saw his mother sitting up on the wagon, staring at him, and tried to draw strength from her. He started again. 
 
    “We call upon you to grant us safe passage, to guide us to green pastures and rich hunting.” There was something else that he couldn’t remember, but that would have to do for now. He set the antler down, took the stopper out of the end of the yak horn, and took out a pinch of the black powder inside it. It was ground up nettle root, used when the clan would be traveling west. He put the pinch of powder in his palm, held his hand up to the west and blew on it. The powder drifted away. 
 
    Now for the final step. He opened the leather pouch and shook the carved elk bone tiles out into his hand. They were each about the size of his thumbnail, each carved with a symbol. He rattled the tiles in his hand and tossed them on the ground. Then he knelt down to read them. 
 
    This was the part he remembered least. Every symbol had a meaning. But that was only part of the riddle. There was also meaning in where each bone tile fell and whether the symbol on it faced up or down. He also remembered Ihbarha saying something about how the meaning changed based on which direction the clan meant to travel and what the weather was that day. 
 
    Karliss stared at the jumbled mass of bone tiles and felt helpless. He had no idea how to make sense of this. One of the bone tiles lying face up was carved with a lightning bolt, but another piece carved with a staring eye was lying partially over it. What was that supposed to mean? Was it a good omen or a bad one? Prominent in the middle of the pile was a piece carved with the sun. That looked promising. 
 
    He realized he’d been staring at the tiles for a while now, longer than Ihbarha usually did. It was time to make a decision. 
 
    He gathered up the tiles and other items, then walked over to where the terl waited. “Well?” the man said. 
 
    “The signs are good. We can go.” A few moments passed and Karliss realized the terl was waiting for him to say something more. Then it came to him. Ihbarha always chose the direction for the day’s travel as well, choosing a route that would lead them safely to their next camp. He looked over his shoulder. He knew the clan’s lands were west and south of here. Other than that, everything looked pretty much the same, gently rolling hills in every direction as far as the eye could see. 
 
    He picked a random direction and pointed. “That way.” 
 
    The terl stared at him without responding, and for a second Karliss thought for sure he was going to say he knew Karliss was making it up. What would happen then? What would Karliss say? But after a moment the terl nodded. He called out a command, his wife snapped the reins, and the wagons began to roll out, making their slow, steady way across the rolling hills. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Karliss headed for the tlacti’s wagon and got there as it started to roll. He caught hold of the edge, set his feet on the rungs of the short ladder affixed to the side of the wagon, and climbed up into the seat. He wasn’t surprised to see that Nergui was driving the wagon. Nergui had driven the tlacti’s wagon for as long as Karliss could remember. Nergui was in his middle years, but he had the mind of a child. Karliss had heard that he’d been kicked in the head by a horse when he was only a child, and after that he simply stopped growing up. He was a heavyset man with buck teeth and wide, childlike eyes. Unlike most of the Sertithians, his hair was unbraided and hung loose, blowing about this face. 
 
    Nergui gave Karliss a big smile when he saw him. “It’s Karliss!” he cried. “Are you riding with us today?” 
 
    “And every day from now on.” Karliss looked in the back of the wagon. Sitting propped up in one corner was Ihbarha. Boxes had been stacked around him to keep him from falling onto his side. It looked like he’d been set so he could look out across the steppes as they rolled, but Ihbarha stared blankly, his gaze registering nothing. 
 
    Nergui saw Karliss looking at the old man and he said, “He’s very quiet this morning. I think he might be asleep, but I’m afraid to ask him. He gets so angry.” 
 
    Karliss started to explain to him that Ihbarha wasn’t asleep, then gave it up and nodded instead. 
 
    “I’m sad the Gathering is over already,” Nergui said. “Are you sad?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Nergui scratched his chin where a tangled, patchy beard grew. “Everyone is sad today. I wonder why.” 
 
    “Probably because the Gathering is over. Just like you.” 
 
    “That makes sense. I’m sad, they’re sad, everybody’s sad.” He turned and looked at Karliss closely. “I’ve never seen you sad before, Karliss. Why are you sad?” 
 
    “I’m a little worried is all.” 
 
    “Oh.” Nergui looked off to the west where some clouds were beginning to form. “Are you worried that a storm is coming?” 
 
    Karliss looked at the clouds. He hadn’t noticed them before. Storms from the west were never a good thing. Erlik Khan was the god of the west winds, and she was not a friendly god. The Sertithians mainly hoped to avoid her attention. Hopefully the clouds would dissipate before too long. 
 
    “I am worried,” Karliss admitted, realizing that he didn’t have to pretend to be in control around Nergui. Probably Nergui wouldn’t tell anyone else what he said, and if he did, people wouldn’t pay any attention to him anyway. 
 
    “I’m not,” Nergui said happily. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “You’re here,” he replied simply. “You’ll know what to do. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I’m glad one of us is sure.” 
 
    “It’s a good day to be driving a wagon.” Nergui picked up the whip lying beside him on the bench and popped one of the yaks who was lagging, causing it to move back up with the others. Nergui was simple, but he was a good wagon driver. “I think every day is a good day to drive a wagon.” 
 
    The next couple of hours passed uneventfully. Karliss relaxed a little. All in all it seemed like the ritual had gone pretty well, he thought. He’d always thought the rituals were unnecessary, even silly, and now it was starting to look like he was right. Probably it wouldn’t matter if he did them at all, though he guessed he’d have to keep pretending to do them so as not to upset his clansmen. He also needed to make them look as realistic as possible so that people wouldn’t get suspicious. He climbed into the back of the wagon and spent some time looking through boxes, locating the items he needed for the next ritual. Might as well be prepared. When he climbed back onto the seat, Nergui spoke again. 
 
    “Do a trick with the wind, Karliss. I want to see a trick.” Over the years Nergui had watched Karliss do a number of things with the wind. He was fascinated by the things Karliss could do. “I want to see something new,” he added. 
 
    “Not today,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    Nergui scoffed. “Not for you.” 
 
    “Even for me. You see what it did to Ihbarha.” 
 
    Nergui looked over his shoulder at the old man. “He was never nice to me. He called me names.” 
 
    “He wasn’t very nice to anyone,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “Did the wind hurt him?” 
 
    “Yes, it did.” 
 
    “But the wind won’t hurt you. The wind is your friend.” 
 
    Is it? Karliss wondered. He’d always thought so. Now he no longer knew what to think. He’d seen firsthand what the wind could do to a person. He had only to turn around and see it again in Ihbarha’s blank eyes. 
 
    He felt the wind slapping at him playfully, heard its voices whispering around his head, and he recoiled from it. Leave me alone, he whispered in the language of the wind. But the wind ignored him and continued as it always did. 
 
    Nergui started talking again, but Karliss hardly heard him. He was focused on keeping the aranti out of his head. He needed to build a wall inside, and he needed to learn how to keep it in place always. He no longer trusted the aranti. From now on he meant to keep them out unless he had need of them. 
 
    He fingered the krysala hanging around his neck. With this instrument a tlacti took hold of the wind and bent it to his will. With this instrument a tlacti who was strong enough could make the wind do many things. He had never thought much of the krysala—what need did he have of it anyway?—and paid little attention when Ihbarha tried to teach him how to use it. But maybe now he should start trying to learn. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Instead of dissipating, by mid-afternoon the clouds to the west had grown thick and dark. They rose up in towering masses, lightning flashing nearly constantly in their depths. The wind was blowing hard and it was unnaturally warm, almost hot. No rain fell from the clouds, but then, rain hardly ever fell from storms that came from the west. Accompanying the storm were a number of aranti, drawn as always by the energy and excitement of the storm. 
 
    Like the aranti, Karliss had always loved lightning storms. Confident that lightning would never strike him, he’d played in them with abandon. The energy in the air was incredible. Lightning storms made him tingle all over. They made him feel alive. 
 
    But not this time. This time the lightning storm filled him with dread. He was going to be expected to do something about it, and he didn’t think he could. He’d only once seen Ihbarha perform a ritual to calm a lightning storm—one much milder than this one—and he remembered very little about it. 
 
    The storm was still a couple miles out when the wagon train came to a stop. The terl came galloping back to the wagon Karliss was riding in. “What are you doing?” he yelled angrily. “Why are you sitting there? Get out there and do something!” The terl didn’t wait for a response but galloped away again, shouting orders as he went. 
 
    Karliss scrambled into the back of the wagon and started going through the boxes of Ihbarha’s materials, now and then glancing over his shoulder at the coming storm. It seemed to be coming faster all of a sudden and in his nervousness what little he knew seemed to have fled his mind. He remembered Ihbarha waving a fan made of twisted reeds at the beginning of the ritual. There was also some kind of powder involved, but Karliss had no idea which one and there were literally scores of them. 
 
    “Karliss,” Nergui said nervously. “It’s getting awfully close.” 
 
    “I know, Nergui! Don’t bother me!” 
 
    There was a sudden, brilliant flash and a few seconds later a thunderous boom. The yaks pulling the wagon danced nervously in their harness, and Nergui had to fight the reins to get them under control. The wind got even stronger. 
 
    Another flash of light as lightning stabbed the earth less than a hundred yards away. The boom of thunder followed almost immediately. All up and down the wagon train people were unhitching the yak teams. The children and the elderly were climbing down off the wagons and taking cover beneath them. 
 
    Finally Karliss opened a box and found the reed fan he was looking for. He snatched it up and jumped out of the wagon. 
 
    The day had grown dark. The wind was so strong that he had to lean into it, and there were moments when he made no headway at all. Karliss went a short distance from the wagon and held up the reed fan as he tried to think of how to start the ritual. A moment later the wind gusted again, and the reed fan was ripped from his hand and carried away by an aranti. He started to chase it, then gave up. He would have to do the ritual without it. Fortunately, at least now he remembered how the ritual started. 
 
    “I am Karliss, tlacti of the Spotted Elk Clan!” he yelled. The wind snatched his words and flung them away. The aranti raced and cavorted around him. He could barely hear himself. “I order you to leave this place! Go and take the storm with you!” Then he faltered. He didn’t remember any more of the ritual. 
 
    Twin lightning bolts struck the ground near one of the wagons. Two women had almost finished unhitching the yaks from the wagon when it struck. The yaks panicked and bolted. One of the women was knocked down and trampled. The last harness trace broke, but not before the wagon was tipped over on its side. The thunder that followed was deafening. 
 
    Karliss started yelling at the aranti in their own tongue, telling them to leave, that they were only making things worse. But they ignored him and continued to play in the storm. The wind grew even stronger. 
 
    Then Karliss got an idea. What if he used the word of power? He’d only seen it once, when Ihbarha tried to teach him about it. With it, a tlacti could control one of the aranti, force it to do his bidding. Ihbarha had warned him that the word was dangerous if used incorrectly, but Karliss couldn’t see that he had any real choice. How much worse could things get? Another nearby lightning bolt decided him. 
 
    He picked a nearby aranti. Generally he either couldn’t see the creatures or they were only visible as dim shapes. But for some reason because of the intensity of the storm they had become much more visible. They appeared as amorphous, glowing orbs, tails of light streaming out behind them. Within the glowing orbs Karliss thought he saw faces, though they were alien and they shifted constantly 
 
    “Ken-shai!” he yelled, pointing at the aranti he’d picked out. 
 
    He knew right away that he’d made a mistake. 
 
    For a moment he had hold of the aranti. But it was like trying to hold onto the reins of a wild stallion. The creature bolted and broke from his feeble hold almost immediately. 
 
    And then it began racing around madly. As if infected by its manic energy, the other aranti did the same, whirling and darting everywhere with wild abandon. 
 
    When they did that, the storm grew stronger. Lightning stabbed down out of the clouds constantly. The thunder became a constant roar. The day had become nearly as dark as night, though the darkness was lit up steadily by the lightning, creating an eerie, nightmare landscape where people and animals appeared, disappeared, then reappeared in a slightly different position. 
 
    Karliss stared, aghast at what he’d done. He’d made things so much worse. It would have been better if he’d done nothing at all. 
 
    A lightning bolt struck Karliss, knocking him off his feet. For a moment he lay on the ground with his eyes closed, wondering if he was dead. Then he sat up. The tips of his fingers were blackened and there was a coppery taste in his mouth, but other than that he seemed unharmed. He got up and ran back to the wagon. Nergui was huddled under it, along with Ihbarha, who he’d laid out and wrapped in a blanket. Nergui yelled something to him, but Karliss didn’t even try to understand him. He huddled there miserably wishing he’d never been made tlacti. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The storm lasted for another hour. Gradually, the lightning diminished and then stopped. The clouds dissipated and the sun once again shone brightly. 
 
    The steppes were strewn with debris. Rolled-up yurts had been lifted up out of the wagons and flung hundreds of yards away, along with clothing and anything else that wasn’t solid and heavy. The yurt the council met in was badly torn. The yak teams that people hadn’t been able to unharness in time had bolted, tearing their harnesses and tipping over wagons. The herds of yaks, goats and horses had stampeded and were spread over a wide area.  
 
    It was dark before the camp was more or less in order. Even then it would be hours before the herds were all gathered. Dozens of yaks and goats were dead, killed by lightning, along with a handful of horses. One of the wagons had partially burned, a great loss considering the boards to build the wagons had to be brought in from the Lechun lands to the northeast at great cost. 
 
    With each new report of destruction that came in Karliss felt worse and worse. But he was staggered when he heard that one of the warriors who’d been trying to keep the herds under control had been struck by lightning and killed. He nearly collapsed on the spot. He could feel everyone staring at him and knew they were thinking it was his fault the man was dead. Why did he try to use the word of power? Why didn’t he heed Ihbarha’s warning? If he’d done nothing at all, that man would still be alive. 
 
    He had finished his evening meal—which was cold, since everyone was busy cleaning up the mess, and no one had had the time to cook a proper meal—when Henta marched up to Terl Dashin. 
 
    “I demand a council meeting,” the old woman said loudly. 
 
    Karliss froze. It was what he’d been fearing. Henta had thrown him a number of dark looks over the last hours. 
 
    The terl had been helping round up the stampeded animals, and he’d just gotten back to camp. He looked tired. “In the morning will be soon enough,” he said. 
 
    “I demand that you call it now,” she said, speaking even more loudly. Though people were carrying on with their business and acting as though they hadn’t heard, there was no way not to. Almost the whole clan heard and they all had to know why Henta wanted the meeting. Karliss’ cheeks burned. “You cannot refuse me in this. As a senior member of the council it is my right to ask this.” 
 
    The terl sighed. “As you say.” He turned to a warrior sitting nearby. “Summon the council members.” 
 
    Since the council yurt would not be usable for some days, Dashin led the council a short distance away from the camp for the meeting. They sat in a circle on the ground. One of the council members had brought a small oil lamp and he set it in the middle of the circle. 
 
    “Go ahead, Henta,” Dashin said wearily. “Tell us why you have called this meeting.” He said this though every person there knew why. 
 
    “I demand that he be removed as clan tlacti before he can do any more damage,” Henta said, pointing at Karliss. 
 
    “You wish the clan to be without its shaman?” Yeke, the old man, asked softly. 
 
    “Better to have no shaman than one who is incompetent. He got one of us killed today.” 
 
    Karliss flinched before her words. They hurt and what hurt most of all was that he knew she was right. 
 
    “Perhaps you are mistaken,” Yeke replied. “From where I sat it appeared that it was the storm that killed the warrior.” 
 
    “The storm that he was supposed to placate. Instead, he made it worse!” She glared at Karliss. “Deny it, if you will.” 
 
    Shaken by her words, Karliss looked down. She couldn’t possibly have heard him use the word of power, yet somehow she knew. He needed to confess. Whatever the consequences were, he had to speak up. 
 
    Karliss looked up. Tears blurred his vision. He opened his mouth, meaning to tell them the truth, that it was all his fault. But before he could say anything, Yeke spoke again. 
 
    “That seems a lot to believe, that one boy not even yet to manhood has the power to make a storm worse.” 
 
    “It’s true—” Karliss began, but Henta cut him off. 
 
     “Of course I don’t mean he made the storm worse. It was his bungling. Something he did wrong during the ritual angered the gods, and in their wrath they increased the storm. You all saw him out there. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s been a willful, obstinate child his whole life, refusing to learn, refusing to take responsibility. Why, it was only a few days ago that he and his friends were caught stealing progis. Is it any wonder he has no idea what he is doing? He got the ritual wrong and we paid the price. How many people will die next time?” 
 
    Karliss looked around the circle. The faces he saw did not look very friendly. He wished his father were there. At least then he would have one ally. Only Yeke had spoken up for him, and the old man wouldn’t even meet his eye. 
 
    Henta continued. “This should come as no surprise to any of us. Why, he can’t even get the simple rituals right. He stumbled through the departure ritual this morning, and clearly he got that one wrong too. If he’d done it properly, if he knew how to cast the tiles and read the signs, he’d have known the storm was coming. He would have counseled us to stay in camp. The storm would have passed us by completely.” Several members of the council nodded when she said this as if this was something they hadn’t considered yet. 
 
    “I agree it has not been an auspicious start,” Yeke said, “but to forgo having a tlacti completely, after only one day at his duties…to me that seems hasty and ill-advised. He is only a boy. Surely he deserves another chance.” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve any such thing,” Henta snapped. 
 
    “Perhaps he does not, but we do. Need I remind you how it went for us the last time we lacked a shaman?” 
 
    That caused a number of thoughtful looks. It had been generations since Spotted Elk Clan had been without a tlacti, and those had been hard times for the clan. Their numbers had dwindled, and they had come close to disappearing completely. 
 
    “Better to have no tlacti than one who angers the gods,” Henta said. 
 
    “We haven’t yet heard what the boy has to say,” Dashin said. He turned his calculating gaze on Karliss. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath and tried to collect his thoughts. He wished again that his father were there. This would be much easier with him for support. 
 
    But his father wasn’t there. He was alone in this. 
 
    “I don’t want to be tlacti,” he said softly. “I never wanted to be tlacti.” 
 
    “See?” Henta shrilled triumphantly. 
 
    Anger flared in Karliss suddenly, and he spoke without thinking. “I’m not done!” he snapped. 
 
    Her face darkened. “You dare speak to me like that?” she growled. 
 
    Terl Dashin cut in then. “Let him speak. As a member of the council—” She tried to protest, but he stopped her with a gesture. “For now, anyway. As a member, he has a right to speak and be heard.” 
 
    Henta’s jaw clamped shut with an audible click. 
 
    “I never wanted to be tlacti,” Karliss continued, glaring back at her, “but clearly the gods have chosen me. You know the circumstances of my birth. You’ve seen some of what I can do. The gods have chosen me, and so I am your tlacti. I never wanted it, but I accept it.” He looked around at each of them. “I will do better. This I promise you.” 
 
    “Not good enough,” Henta said harshly. 
 
    “It is for me,” Yeke said. 
 
    “And for me as well,” Dashin added. Others began nodding. Henta, looking around, saw that she had lost the fight. 
 
    “It is decided. The council has spoken.” Dashin stood up, ending the meeting. 
 
    Karliss and Henta were the last to leave. Karliss was still sitting. She stood over him. “I’ll be watching you, boy,” she said. “Your next mistake will be your last.” She whirled and stalked off into the darkness. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss stayed there alone for a few minutes, pondering what had just happened. Why did he say anything? He should have kept his mouth shut. They would have stripped him of his duties as tlacti. Then he’d be free once again. 
 
    But he knew why he spoke up. Someone was dead because of him. He’d faked the morning ritual. He’d misused the word of power. And a man paid with his life. There was no squirming out of that fact. It hung over him like a sword. If he had done what he was supposed to do, that man would still be alive. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen again. He wasn’t much of a tlacti, but he was all his clan had. They needed him. He had to do this. 
 
    He would do this. 
 
    Thinking about it made him tremble with fear. The thought came to him that he was too young. He was only a kid still. How could he learn the things he didn’t know? How could he shoulder this burden? 
 
    When he stood up he staggered and almost fell, his legs felt so weak. He stood there swaying for a minute. He had to collect himself before he went back to camp. People would be watching him. He had to show a brave face. He had to start showing them they could count on him. 
 
    He felt every eye on him when he stepped into the firelight. He felt their anger, their judgment, their fear. He faltered and it seemed he couldn’t take another step. He couldn’t lift his eyes and meet their gazes. 
 
    Then his mother was there. She took hold of his hand and pulled him off to the side, out of the firelight. Respecting their privacy, the others turned away and went back to what they’d been doing. His mother looked down at him, her expression lined with worry. “Are you okay, Karliss?” she asked him in a low voice. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” He forced himself to look up at her. “But I have to be. I can’t let it happen again.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault—” she began, but he cut her off. 
 
    “Yes. It was. I…” He wanted to tell her about the word of power. It was a stone on his heart and he needed to be rid of it. But he couldn’t make the words come out. “I’m a spoiled brat. I shirked my lessons and…a man died.” He didn’t even know the warrior’s name. Somehow that made it all worse. 
 
    Tears sprang into his mother’s eyes. “I have long tried to get you to take responsibility, my son, but here you go too far. Ihbarha himself would not have been able to calm that storm. It was too big, too strong.” 
 
    “Ihbarha would not have led us into it,” Karliss snapped, his self-loathing breaking out as anger. “He would have done the morning ritual correctly and seen that there was a storm coming when the tile with the lightning bolt on it turned up. I saw the lightning tile, but I didn’t know what it was. I faked the whole ritual. I pretended I knew what I was doing, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “You faked the morning ritual? All of it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But…” He saw her searching for something to say, some way to make it better, and it angered him for some reason. “Even with all his knowledge, there were times when Ihbarha could not save us from troubles. Only two summers ago there was that fire—” 
 
    “Why are you trying to take this away from me?” Karliss said angrily. “Isn’t this what you always wanted, for me to grow up?” 
 
    “Not like this,” she replied. 
 
    “We don’t always get to choose how things happen,” he said, surprised at the bitterness in his voice. He saw her hands twitch as if she wanted to reach for him and hug him, and he took a step back to put distance between them. A deep sadness came into her eyes. 
 
    “I will send Nergui to the yurt later to collect my things,” he said. 
 
    The sadness grew stronger. “You’re leaving us?” 
 
    “I am the clan tlacti. My place is in the tlacti’s yurt.” Then he turned and walked away. 
 
    He saw that someone, probably Nergui, had set up the tlacti’s yurt. He was glad. He didn’t want to go back to his family’s yurt. He needed to be away from everyone right now. 
 
    Two shapes were standing beside the yurt. It was Hulagu and Batu. 
 
    “Karliss, it’s us,” Batu said. 
 
    “I know,” he replied wearily. He didn’t want to see them either. “What do you want?” 
 
    Batu hesitated. “Uh…I don’t know.” 
 
    “We wanted to see how you’re doing,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “How do you think I’m doing?” 
 
    “Not so good, I think,” Batu said. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk right now. Go away.” Karliss felt them looking at him as he unfastened the door flap and went inside. It was a relief to close the flap, to close out all the eyes. He couldn’t bear to have them looking at him right now. 
 
    Someone had lit a small clay brazier, and by the light of the coals he could see that Ihbarha wasn’t in there. He must have been moved to another yurt, somewhere the healers could keep an eye on him. Karliss was glad of that. The thought of sleeping in here with the empty shell that used to be his bagesh was unbearable. 
 
    He collapsed on the ground by the brazier. He felt so cold. The warmth from the brazier wasn’t really enough. He wanted to curl up next to it and sleep, but he knew he couldn’t. He had too much to do. 
 
    He rummaged around until he found an oil lamp, which he lit. By its light he rummaged through the various boxes until he found the trunk that was filled with scrolls. These scrolls contained the bulk of the tlacti’s knowledge. Each clan had their own copies. That way, even if the tlacti and his apprentice were both killed, there was some recourse, some way to rebuild. 
 
    Karliss took out the first scroll and held it up to the lantern. His reading was poor at best—yet another lesson he’d shirked—and making it even more difficult was the fact that the Sertithian it was written in was very old and unlike what the people spoke now, but he was determined. 
 
    After a few minutes he’d interpreted enough of it to realize it wasn’t the scroll he was looking for. Instead it dealt with the ritual to be performed when sending the soul of a dead person to the afterlife. He would be needing to know this in three days, after the period of mourning was over. He set the scroll aside to read later. 
 
    He went through a dozen more scrolls before pulling out one that was different from the others. It was sealed inside a bone tube. He recognized the tube instantly. He remembered Ihbarha telling him that he was strictly forbidden to touch it because it contained the word of power. 
 
    As if his fingers belonged to someone else, Karliss opened the tube. The scroll inside was made from black leather, unlike any leather he’d ever seen before. It seemed older than the others. He flattened it out. The ink was red. The language on it was even older than the other scrolls and difficult to understand. After a few minutes he was able to puzzle out the first few lines. If he understood right, they said something about the word of power having come from a strange tablet discovered in a cave long ago by Unegen, the first tlacti. 
 
    The scroll went on to explain that the word of power could be used to control a spirit and compel it to do the tlacti’s bidding, but cautioned that the spirits were tricky and very powerful. If the word was used incorrectly, the spirit could cause great harm. 
 
    According to the scroll, the exact pronunciation of the word was not what was most important. What was important was that the tlacti who used the word possess an intent that was crystal clear and a will that was iron-clad. Without clear intent and the necessary strength of will, the spirits would instead exert their own will. 
 
    At the bottom of the scroll was the word: ken-shai. 
 
    Karliss lowered the scroll and rubbed his eyes. That was what happened. He’d been too frightened, too unsure of himself. He’d had no real chance of controlling the aranti. 
 
    Reluctantly he put the scroll away. He would return to it when he got the chance, but right now he needed something more mundane. He needed to know how to properly conduct the departure ritual and he needed to know it by morning. Even though the clan had suffered significant damage from the lightning storm, enough that they could use a day or two camped in one spot to patch things up, he knew they would be moving out first thing in the morning. One of their own had died here. Staying here might bring more ill fortune. 
 
    After a few minutes he found the scroll he was looking for. He sat down cross-legged on the ground and began to laboriously interpret it. It had drawings of the various symbols carved on the tiles and explanations for what each meant. It was a long scroll. 
 
    At some point he was interrupted in his studying by a scratching at the door. He went and opened it. His brother, Ganbold, stood outside, holding the woven bag containing Karliss’ things. Karliss took the bag. Ganbold remained standing there. 
 
    “What?” Karliss asked. “Don’t ask if I’m okay.” 
 
    Ganbold grinned. “You’ve never been okay, Karliss. I’ve always known that.” 
 
    Karliss tried to smile in return but didn’t really succeed. 
 
    “I wanted to let you know that if there’s anything I can do, anything at all, I will,” Ganbold said. “I’m your older brother, after all. It’s my job to look out for you, especially with our father gone.” 
 
    Karliss felt the weight on him lift slightly. “Any chance you want to be clan tlacti in my place?” 
 
    Ganbold held up his hands with a look of exaggerated alarm. “I’d sooner be dragged by my horse.” 
 
    “Me too,” Karliss said. 
 
    “You’re not really ready for it, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Ganbold patted him on the shoulder. “If anyone can do it, you can. No one owns the wind like you do, remember?” He was referring to how Karliss boasted one time that he owned the wind. 
 
    “That was a dumb thing to say, even for me,” Karliss said. “No one owns the wind.” 
 
    “I still say you’ll figure it out. You may not own the wind, but you can make it dance and you’re smart. I’ve always said you were too smart for your own good. Now it’s time for you to prove it.” 
 
    “I’m going to try as hard as I can,” Karliss said. 
 
    “The offer to teach you how to wrestle still stands,” Ganbold said. “You never know when it will come in handy. I’d be happy to throw you a few times right now if you want.” He grabbed playfully for Karliss. 
 
    “I don’t want to make you look bad,” Karliss said jokingly. “Maybe later.” 
 
    Ganbold looked over the yurt. “The truth is it’s a relief to have you gone. I’m tired of you kicking me during the night. You’re the worst.” 
 
    “At least now I don’t have to listen to you snore all night,” Karliss shot back. 
 
    “I don’t snore. I breathe loudly is all.” 
 
    Ganbold left a minute later, and Karliss went back to his studies. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    In the morning Karliss was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, having stayed up most of the night poring over the scroll. But it was worth it. He would need a lot more study before he had all the information in the scroll down, but he now felt as least somewhat capable of conducting the departure ritual properly. 
 
    Someone brought him a bowl of birsch and he ate it hurriedly. Then he packed the boxes containing all the tlacti’s supplies and items in the wagon while Nergui began taking down the yurt. He helped Nergui load the yurt and harness the yaks to the wagon, then gathered up his things and walked toward the front of the line that was beginning to form. 
 
    He wasn’t the only person who’d been busy during the night, he saw. Others had been hard at work. The partially-burned wagon had been taken apart, those boards which were salvageable loaded onto other wagons. Harnesses had been repaired and already every wagon had a team hitched to it. 
 
    In one of the wagons the woman and her children wore black janus wrapped around their faces so that only their eyes showed. They were the family of the warrior who had died during the storm. They would not speak or eat for three days. In the back of their wagon was the corpse of the dead warrior. His body would be buried after the official period of mourning was over. Karliss touched his forehead, then his navel, then his forehead again as he passed the wagon, the sign that he shared in their sorrow. The family looked at him as he passed, and he saw their anger in their eyes. He lowered his head. It was only what he deserved. 
 
    He reached the lead wagon. The terl turned his horse toward him and looked down at him. 
 
    “Is it time?” Karliss asked him. The terl nodded. 
 
    Karliss walked off to the side. This time the words of the ritual rolled easily off his tongue. He shook the elk antler, and he scattered the black powder to the wind. Last and most important was throwing the tiles. He shook them in his hand, tossed them, then crouched to read them. 
 
    Unlike yesterday, this time the lightning bolt was nowhere to be seen, for which he was profoundly grateful. Once again he wondered what it meant that the tile with the staring eye on it was lying on top of the lightning tile. Nothing in the scroll had said anything about that. The sun was prominent, with the moon right next to it. A tile with a bird carved on it lay off by itself. The tile with the figure of a man on it was lying half on top of one that showed water. 
 
    Karliss studied them for a minute. If he was correct, the tiles showed no dangers ahead for the day. The bird off by itself meant they would move swiftly today. The sun and the moon together meant there was no discord between the gods. The gods often quarreled and when they did, people got hurt. The tile with the man carved on it, placed on top of the water-carved one like it was, meant that their river crossing would be smooth. Were it the other way around it would mean there was a danger of someone drowning. 
 
    One last detail he noted. The placement of the bird tile was an indicator of the direction they should take, more southerly than yesterday, while still bearing west. 
 
    Karliss stood and walked over to the terl. “The signs are good,” he said. “But we need to bear more south.” He pointed to show the terl the direction. 
 
    The terl looked in the direction he pointed, then back at him. “You are sure about this?” 
 
    “As sure as I can be.” 
 
    The terl nodded, turned his horse and called out orders. The wagon train began to move. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss climbed up into the wagon. Ihbarha was not in the back today. He wondered if that meant the old man’s condition was worse, and the healers had to keep him close. He said a quick mental prayer for Ihbarha to Tung-alk, god of the north wind. Ihbarha had always been closely aligned to Tung-alk. 
 
    “Today we go fast,” Nergui said happily. “Isn’t that so?” 
 
    “I think so. What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nergui said, his brow furrowing in thought. “Maybe you told me?” 
 
    “But I just now got here.” 
 
    “Oh. You’re right. I wonder how you told me then?” 
 
    “Only the gods know,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “That’s true,” Nergui agreed. “I hope they’re right.” 
 
    Karliss climbed into the back of the wagon and opened the chest of scrolls. He took out the one for the ritual performed before making camp. He started to close the box, then reopened it and took out the bone tube. He told himself he only wanted to see it better in the light of day. He went back to the bench at the front of the wagon. Underneath the seat was a small drawer. He put the scroll for the camping ritual in it and closed it carefully. He held the bone tube for a moment, looking at it, then drew out the scroll and unrolled it. 
 
    “What are you reading?” Nergui said, craning his neck to see. “Is it a story?” 
 
    “Not really. More like…instructions.” 
 
    “That’s dull,” Nergui announced. “I’d rather have a story.” 
 
    “Me too actually,” Karliss said. 
 
    Karliss looked at the scroll in his hand and wondered about it. Where did Unegen get the word of power? Did the gods give it to him? That didn’t seem likely. Much of what the tlacti did was designed to keep from drawing the gods’ attention. Even those gods who were somewhat kindly disposed toward the Sertithians—Bai-ulgan of the east wind and Esegen of the south wind—could not be counted on for help. The gods were at best unreliable and unpredictable, at worst cruel and capricious. 
 
    Maybe he stole it from the gods. 
 
    It occurred to him that there might be other words of power. Maybe they could be found in the same place where Unegen found this one. If only he knew where that was. 
 
    He put the scroll back in the bone tube and put it back in the chest. He started trying to puzzle out the camping ritual and spent the next few hours on it until his exhaustion caught up to him. He nodded off and would have fallen off of the wagon if Nergui hadn’t grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Maybe you should sleep in the back,” he said. “Falling off the wagon hurts. It happened to me. I still have a bump on my head.” He felt around on his head, then frowned. “Hmm. I can’t find it right now. Maybe it moved.” 
 
    Karliss crawled into the back of the wagon and slept for a few hours. When he awakened it was mid-afternoon. He moved back to the bench and resumed studying the scroll. By the time the sun reached the horizon, he felt mostly ready for the ritual. 
 
    He gathered what he needed from the back of the wagon and when the terl called a halt he hopped down and strode quickly to the front. He nodded to the terl and moved off to the side to perform the ritual. 
 
    He looked up at the sky, looking for signs in the clouds. There were only a few clouds and no portents that he recognized. He knelt on the ground and began to chant. The chant asked the spirits of this place for permission to camp there. He promised the spirits that they would respect the place and treat it carefully, not spoiling it. 
 
    The chant finished, he took out a small horn. He faced north and blew a short blast on the horn, then paused while the sound died away. The air remained calm. He repeated the action facing east, then south. After the southern blast there was a brief gust of wind. Last he faced west and blew the horn. This was the most vital direction. If the wind gusted from the west after blowing the horn, it meant that Erlik Khan, the god of the west wind, had responded. That would be a bad sign and they’d have to move on and find another place to camp. 
 
    Nothing happened, but he wanted to be sure. He couldn’t risk another tragedy. So he opened his mind to the aranti and tried to listen through them. If there was something out there that posed a danger to his clan, they might warn him of it. He could sense the clan becoming impatient and even fearful because of how long it was taking to make a decision, but he tried not to think about it and simply focus on listening. 
 
    After a bit he heard something. He couldn’t say exactly what it was—as they so often did, the aranti seemed to be jabbering mindlessly—but it didn’t sound right. There was something ominous to it. It was more of a gut feeling than anything. Ihbarha had told him many times that when all else failed, the tlacti had to be able to trust his gut. 
 
    He walked over to the terl. “Not here. We need to continue on.” 
 
    The terl studied him for a moment, and Karliss had a sudden fear that the man would override him, but then he nodded and called out the order. Karliss didn’t head back to the wagon but walked along beside the train. They continued on for another half hour or so, passing by a small knob topped with a cluster of low, spiny shrubs growing on it. 
 
    He called a halt and tried the ritual again. This time he neither heard nor felt anything ominous, and he told the terl they could camp there. 
 
    He felt a little better as he walked back to the wagon to help Nergui unpack. Maybe it had all been his imagination and there was nothing wrong with the last campsite, but maybe it hadn’t been his imagination. Maybe he’d be able to figure this out after all. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Two more days passed uneventfully. Karliss continued studying the scrolls whenever he could, staying up late in his yurt, reading in the wagon. They’d stopped for the day late one afternoon when his friends caught up to him. 
 
    “Hey, we heard there’s a patch of winterberries growing over by the stream,” Batu said. “You want to come pick some with us?” 
 
    Both of them were looking at him hopefully. Karliss shook his head. “I don’t have time for picking berries.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Everyone has time for berries.” 
 
    “Not me. I have too much to do. I have to finish this scroll.” He had a scroll in his hand that he’d been puzzling over for half the day already. It was about reading signs in the clouds, and the ink was so faded that he could barely read it. He was feeling really frustrated by it. 
 
    “But you’ve been working all day,” Batu said. “Can’t you take a little time off?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because people are counting on me!” Karliss snapped. 
 
    Batu took a step back, his smile fading. “Okay, I get it. Geez, what happened to you?” 
 
    “You want to know what happened?” Karliss said bitterly. “It turned out you were right. I’m a terrible tlacti. Someone died. I can’t…” His voice faltered. “I can’t let it happen again.” 
 
    Batu looked stricken. Hulagu stepped forward. “We’re sorry,” he said gently. “You’re right. We shouldn’t be bothering you. We’ll bring you some berries. You still eat, don’t you?” he asked with a wry smile. 
 
    Karliss was already regretting his outburst. “I’m sorry too.” 
 
    “We’re still your friends,” Batu said. 
 
    “And when you need us, we’ll be here,” Hulagu added, putting his hand on Karliss’ shoulder. “I promise.” 
 
    They walked away and Karliss stared after them, suddenly missing his old life so badly he could barely stand it. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The ritual for the warrior who had died during the lightning storm was held after dark. A hole had been dug, deep enough to keep the body from being dug up by scavengers. The hole was oriented east-west. The dead man would be placed with his head to the east so that his soul could more easily fly to Bai-ulgan. 
 
    The body was laid into the grave by the warrior’s surviving kin. Everyone stood silently while they sang a short song of farewell, bidding him a speedy journey to the afterlife. 
 
    When the family was done singing, it was Karliss’ turn. He stepped up beside the grave and began the chant. It was a long one, but he’d spent a lot of time memorizing it and he was able to make it the whole way through without a single mistake. When he was done he sprinkled rodenton powder on the bodies. Someone stepped forward with a torch and he used it to light a bundle of sweetgrass. He waved the burning grass over the graves while intoning a short prayer to the gods. 
 
    As he finished the ritual a gentle wind blew in from the east. It was a powerfully good omen, and the family of the deceased looked at him gratefully. 
 
    The grave was filled in, and everyone made their way back to the camp. Karliss saw people nodding at him approvingly, and it made him feel better. It didn’t wipe out the mistakes he’d made, but it showed that he was improving. Someday he would be a tlacti worthy of the title. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Several nights later Karliss was sitting in his yurt reading one of the scrolls when he heard pounding feet and Nergui’s breathless voice. 
 
    “Hurry, Karliss! Hurry, hurry!” 
 
    Karliss opened the door flap. Nergui was standing there, so excited he was hopping from one foot to the other. “What is it?” From the position of the moon in the sky he could see that it was fairly late, close to midnight. 
 
    “It’s Ihbarha. He spoke. He wants you. Oh, hurry!” 
 
    Karliss quickly pulled on his felt boots and ran after Nergui. Ihbarha spoke? How was that possible? His soul, torn away from his body as it was, should never have been able to return. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked Nergui. 
 
    “I saw it!” Nergui yelped. “I really did!” 
 
    Somehow, against all odds, Ihbarha had managed to find his way back. Relief flooded Karliss. Ihbarha would resume his duties as tlacti. The burden of the title would be lifted from Karliss. At the same time, oddly, he felt…saddened? Was that it? 
 
    But by then they’d reached the yurt where Ihbarha lay, and there wasn’t time to think about it anymore. The door flap was open and dim light was spilling out. 
 
    Karliss crouched and entered. Nergui stayed outside, peering through the open door. The clan healer was kneeling beside Ihbarha. She looked up, saw Karliss, and moved aside. Karliss hurried over and knelt beside his long-time teacher. Ihbarha was lying on his back with his eyes closed. The days since the ritual had taken their toll on him. He’d lost a great deal of weight and his skin, which had a peculiar waxy quality, hung slack on his bones as if the flesh beneath had simply melted away. 
 
    “It’s Karliss, Bagesh. I’m here.” 
 
    Slowly the eyes opened. They turned in their sockets and fixed on Karliss. At first there was no recognition there, only cloudiness. Then, slowly, the cloudiness subsided and a measure of clarity crept in. 
 
    Ihbarha’s hand came up and fixed on Karliss’ shirt, pulling him closer. His grip was surprisingly strong. The smell of his breath was fetid. Karliss resisted the instinct to pull away. 
 
    “Kasai is watching,” Ihbarha breathed. “He will come. There is no escape.” Tears welled up in his eyes then, leaking down the sides of his face. 
 
    “Who is Kasai?” Karliss asked. 
 
    A spasm passed over Ihbarha, and he writhed on the sleeping furs. When it passed the cloudiness had returned. His hand slipped from Karliss’ shirt, and his eyes rolled back in his head. His back arched, and his head tossed side to side. From his lips came strange sounds, sounds like the blowing wind, and after a moment Karliss realized he could hear fragments of the wind’s many voices in there, as if the aranti were speaking through him. But the fragments were garbled nonsense, impossible to understand. 
 
    “Move,” the healer said, pushing Karliss aside. From a small vial she poured several drops of some dark liquid into Ihbarha’s mouth. Gradually the sounds coming from him died away. His eyes closed and he lay still. 
 
    Karliss left the yurt, his thoughts in turmoil. 
 
    “What happened?” Nergui wanted to know. 
 
    “Not now,” Karliss told him. He needed to think, to try and figure this out. 
 
    Who, or what, was Kasai? With Long-striding Antelope Clan destroyed, was Spotted Elk Clan next? Would the other clans eventually be attacked also? 
 
    There were other questions as well. How did Ihbarha find his way back? A soul stripped from a body wasn’t supposed to be able to find its way through the vastness and return home. So how did he manage it? And the sounds he made at the end, was it even Ihbarha anymore? Or was he someone else now? 
 
    “Tlacti. Where are you going?” 
 
    Karliss looked up from his reverie and realized he’d walked out of camp. It was a hundred yards behind him. The voice came from one of the sentries patrolling the perimeter of the camp. 
 
    “Nowhere. I need to think.” 
 
    “Safer to think back in your yurt. I heard red wolves earlier.” 
 
    Karliss started to turn back, then changed his mind. No, he needed openness for what he’d suddenly decided to do. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. The wind spirits protect me.” 
 
    The sentry didn’t respond at first, but then he moved out of the way. “Shout if you need help. I’ll be close by.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Be safe, Tlacti.” 
 
    Karliss heard the title, realized it was the second time the sentry had used it, and thought how it had become normal now to be addressed that way. Had he really assumed the mantle so quickly? How often he still felt like an imposter though, like a child carrying his father’s sword when he has no business doing so. 
 
    He walked further out into the darkness until the sentry was far behind. As he walked, he gradually lowered the barriers in his mind, the most he had since back at the Gathering. As he did so, the larger world, beyond his limited senses, rushed back in, and he realized all at once how much he’d missed this feeling, how cut off he’d been feeling, how empty. 
 
    The wind carried so much to him. He could hear the sentry’s breath behind him. Beyond that were muffled sounds from the camp, a child coughing, a man and his wife arguing in low voices. Before him, in the distance, he heard the pack of red wolves the sentry spoke of. They’d sniffed around the clan’s herds, but finding them well-guarded had moved on. Game was plentiful enough that there was no need to risk the warriors’ blades and arrows. He could hear mice scurrying through the grass, and a nighthawk flying high above. 
 
    Soon he heard an aranti approaching, then another and another. They raced around him, excited to find him open  to them once again, all of them speaking at once, their voices rising and falling, mingled with the thousands of other aranti far and near. They were happy to see him, eager to play. 
 
    Who is Kasai? he called in their tongue. It had been some time since he’d spoken in their language and his mouth felt stiff, the sounds difficult to produce. 
 
    No! they cried. We fear him. He hurts us! 
 
    Tell me who he is! he demanded. Is he a god? 
 
    A babble of voices answered him, a number of aranti speaking at once, both near and far. It was hard to pick up a clear thread, to make sense of it, but from it something finally emerged: Not a god. Kasai was brought to this world as we were. He is a Shaper too, though he chose the Stone and we chose the Sky. But the prison changed him. 
 
    What prison? Karliss asked, confused. 
 
    Melekath’s prison. Kasai was trapped there with the other Guardians. Now they are free. 
 
    Who are the Guardians? Karliss asked. 
 
    Once the protectors of the Children. Kasai is the Eye, most feared of all. He hurt us when we were trapped in the prison with him. 
 
    Karliss was confused. You were trapped in the prison too? 
 
    The question seemed to confuse them. Some voices said yes, others said no. All spoke of pain, something the Guardians had done to them, or to some of them. Something occurred to Karliss then. He had never heard an aranti refer to itself as “I” or “me.” Did that mean they had no sense of themselves as individuals? Were they all connected somehow? It would explain why they all seemed to have the same memories. Did that mean he could hear through one what all of them heard? Potentially anywhere around the world? The idea staggered him, but he realized he couldn’t follow up on it right now. He had more pressing needs. 
 
    Why did Kasai destroy the missing clan? Karliss asked. 
 
    They went too far and drew the Eye’s attention, one said. Once the Eye sees you, there is no getting away! 
 
    Kasai hates the people he once protected. He wants you all to suffer as he did! another cried. 
 
    Kasai seeks the key! 
 
    What key? Karliss asked. 
 
    With that the voices dissolved into meaningless babbling. They pulled away from him, darting this way and that. Karliss tried to ask more questions, but got nothing from them. It was frustrating. There was so much more he needed to know. 
 
    Karliss made his way back to the camp more confused than ever. Out of it all though, one thing was clear: Spotted Elk Clan was in danger. 
 
    Karliss realized that he needed to tell the council what he’d learned. It meant admitting for the first time that he could speak to, and understand, the aranti, but that didn’t matter anymore. This was too big. The clan needed to know. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss barely slept the rest of the night. He spent the whole time thinking about what he’d learned, trying to make sense of it. The next morning he went to find the terl when the first light streaked the sky. He was surprised to see that the clan chief was already up. He had just finished relieving himself and was buttoning his pants when Karliss hurried up to him. He turned to Karliss and said, “What is it?” 
 
    “Ihbarha spoke last night.” 
 
    Dashin’s brows rose. “He has returned to us?” 
 
    “Only for a minute. Then he was gone again.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said we’re in danger.” 
 
    “What kind of danger?” 
 
    “From Kasai.” Before the terl could ask who Kasai was, Karliss continued, “We need a council meeting. I’ll do my best to explain everything then.” 
 
    “You are calling a council meeting?” 
 
    Karliss nodded. “It’s important.” 
 
    The terl stared hard at Karliss as if weighing his words. “Then we will have a meeting.” 
 
    Ten minutes later the council was gathered in the council yurt, which had been repaired since the lightning storm. Henta was the last to arrive, and she looked angry. 
 
    “He is too young to call a meeting,” she said to the terl. “I won’t come running every time he has a bad dream.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a bad dream,” Karliss told her. He was pleased at how firm his voice sounded, though he was shaking inside. He’d spent a lot of time thinking about this and by this morning he’d felt certain this meeting needed to happen, but now he was second guessing himself. They were all so much older than he was. And as much as he feared Henta’s reaction, it was the terl’s he feared more. The clan chief had a lot of power in his craggy gaze. 
 
    “Ihbarha spoke last night,” Karliss said. 
 
    That got through to them. All sleepiness vanished. “Ihbarha has returned?” Henta said. “Thank the gods.” 
 
    “He has not returned,” Karliss said. “He was only with us for a minute.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Yeke asked. The old man was leaning forward, his eyes fixed on Karliss. 
 
    “He said Kasai is watching us and we need to be ready.” 
 
    “Did he say anything else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You called a meeting for that?” Henta said scornfully. “Why are you wasting our time?” 
 
    “Be silent for a moment,” the terl said sharply. Henta gave him a shocked look. “Our tlacti says there is danger facing our clan. That is why we are having this meeting. Continue,” he told Karliss. 
 
    Karliss hesitated. This was the hard part. Now he was going to have to tell them his secret. He took a deep breath and plunged right in. “After Ihbarha’s warning I went and spoke to the spirits.” He stopped, already wincing at the responses he knew were coming. 
 
    Henta wasted no time. “Ridiculous,” she said. “You’re lying. It’s not possible.” 
 
    “That seems hard to believe,” the other elder in the council, a woman named Shria, said. She was a small, quiet woman who rarely spoke. 
 
    Even Yeke looked skeptical. “No tlacti has spoken the tongue of the spirits since…” 
 
    The other warrior on the council was shaking his head. The terl’s response surprised Karliss. He alone did not look at Karliss with disbelief. 
 
    “So, out of nowhere, you suddenly developed this ability to speak to the spirits,” Henta said. 
 
    “Not out of nowhere,” Karliss said, forcing himself to meet her angry gaze. “I’ve always been able to speak to them. At least, as far back as I can remember.” 
 
    “Are we going to sit here and listen to this child carry on about his fantasies?” Henta demanded. 
 
    “Why have you never spoken of this before?” the terl asked sternly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss admitted. “It was my secret, I guess. I didn’t want to share it.” 
 
    “I don’t believe a word of this,” Henta said. 
 
    “What don’t you believe?” Yeke asked. “That a child would keep a secret from the adults around him? Have you completely forgotten what it was like to be young?” 
 
    “I remember the punishment I received when I lied to my elders,” she shot back. 
 
    “I’m not lying!” Karliss blurted out, suddenly angry at how she was treating him. “It’s true. I can speak to the spirits.” 
 
    Henta’s eyes blazed, but before she could retort Shria said quietly, “Say something. I want to hear what it sounds like.” 
 
    They were all staring at him. Karliss’ mouth was dry and at first he thought he wouldn’t be able to do it. But then he found his voice and said a few words in the aranti tongue. 
 
    When he was done they stared at him openmouthed. “How did you do that?” Dashin asked. 
 
    Karliss shrugged. “I don’t know. I learned when I was little. I just imitated them until I got it right.” 
 
    Henta said, “I still say it is nonsense. So he can make sounds like the wind. That doesn’t prove he can speak to the spirits.” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten the incident of his birth, how the spirits behaved when he came into the world,” Yeke said. “At the time Ihbarha said there had never been a tlacti like him born to the people.” 
 
    “And you’ve forgotten the numerous times since then when he called this boy the worst, most useless, apprentice ever, times when he wished he had been cursed with that idiot Nergui rather than this boy.” 
 
    That bothered Karliss. He didn’t think Nergui was an idiot. Nergui had become a great comfort to him, his relentless cheerfulness helping Karliss through some black moods during the past days. “He’s not an idiot.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Henta snapped at him. 
 
    “I believe his frustration was due to Karliss’ reluctance to apply himself to his lessons, rather than because of his lack of ability,” Yeke said. 
 
    “And we’re to believe that suddenly he is applying this miraculous talent? After all this time?” she snapped. 
 
    “You’ve seen him as we all have,” Yeke replied. “How he studies in the wagon during the day. How late he stays up in his yurt at night.” 
 
    Henta had no reply for that so she settled for giving Karliss an angry look. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know what they said?” Karliss asked, tired of them talking about him as if he wasn’t there. 
 
    “What who said?” Henta snapped. 
 
    “The spirits.” 
 
    “I want to know,” the terl said. “Tell me.” 
 
    “They said Kasai destroyed the missing clan.” 
 
    That hit them hard. They went quiet, thinking about this. 
 
    “Why?” the terl asked after a minute. 
 
    “They said the clan went too far and drew Kasai’s attention. They also said that Kasai hates us and wants us to suffer.” 
 
    “Who is this Kasai?” the terl asked. “Is he some god we have never heard of before?” 
 
    “I asked the spirits that and they said he wasn’t. They said Kasai is a Guardian.” During the night Karliss decided not to tell the council what the aranti had said about the Guardians being kin to the aranti, or that they were all brought to this world together. He thought it would raise more questions than it answered and that it wasn’t necessary for them to know that right now. 
 
    “What’s a Guardian?” Yeke asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but the spirits said they used to protect people. Until they were trapped in the prison. That’s when they changed and started to hate us.” 
 
    “What prison?” the terl asked. 
 
    “Melekath’s prison,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “Who is this Melekath?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I spent some time last night looking through the scrolls, but I found nothing.” 
 
    “What else did they say?” Yeke asked. 
 
    “They said that Kasai seeks the key, but I have no idea what key they were talking about. They got upset and refused to say more,” Karliss said. 
 
    Silence descended on the council once more as they tried to understand what Karliss had told them. Henta was the first to speak. 
 
    “I still say the boy is making this up.” But she didn’t sound very sure of herself. 
 
    The terl spoke next. “I don’t understand most of what I just heard, but I do understand one thing: Kasai is a threat to us. That’s what we need to focus on.” He looked at Karliss. “Find out everything you can,” he said. “I want to know more about this Kasai. How does he attack? How do we defend ourselves against him? Whatever it takes, find out more.” 
 
    Karliss almost told them then about the idea he’d had during the night to learn more about Kasai, but at the last moment he decided not to. He wanted to think about it some more first. It was risky, and he wasn’t sure he could do it yet. 
 
    The council talked about it for a while longer, but in the end they came to no conclusions and the meeting broke up. 
 
    In the wagon that day, Karliss spent hours poring over the black scroll and thinking. When the time came, would his will be strong enough? Would his intent be clear enough? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Days passed as the clan made their way across the steppes to their lands. Rains fell several times and clouds threatened nearly every day, but the weather continued to grow warmer and the sun broke through more and more. The grasslands turned rich and green and flowers sprouted everywhere, turning the high steppes into a rolling, colorful carpet. The herds of horses, yaks and goats, gone thin during the difficult months of winter, put weight on steadily. Game was plentiful, the rivers not too swollen to ford, and predators mostly left the herds alone. 
 
    It should have been a cheerful time for the clan, but instead a mood of anxiousness gripped the people. Daily they watched the horizon, hoping to see the scouting party return, fearing to see instead some powerful invading enemy they didn’t understand. 
 
    Normally spring was Karliss’ favorite time of the year. He loved the endless flowers, the growing warmth, the rivers that overflowed their banks. But this year he hardly saw it. He was buried in the scrolls, learning everything he could. 
 
    It had been nearly a moon since they left the Gathering when they stopped one night in a long, shallow valley with a stream running through it. The terl asked Karliss to perform a ritual to determine if this was an auspicious place to stay for some days. Karliss had been expecting the request, knowing they were now within the lands claimed by the Spotted Elk Clan and so could slow their pace. A few minutes later, after reading the signs, he gave his okay to the chief and the weary clan began unpacking the wagons to stay for a time. 
 
    They needed the break from the constant moving. A couple of the wagons needed repairs that would require them to be out of commission for a few days. There were clothes to be mended. The clan had hunted and foraged for seeds and roots while traveling, but now they would have the opportunity to collect a larger store of food and do a large-scale hunt. All in all, it was a relief to know they wouldn’t have to rise the next morning, pack and move out again. 
 
    They’d been at the new site for a few days when word passed through the camp late one afternoon that the patrol sent to find out what happened to the missing clan had been sighted. The men who rode in a half hour later looked weary, their clothing showing the heavy wear, their horses worn down and even thinner than they were. The good news was that all of them had returned. Wives and children who had been fearing the worst could breathe easily once again. 
 
    The scouts rode straight to the terl’s yurt. The terl was waiting for them when they got there. Karliss arrived a moment later. The terl looked the scouts over and asked, “Did you find out what happened to them?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Ganzorig replied. He climbed down out of the saddle. He looked thinner than Karliss remembered. Older too, the lines in his face deeper. “It would be best to speak to the council.” 
 
    “Agreed.” The terl turned to one of his lieutenants and told him to fetch the other council members. He told another warrior to get some food and achai for Ganzorig. The other scouts were released to go to their families. 
 
    Karliss walked beside his father as they headed for the council yurt. His father gave him a searching look and said simply, “You’ve changed. You look older.” 
 
    “I am tlacti now,” Karliss replied. 
 
    Ganzorig put his hand on Karliss’ shoulder briefly. “I always believed in you.” 
 
    Karliss got a lump in his throat. He wanted to throw his arms around his father and give him a hug, but he didn’t. He was too old for that now. 
 
    A few minutes later they were all seated in a circle in the council yurt. “What did you find?” Dashin asked. 
 
    “We picked up their trail at their last camp, along the banks of the Naiqas River,” Ganzorig said. “A rock cairn had been newly built there.” He didn’t have to explain what that meant. Rocks were hard to come by on the steppe. To find a rock cairn could only mean one thing: the old terl had died and that was his burial marker. That meant the young terl had assumed leadership of the clan. 
 
    “From there they moved south for a day, then turned west. After that they mostly traveled west.” He paused to take a drink off a water flask and the council members exchanged looks. Why would they travel west? The Naiqas River was not more than a day’s ride from the edge of the steppes. Beyond that edge was unpopulated wilderness. 
 
    “We followed them out of the steppes and into the Bora Mountains a few days later. There is a low pass in the north end of the mountains that the clan was able to take their wagons through.” 
 
    “Why would they leave the steppes and go through the mountains?” Yeke interrupted to ask. 
 
    “Perhaps a raid,” Dashin’s other captain suggested. 
 
    “But if they were raiding, why take the whole clan? Why not leave the wagons and families behind?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ganzorig admitted. “There was no way to tell.” 
 
    “Where did they go once they passed through the mountains?” Dashin asked. 
 
    “Once through the mountains, they turned southwest.” 
 
    “There is a city in that direction,” Yeke said, “though it has been generations since any Sertithians raided that far.” 
 
    “They never reached the city,” Ganzorig said grimly. “We found them two days past the mountains. At least, we found what was left of them.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you found what was left of them?” Henta said. “Do you mean you found their bodies? Were they ambushed?” 
 
    “There were no bodies. Only ashes and pieces of blackened, twisted bone.” 
 
    Karliss remembered what Ihbarha said during the ritual about the clan burning in gray fire and he shivered, cold suddenly though the yurt was quite warm and stuffy. 
 
    Stunned silence met Ganzorig’s words. 
 
    “How can this be?” Henta asked. She looked pale. “How much wood would it take to burn so many people? How big would the fire have to be? Why go to the work to build a fire to burn a dead enemy?” 
 
    “You misunderstand me. They were not dead when they were burned. They were still alive,” Ganzorig said. He had a haunted look on his face. He reached for the flask of achai and took a long drink off of it. His hand was shaking slightly. “They were fighting, trying to defend themselves, when they were burned.” He took another drink. “Only the gods could do such a thing.” 
 
    Karliss saw that Yeke was staring at him. He felt as if the old man was waiting for him to speak. Reluctantly, he gathered his courage and said, “It wasn’t the gods. It was Kasai.” His father looked at him in confusion. 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “The spirits told me.” 
 
    “The spirts spoke to you?” Ganzorig asked, looking even more surprised. 
 
    “Our tlacti converses with the spirits,” Yeke said in his soft voice. 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure,” Henta argued, but no one paid any attention to her. 
 
    “Who is this Kasai?” Ganzorig asked. 
 
    “We don’t exactly know,” Yeke said. “Some kind of spirit. It’s complicated.” 
 
    “We can speak more of that later,” the terl said. “What else did you find? Did the enemy leave tracks?” 
 
    Ganzorig turned to his chief. “There were many of them. They looked like wolf tracks, but like no wolf tracks I have ever seen. They were huge, as if the wolves were the size of horses.” 
 
    “Are you saying wolves attacked the clan?” 
 
    “I think they were used as mounts. By one of the wagons we found some different tracks. A person wearing boots, different from the kind we wear, and also very large.” 
 
    “Is that all?” the terl asked. 
 
    “No. We found one more thing. A short distance from the camp was a low hill. On top of the hill were other tracks, the footprints of a giant bird, far larger than should be possible. Mixed in with the tracks were several indentations in the ground, like would be caused by the end of a staff.” 
 
    The terl sat thinking then. No one said anything. Karliss felt sick. He realized that he’d been hoping against hope that what the aranti said wasn’t true. 
 
    The terl spoke again. “Did you follow their tracks?” 
 
    “I considered it,” Ganzorig said, “but decided not to. If whatever killed them killed us, you would be no closer to knowing what happened than before. I decided what was most important was to bring you the information we had.” 
 
    “Good. That was wise of you.” The terl looked around at them. “It seems that what our tlacti has told us is true. There is a foe out there with power we cannot imagine. A foe who might attack us next. We can hope that this Kasai only attacked the clan because they went into his territory, but we can’t know that for sure. The creature may even now be moving against us.” He looked at Karliss. 
 
    “Tlacti, your skills are needed more than ever before. Find out what we face. Do whatever it takes. Can we fight this thing? Can we run from it? Your clan depends on you.” 
 
    Everyone was staring at Karliss. His heart was pounding in his ears. He swallowed with difficulty. “I…yes, Terl.” 
 
    The terl stood up. “I will speak to the clan now. They should know what it is we face.” 
 
    Karliss and his father were the last two to leave the council yurt. Outside the yurt, his father turned to him. “I’m not sure I know you anymore,” he said. “You look a lot like Karliss, but you sound like someone else. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “A warrior died,” Karliss said, struggling to blink back the tears. That his father was proud of him felt better than he could have imagined, and yet at the same time it felt terrible. He didn’t believe he deserved it. “He died because I shirked my duties.” 
 
    “You made a mistake, but clearly you learned from it. There is no more a man can ask from himself.” 
 
    Karliss swallowed and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He suddenly felt how tired he was. He was spending so much time studying the scrolls, hardly sleeping, terrified that he would make another mistake. 
 
    “And now I find that you talk with the spirits. What other tlacti has ever done that?” His father smiled at him. 
 
    Karliss tried to smile back, but couldn’t. “I should have said something sooner. If I had, the tlacti wouldn’t have had to conduct the seeing ritual at the Gathering. Ihbarha would still be with us.” 
 
    “That is true. But maybe something else would have happened to him instead. The gods give with one hand and take with the other.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Karliss said dubiously. 
 
    “We will speak about this more, but right now I think we should be there when our terl speaks.” 
 
    Together the two of them walked over to stand by the terl. The clan was quickly gathering. Munkhe arrived and she hurried over to her husband and gave him a long hug. “Thank the gods you returned safely,” she said. 
 
    Once the clan had gathered, Dashin began to speak. He told them what the scouts had found. Then he told them what Karliss had learned from the spirits, which he hadn’t shared with them before. When the clan heard of his ability to communicate with the spirits, they stared at him in awe. Karliss didn’t like how it felt at all. He wanted to speak up, to tell them it was nothing. He hadn’t worked for it. He hadn’t earned it. It was just something he could do. It could as easily have been any one of them instead of him. Maybe they would have used the gift more wisely. 
 
    But he said nothing, only looked at the ground and wished he were somewhere else. 
 
    “I do not know how we will meet this threat,” the terl said when he had finished. “Only that we will meet it. Be extra vigilant. Watch for anything out of the ordinary. Stay close.” With that he called his warriors to follow him so he could speak with them privately. 
 
    The gathering broke up. Karliss was headed for his tent when Hulagu and Batu caught up with him. 
 
    “You can talk to the spirits?” Batu said, wide-eyed. 
 
    “And you never told us,” Hulagu added. 
 
    “Yeah, how come?” Batu said. “I thought we were your friends.” 
 
    “I never told anybody,” Karliss replied. 
 
    “What do they talk about?” Batu asked. 
 
    “Mostly it’s nonsense.” 
 
    “Can you talk to the gods too?” Batu wanted to know. 
 
    “No, I can’t talk to the gods. That’s a stupid thing to ask.” 
 
    “How should I know what you can and can’t do?” Batu said peevishly. 
 
    “Since you don’t tell us anything,” Hulagu put in. 
 
    “Well, now you know.” 
 
    “Do you think Kasai is a god?” Batu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what Kasai is.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s going to come for us?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either. Right now I know as much as you do.” 
 
    “I say let him come,” Batu said stoutly. “We have the greatest tlacti of all time on our side. You’ll call up a whirlwind or something and drive him away.” 
 
    “I wish it was that easy,” Karliss said. “I have to go. I have things to do.” Karliss turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Hulagu said. “We never see you anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re always busy,” Batu said. 
 
    “Because I have things to do. I have a lot to learn still.” 
 
    “Can’t it wait for a few minutes?” Batu asked. He dug a piece of jerky out of his pocket. “Look, I saved you something to eat. You look skinny these days.” 
 
    At first Karliss wasn’t going to take the jerky, but Batu practically pushed it into his face so finally he took it. The three boys stood around for a couple of minutes then, but it was awkward. A divide had appeared between them and none of them knew how to get across it. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    During the next few days Karliss spent nearly every waking minute trying to learn more about Kasai. A lot of that time was spent listening to the wind. He’d walk away from the camp, sit down somewhere by himself, and listen. He did it during the day, and he did it during the night. It got to where the camp sentries no longer challenged him, though he did notice that one of them always followed him, staying back out of his way, but close enough to come quickly if he should get into trouble. 
 
    What he learned from the aranti was not helpful. As always, most of their talk was nonsensical babbling about the things they’d seen. A lot of what they talked about were things unimaginable to him and in time he came to realize that they spoke of things happening in faraway lands, lands where ice covered the ground year round, lands covered in sand, islands in the middle of the sea. It strengthened his belief that the aranti were all connected somehow, that what happened to one was shared by all, becoming a communal memory. Which explained why none of them had names or any distinguishing characteristics that set them apart as individuals. They seemed to all react to whatever happened to one, the way that sometimes a large flock of birds flying overhead would all turn together without any obvious leaders. 
 
    More than once he tried questioning the aranti about Kasai, but it did no good. They became spooked at the first mention of the name and either refused to answer or simply fled. He also tried to learn more about the Shapers, who brought them to this world and why, but the aranti ignored his questions. Nor could he learn any more about the key that Kasai sought. 
 
    Karliss learned that he could listen much further than he’d thought possible. He had to open his mind to the wind to do so and the difficult part of it—besides shutting it out when he was done—was picking individual sounds out of the background morass. But he grew better at it, learning to ignore the unimportant so he could focus on what he wanted to hear. One day he listened to a herd of spikehorn that was grazing off to the north. He didn’t know how far away they were, but far enough that the hunters hadn’t found them yet. He could hear them grazing, he could hear their hoofbeats, he knew when they crowded closer together at the approach of a plains bear. 
 
    After a time he pulled back and opened his eyes. For a minute he could only sit there, not trusting himself to stand up yet. He had to rebuild the barriers in his mind, pushing the wind out and regaining himself. Every time he opened himself to the wind it took time to feel normal again. At such times his body felt strange and seemed not to belong to him. Even his thoughts felt strange. As he so often did he wondered what might happen to him, spending so much time open to the wind. Would he go mad as Ihbarha’s teacher had? Would he lose himself one day? 
 
    Was he already losing himself? 
 
    A few minutes later he felt stable enough to stand and head back to camp. He realized that he was hungry, but couldn’t remember when the last time was he had eaten. He felt weak and empty, so it had probably been at least a day. 
 
    He walked into the camp, and as he looked around he felt as if he were a complete stranger. Their faces didn’t look familiar. No names came to his mind. None of them looked at him or seemed to even notice him, which made him wonder: Did they even see him? 
 
    Was he a spirit now? 
 
    Maybe he was even now drifting with the wind and his body was still sitting out there on the steppes where he’d left it. He felt curiously light and looked down to see if he was actually walking on the ground or only floating across it. But his feet seemed to be behaving normally. 
 
    He found the terl and was relieved when the man looked at him. “There’s a herd of spikehorn to the north,” he told him. “I’m not sure how far.” 
 
    Dashin looked like he was about to ask how he knew, but then changed his mind. “I will send hunters to check.” Karliss started to walk away, but the terl stopped him. “What else have you learned?” 
 
    “Still nothing,” Karliss admitted. “But there are things I haven’t yet tried.” He didn’t offer what those things were, and the terl didn’t ask, only nodded. 
 
    The truth was that what he was thinking of trying frightened him, enough that he had difficulty sleeping. He wanted to exhaust all other options first. 
 
    He decided to go to his yurt and study the scrolls some more, to see if he could glean any more information from them. He didn’t have much hope that he would. He’d already read every one of them, many of them multiple times. There couldn’t be much left to glean from them. He wished he could speak to Ihbarha one more time. But he’d checked on the old shaman a number of times, and every time there was nothing there. 
 
    Before he got to his yurt his mother intercepted him. She was carrying a bowl of food. 
 
    “You have to eat,” she told him, holding out the bowl. 
 
    “Okay,” Karliss said, taking the bowl. He was lost in his thoughts and though he looked at her, he didn’t really see her. “I’ll get to it later.” 
 
    But when he tried to walk away she blocked him. She took his chin in one hand and turned his face up to her. “Now.” 
 
    He tried to twist away. “I have a lot to do.” 
 
    “I know. But you’re not eating. I can see by the darkness around your eyes that you don’t sleep much either.” 
 
    “The clan needs me. Kasai—” 
 
    “You can’t keep doing this. You have to take a break.” 
 
    Karliss realized he was trembling. “I can’t take a break, don’t you see? People died because of me. I can’t let that happen again. I won’t!” 
 
    “If you don’t take care of yourself, it will happen again. Because you’ll be too far gone to help. You need rest and food.” 
 
    “Just as soon as I—” 
 
    “Stop!” She gave him a little shake. “I won’t hear it. You may be clan tlacti, but you’re still young and I’m still your mother. If you won’t take care of yourself, then I’ll do it. Come with me.” 
 
    She took him by the arm and marched him to his yurt. Karliss briefly resisted her before giving in. It felt good to have her step in and take over. He felt like he’d been trying to do everything on his own for so long. 
 
    She pushed him ahead of her into the yurt. Inside, she stopped and looked around. Karliss did too, and he was surprised at what he saw. The place was a mess. Scrolls were scattered everywhere. Boxes of components for the rituals were opened, their contents half spilled out. His sleeping furs were twisted up in a ball to the side. 
 
    “Sit down. Eat.” While he did so, she tidied up, putting things away, straightening his bed. For some reason most of his appetite had fled, and when he tried to set the bowl aside halfway through his mother scolded him until he picked it up and finished all of it. 
 
    When he was done she pointed to his bed. 
 
    “Later,” he told her. “There’s something I want to look at first.” 
 
    “After you’ve slept.” 
 
    He let himself be pushed to the bed and lay down on the furs. It felt good to lie there, but he told himself it was only until she left. Then he would get up and go back to the scrolls. 
 
    Except that she didn’t leave. She sat beside him, stroking his forehead, and somewhere along the way he fell asleep. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss awakened to shouting outside the yurt. For a moment he had no idea where he was or what was happening. He lay there blinking at the ceiling. This didn’t look like his family’s yurt. 
 
    From outside came the sounds of running feet and raised voices. When he listened deeper he heard something else, something that made him get hurriedly to his feet. He pulled on his boots and ran out of the yurt. The wind was blowing hard. People were hurrying in one direction, toward the other side of the camp, their voices raised in alarm. 
 
    Underneath it all he could hear the voices of dozens, maybe hundreds of aranti, babbling excitedly. More were arriving every second, drawn, as always, by exciting events. 
 
    Karliss opened himself to listen deeper while he ran with the rest. Before he got there he already more or less knew what was happening. So he wasn’t surprised to see Ihbarha standing outside the healer’s yurt. The wind had already told him. 
 
    But it wasn’t Ihbarha anymore. 
 
    His face was slack. The man he had once been did not look out through his eyes. They were empty of the spark of his essence. They were filled with clouds. His mouth was moving. 
 
    Wind was swirling around him in an area about ten feet across. It wasn’t that strong yet, but it was steadily increasing. 
 
    The healer had hold of Ihbarha’s arm and was pulling on him, trying to get him back into the yurt, but he wasn’t moving. Her words as she tried to reason with him were lost in the steadily rising roar of the wind. 
 
    Karliss knew instantly what was happening. Despite the sound of the blowing wind and the voices of the other people, he could hear what Ihbarha was saying. Ihbarha wasn’t speaking in any human language. He was speaking in the language of the aranti. 
 
    His words were gibberish, filled with nonsense, but Karliss could hear the fear in them. He could sense something building. 
 
    “Get away from him!” he yelled. But no one paid him any heed. Two warriors had arrived to help the healer. They each grabbed an arm and tried to drag Ihbarha away, but couldn’t seem to move him. It was like he was rooted to the spot. 
 
    Ihbarha tilted his head back. His mouth stretched impossibly wide, and he screamed at the sky. 
 
    Instantly the wind whirling around him doubled in intensity, then doubled again. The warriors and the healer were lifted into the air as if they were made of straw and flung away. People cried out and began running away. 
 
    The tornado circling Ihbarha grew even stronger and larger. It was now a dark funnel of blowing dirt and grass. Ihbarha was hard to see inside it. The edge of the tornado struck the healer’s yurt, and it was ripped from the ground and flung skyward. 
 
    The terl arrived then with a handful of armed warriors. He yelled an order, and he and his warriors charged at Ihbarha with swords and spears. Once again Karliss yelled a warning, but his voice was lost in the roar, and it was doubtful they would have listened to him anyway. 
 
    The warriors didn’t even get close to the old man. The wind slapped them down. Weapons were wrenched from their hands and disappeared into the sky. When they tried to rise, the wind picked them up and threw them. One flew past Karliss’ head. He struck a nearby yurt, which then ripped out of the ground and flew up into the air as well. 
 
    The terl was flung against a wagon hard enough to break spokes from the wheel. Karliss thought he’d been badly injured, but a moment later he got to his feet and shook his head as if clearing it. Other warriors carrying bows had arrived by then, and at a gesture from their leader they began firing arrows at Ihbarha. The arrows disappeared into the chaos, and Karliss couldn’t see what happened to them, but he knew they did not strike Ihbarha. 
 
    More yurts were torn out of the ground and flung skyward. Clothing, furs, tables, stools and other items were picked up by the tornado and joined the debris now circling wildly around the old man. 
 
    Meanwhile, more aranti were still arriving, racing in from every direction to join the chaos, each one causing the tornado to grow bigger and stronger. Karliss was knocked sideways and fell down. The wind pushed him along the ground, then started to pick him up, but he managed to grab onto a stake that had been driven into the ground. The yurt that had been attached to the stake was gone, but there was still a length of hemp rope attached, and he wrapped it around his wrist to help him hold on. Karliss began yelling for the aranti to stop, to go away. 
 
    Don’t do this! he yelled. You’re hurting us! Go away! 
 
    They babbled back at him, but their words were incoherent. None of them slowed or left. They weren’t doing this to cause problems or out of any malice. Rather it was that they were too excited to do anything but join in with the mindlessness of their brethren. 
 
    Karliss looked around and realized he was the only person still near the tornado. Everyone had fled and he could barely see through the thick, blowing dirt and debris. He was the only one who could do anything about this. He had no idea what to do, or even if there was anything he could do, but he had to try. Otherwise, who knew how big the tornado would get? Ihbarha might destroy the entire camp. People would be killed. 
 
    People it was his duty to protect. 
 
    But what could he do? It was all he could do to cling to the rope, and he wasn’t going to be able to do that for much longer. The wind was far too strong. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t already been blown away or forced back like everyone else had been. 
 
    Then a strange thought occurred to him. Could it be he hadn’t been blown away because the wind couldn’t get as much of a hold on him? He’d always felt as if sometimes the wind blew through him, though lately not as much, since he’d started keeping up his inner walls to hold the aranti out of his mind. 
 
    What if he dropped his walls completely? Could he allow the wind to pass unobstructed through him? 
 
    Even as he considered this the pull of the wind reduced so that he was no longer in danger of losing his grip on the rope. He closed his eyes and pictured the inner wall he had so painstakingly constructed over the past weeks. Then he pictured it collapsing. 
 
    All at once his inner barrier was gone. The aranti blew gleefully through his mind, rejoicing to once again be allowed entry. The wind around him seemed to die away until it was no more than a breeze. He opened his eyes, let go of the rope and stood up. 
 
    Through the maelstrom he heard a voice calling his name. He turned. Through the gloom he could see his mother, fifty, a hundred paces away. She was clinging to a wagon, yelling his name. When she saw him looking at her she redoubled her efforts, waving for him to come to her. 
 
    Karliss turned away and faced the heart of the chaos. His braid fluttered somewhat, along with the ends of his janu, but other than that the wind no longer touched him. He was no longer solid enough. The wind was blowing through him. 
 
    Almost like he was one of the aranti. 
 
    He could clearly see the aranti now, though the blowing dirt was so thick now that it had blotted out the sun and Ihbarha was only visible as a dark shape in the middle of the tornado. There were hundreds of them, glowing figures that raced and cavorted in the wind. The shapes they wore changed constantly, like the smoke lifting from a burning fire. They were all going the same direction, racing around and around Ihbarha. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, only that he needed to do something, Karliss walked through the maelstrom toward Ihbarha. Maybe there was some way to get through to the man, to get him to fight back against what was happening. Between the two of them maybe they could calm the storm, and the aranti would grow bored and leave. 
 
    As he got closer, only a couple dozen paces from the old man, Karliss realized there was another danger besides the wind. That was the debris that swirled around Ihbarha—yurts, harnesses, barrels, an entire wagon wheel, a clay oven. The wind no longer affected him, but he felt certain that didn’t apply to a wooden cask. If something like that hit him, he’d probably be killed. 
 
    He paused, trying to figure out what to do. 
 
    There were gaps in the debris. It wasn’t a solid wall. If he was quick enough and he timed it right, he could get through those gaps. 
 
    Except there was no way he was that fast. The debris caught in the wind was moving so fast it was a blur. Even if he timed it right, which was far from a sure thing, he was going to get hit by something. 
 
    There was something else he could try, though he had no idea if it would work. All his life he’d used the wind when he ran. It wasn’t something he did consciously. It was just something that kind of happened. For him it was like being in a river with a strong current. It seemed to him that everyone else, without realizing it, hunkered down and fought that current. Sometimes they went with it and sometimes they went against it, but always they fought its pull, forging their own path. 
 
    But, until recently when he began trying to block out the aranti, Karliss had always let the current carry him. At least partially. It was similar to lifting his feet off the river bed, and letting the current carry him. He still had to provide a lot of the effort to move around, but the current itself did a great deal of the work. It was how he’d always been able to run for hours without getting tired. 
 
    Could he do something similar here, only take it further? 
 
    Was such a thing even possible? 
 
    It had to be. The tornado was still growing. He had to do something. He took a deep breath, then leapt into the air and let go the rest of the way, simply abandoning himself to the wind. 
 
    Instantly he was picked up by the wind, by numerous noncorporeal aranti hands, and borne in a circle around Ihbarha. He was part of the tornado. The speed with which he sped around in a circle was breathtaking. It was disorienting too. At first he was flung wildly, flipping head over heels, and he couldn’t see where he was or make sense of anything. For a short span of time he was as helpless as a leaf in the wind. 
 
    But then he exerted a small effort of will, creating some resistance in different areas to try and stabilize himself. Again, it was as if he was caught in a strong current, but by putting his hands out to his sides, he could create drag and exert some control over his movements. 
 
    His tumbling slowed and stopped. He was still moving incredibly fast, but he was at least upright. It was difficult to see with all the blowing dirt, but he was oriented now. He began to make small movements, easing closer and closer to the eye of the storm. Things bumped up against him, including what he thought was a body, though he tried not to look at it, but it was all going about the same speed he was, and so he wasn’t injured by it. 
 
    Then, so abruptly he had no time to prepare for it, he made it to the eye. He tumbled out of the furious wind and onto the ground at Ihbarha’s feet, striking hard enough that he knocked the breath out of himself. He lay there for a moment, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    He stood up and faced the old tlacti. Ihbarha’s eyes held no sign of the man who once dwelled there. Iris and pupils were gone, replaced by clouds that scudded across the surface, disappearing and being replaced by new ones constantly. 
 
    The old man’s mouth was open and from it issued the voice of the wind, an eerie echo and counterpoint to the howling of the tornado. 
 
    Karliss realized then what was happening. His voice was causing the disturbance, drawing the aranti in and egging them on. 
 
    “Ihbarha!” Karliss yelled. “You’re hurting your people! You have to stop!” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    He yelled at him a few more times, then slapped the old man’s face as hard as he could. “You’re hurting your clan!” he yelled. 
 
    Karliss realized with sudden horror what he was going to have to do. It staggered him so that he slumped against Ihbarha and had to cling to him to stay upright. 
 
    “No,” he moaned. “I don’t want to. I can’t do this.” 
 
    The wind screamed around him. It was relentless and uncaring. It wouldn’t stop until Ihbarha did. Karliss could sense that more aranti were still arriving. They would keep coming, and the tornado would keep growing. Who knew how much had been lost already, how many were injured or dead? 
 
    If Ihbarha were himself right then, he would surely urge Karliss to do what must be done. 
 
    With shaking hands Karliss reached for his belt knife. He hardly used the thing other than for eating. But he took good care of it—his father made sure of that—and it was sharp. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ihbarha,” he said quietly. 
 
    Then he stood up on his toes and plunged the blade into the old man’s heart. 
 
    The sounds coming from Ihbarha cut off suddenly as he staggered to the side. Karliss tried to catch him, to lower him to the ground, but he was too heavy, and Karliss’ hands were slick with blood. 
 
    Ihbarha toppled onto his side on the ground. The wind immediately began to die down. The larger items fell out of the air and struck the ground. Deprived of the conduit they had been pouring their energy through, the aranti began to lose interest and leave the area. 
 
    Karliss sat down beside Ihbarha and lifted his head into his lap. Blood was running from the corner of the old man’s mouth, and he was twitching slightly as the life left him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bagesh. I’m sorry,” Karliss moaned. 
 
    Ihbarha twisted, turning his head to look up at Karliss, and Karliss realized the clouds were gone from his eyes. It was once again him. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do it, Bagesh,” Karliss said. “I had to. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The old man coughed and some blood came up. Karliss wiped it away as best he could. Ihbarha’s lips moved as if he were trying to speak, but before he could get any words out he died. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss sat there on the ground staring at Ihbarha. He heard people coming toward him, voices and footsteps, but it didn’t really register on his thoughts. His mind reeled at what had just happened. 
 
    What he’d done. 
 
    He’d killed the man who’d been as much a part of his life as his own father. Stabbed him in the heart and held onto him while he died. 
 
    It didn’t seem possible. He was only a child. He couldn’t have done this. It had to be a bad dream. 
 
    His mother reached him first, and right behind her were his father and other men. She dropped down beside him, grabbed him and pulled him in to her chest. 
 
    “Karliss, Karliss, my son,” she kept repeating, over and over. 
 
    People pulled the dead man out of his grasp while his mother’s tears wet his face. His father said something to her and after a moment she reluctantly let him go. His father picked him up gently and carried him away. 
 
    He took Karliss to their family’s yurt and laid him down on his parents’ own bed. Someone brought something to drink, and he managed to swallow most of it before he started coughing. Then everyone left except his mother. She remained, stroking his forehead, and finally he fell asleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Karliss awakened abruptly and sat up with a gasp. 
 
    “Easy,” his mother said. It was dim in the yurt, but he could see her sitting there beside him. “It’s okay now.” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked her. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “I killed Ihbarha.” The words hurt like a knife cut, but he had to say them. He had to face what he’d done as quickly as possible, before it swept him away and drowned him. 
 
    “I know,” she said simply. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her, and she hugged him back hard. The tears came, and he made no effort to stop them. He didn’t know what, exactly, he was crying for. Certainly he’d never been close to Ihbarha, and he’d often felt that he hated him. But that didn’t mean he’d wanted him dead, and he’d never, ever imagined that it would be he who killed him. 
 
    His tears were tears of exhaustion and fear as well. He’d been through so much in the past few weeks, shouldering a burden that felt like it would crush him, trying to assuage the guilt he still felt about the man who’d died in the lightning storm. 
 
    When the tears finally stopped he pulled back, wiping his nose. He was afraid to look at his mother. 
 
    “You did what you had to do,” she said. “I know it hurts, but you had no choice. If you hadn’t, more people would have died. The clan might have been wiped out.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. A deep weariness seemed to envelop him. It had somewhat of a numbing effect. 
 
    “It was your duty.” 
 
    He glanced up at her. “I don’t want it.” 
 
    She gave him a wan smile. “No one does. But life demands we step forward and do it anyway.” 
 
    “Is the destruction very bad?” 
 
    “Shall we go and see?” 
 
    Karliss nodded. They stood and left the yurt. Outside it was near sunset. They made their way through the camp. Everywhere he looked people were hard at work, carrying things, mending yurts, wagons. When he passed they paused and looked at him. Some with awe, all with gratitude. 
 
    By one wagon he saw what he’d feared most, yet known was inevitable. Four figures were stretched out in a row, covered by blankets head to toe. Under one of them was Ihbarha. He didn’t know who the others were, but one form was quite small, clearly a child. The sight made something inside him ache. 
 
    Last he turned his steps toward the center of the destruction. The whole area was devastated. Every yurt had been swept away. The ground itself was torn up. All the grasses had been uprooted, and there were holes in the ground. Debris was scattered everywhere. 
 
    While he was standing there, taking it all in, Henta came up to him. As she approached, he noticed his mother shifting her position slightly, interposing herself between her son and this woman who had been such an outstanding critic of him. 
 
    But Karliss stepped around his mother. He would no longer hide from the things which had to be faced. 
 
    “I’ve never made any secret about what I think of you,” the old lady rasped as she stood there, looking at him with her sharp eyes. There were deep frown lines in her face, evidence of a lifetime of bitterness. “And I stand by my words still. You’ve always been irresponsible, selfish and arrogant.” She stopped and her gaze swept the destruction. “But what you did here today… I was under that wagon over there and I saw what you did. I don’t know how you did it, but you saved us. I won’t doubt your abilities again. Truly you are clan tlacti.” She glared at him for a moment, as if blaming him for making her say the words, then turned and hobbled away.  
 
    “Well, now I’ve seen everything,” Munkhe said, staring after her. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss felt their eyes on him all during the evening meal. It seemed they couldn’t stop staring at him. When he went to get his food everyone stood aside and let him go to the front of the line. Conversations ceased when he was near, then picked up with new intensity after he passed. He wished they wouldn’t do that. He didn’t want to be treated differently. If only there was some way to make everyone forget what had happened. Which didn’t seem likely to happen any time soon. 
 
    Even his brother and sister were acting weird. Narantse got big eyes when he came near her and ducked behind their mother for cover. She refused to come out or speak to him even when he asked her to. Ganbold couldn’t seem to find any words. All he could finally manage to say was, “Wow, little brother. Wow.” 
 
    His father bent and took hold of his shoulders. “For the times when I doubted you, for the times when I questioned the gods for sending me a son who was not a warrior, I am sorry. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    It was nice to hear, but it was hard to hear at the same time. He mumbled something in reply, hoping his father would take the hint and leave him alone. He didn’t want to be treated any differently, especially not by his own family. After a moment his father nodded, gave him one last pat on the back, then left him alone. 
 
    After he’d eaten, he turned to his mother, who had hovered near him every minute. “Ana, please.” He made a shooing gesture. She searched his face, then nodded. 
 
    “You know where to find me.” 
 
    Karliss went looking for his friends. He found them off at the fringe of the firelight, sitting on the ground. Batu was just finishing eating something. Hulagu was studying a cut in his arm. When they saw him their eyes got wide, and they jumped to their feet. 
 
    “You’re not going to do it too, are you?” Karliss asked, stopping in dismay. 
 
    “Do what?” Batu asked. “We’re not doing anything.” 
 
    “Be weird. Treat me like I grew another arm.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t do that,” Hulagu assured him. 
 
    “Really? You’re not going to treat me like I’m a freak now?” 
 
    Hulagu chuckled. “I always thought you were a freak.” 
 
    “Me too,” Batu added. “You’re the weirdest person ever.” 
 
    “I guess that will have to be enough,” Karliss said, sitting down. His friends sat back down too. “Everybody’s just…they’re all treating me so strangely. Even Henta. She was actually nice to me, and I think maybe she kind of apologized to me.” 
 
    “Henta?” Batu said. “I can’t believe it! I didn’t know she knew how to be nice.” 
 
    “You did do some pretty incredible stuff, you know,” Hulagu said. 
 
    “I saw you walk right through the tornado like it wasn’t even there,” Batu said in awe. “It was amazing. How’d you do that?” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard to explain. I sort of let the wind blow through me. It wasn’t a big thing, really.” 
 
    “Oh, well, when you put it that way it sounds so easy,” Hulagu said with a sarcastic smile. He slapped Batu on the shoulder. “It’s not a big thing, Batu. Probably even you could have done it.” 
 
    “No way,” Batu replied, missing the sarcasm completely. “And then the tornado picked you up, and you went spinning around and around in circles. It was crazy. I thought you were dead then for sure.” 
 
    “Me too,” Hulagu said, his smile fading, replaced by a serious look. “Did you do that on purpose?” 
 
    “I was afraid of stuff hitting me.” 
 
    “Also not a big thing I bet,” Hulagu said. “Honestly, I don’t know why everyone doesn’t do it. Oh yeah,” he said, slapping his forehead, “maybe because the rest of us aren’t the greatest tlacti ever like you are!” 
 
    Karliss sighed. “Can’t we talk about something else?” 
 
    “What else is there to talk about?” Batu said, wrinkling his brow. “I found a bunch of baby frogs down by the stream today, but that doesn’t seem very important next to this.” 
 
    “I miss hunting for frogs,” Karliss said. 
 
    Hulagu surprised him then by putting his arm around Karliss’ shoulders. “I’m sorry about…you know, Ihbarha. I guess it was hard.” 
 
    Karliss slumped. “It was horrible,” he whispered. “I feel like I’m never going to stop thinking about it. I keep thinking that there must have been a different way.” 
 
    “But there wasn’t,” Hulagu said. “You know that. Stop acting like there was.” 
 
    “Yeah, because then you’ll really go crazy,” Batu said. “And you’re so strong you’ll probably destroy the whole world.” 
 
    Karliss slumped even more. Though the night air was very still he could feel the wind blowing through him right then. He hadn’t spent the time yet rebuilding his inner barriers to keep it out, hadn’t even thought about it actually. The thought of going through all that again, of taking up the never ending struggle, made him feel exhausted. 
 
    “I’m afraid I will go crazy someday,” he said softly. “And who will stop me?” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Karliss felt numb the next morning when he woke up. It was like too much had hit him too fast and he simply couldn’t respond to it anymore. The images of the day before rolled ceaselessly through his mind, but he saw them from a distance and they seemed unreal, something that had happened to someone else. 
 
    His mind was filled with strange whispers that he knew to be the wind and as he lay there on his furs he made a first, tentative effort to block them out. But his efforts yielded nothing. He couldn’t focus long enough to even put the first stone into place. The stone simply dissolved and blew away like smoke. 
 
    Was what happened to Ihbarha his inevitable fate? Would he someday lose control and turn on his own people? And who would stop him when he did? 
 
    There was a scratching on the door flap of the yurt and Nergui’s voice. “Tlacti, please get up. I need to take your yurt down.” 
 
    Karliss sat up. He felt exhausted to the core. His neck hurt, and he had a headache. When he reached for his boots and tried to pull them on his hands didn’t seem to want to cooperate. They felt stiff and clumsy, awkward things made of clay that he could no longer remember how to use. He fumbled with his boots and managed to get them on after a moment, then he picked up his janu, wrapped it around his neck and opened the door flap. 
 
    “Good, you’re okay,” Nergui said. He eyed Karliss askance. “You are okay, aren’t you? You’re not going to…” He made a swirling motion in the air with his finger. “Or anything, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Karliss still felt very strange. He seemed to hear Nergui’s words from far away, and his own voice sounded hollow and scratchy. For a moment he wasn’t sure which language he was speaking in, the language of people or the language of the aranti. 
 
    “We’re moving camp,” Nergui said. “I don’t think anybody wants to stay here anymore. I know I don’t. There are bad spirits here.” 
 
    What if the bad spirits are me? Karliss wanted to ask. Maybe I should stay here too. 
 
    Nergui was looking at him, as if waiting for some kind of answer, and Karliss struggled to remember if he’d asked a question. Then he realized Nergui wanted to take down the yurt, but he couldn’t until Karliss packed up all his stuff. 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” he mumbled. Despite his mother’s efforts the day before, the yurt was still messy. Ritual components were strewn everywhere. He started gathering up things and simply shoving them into boxes, paying no attention to what went where. He closed up a couple of boxes and told Nergui he could take them and load them in the wagon. 
 
    He was stuffing things in another box when he realized he needed to keep some items out for the ritual he’d have to perform before they broke camp. The thought of performing a ritual right now filled him with a hollow dread, and he looked at his sleeping furs, wishing he could crawl back in them and hide from the day. 
 
    In a few minutes he’d packed everything up. He picked up what he needed for the ritual and carried it out of the yurt while Nergui continued loading the boxes. He blinked in the bright sunlight and looked around. The rest of the yurts were already down and loaded. Most of the wagons were in line, ready to roll out. How much time had people spent during the night to repair the damaged wagons so they’d be ready to go this early? 
 
    Two warriors were standing by his yurt, ready to take it down as soon as it was empty. They nodded to him and lowered their faces for a second, touching their foreheads in a gesture of respect. It made him feel weird to see them do that. He was still only a kid, wasn’t he? 
 
    Karliss walked to the terl’s wagon. The terl was holding his horse’s reins, talking to one of his warriors. He finished, and the man jumped on his horse and rode out. He turned to Karliss and looked him up and down. 
 
    “I realize this is difficult for you, having to move so soon after yesterday. But we need to leave this place and quickly. Are you okay? Can you manage the ritual?” 
 
    Karliss nodded, though the elk antler with the bells on it felt so heavy he could barely hang onto it, and the krysala around his neck felt like it was trying to drag him to his knees. Without a word he walked away from the wagon train and started the ritual. 
 
    He held up the elk antler and shook it. When he tried to call out the words of the ritual his voice came out as little more than a whisper. He fumbled through the next few steps, tossed the carved bone tiles on the ground, then knelt to study them. 
 
    A chill went through him. 
 
    Every one of them had landed face down. 
 
    He stared at them, wondering. What did it mean? Ihbarha had never mentioned this happening, and he’d seen nothing in the scrolls about it. Was it a good omen or a bad one? 
 
    He glanced over at the wagon train. Except for the few who were still loading last minute items in the wagons, they were all staring at him. Waiting for him. Counting on him. 
 
    He looked back at the tiles. He didn’t think this was a good sign. It seemed ominous to him for some reason. On a normal day he would say they should stay here and wait until the signs were better. But this was no normal day. Not after what happened yesterday. His people wanted to move. They wanted to get away from this place. He couldn’t make them stay another day. 
 
    Maybe this was actually a good sign. Maybe the gods were saying the clan was free to go any direction they wanted to this day. 
 
    Or maybe the gods had turned their backs on the clan and were now refusing to give them any direction at all. It was a frightening thought. 
 
    Karliss closed his eyes and retreated into his mind. He opened himself and listened, spreading his mind over a wide area. Maybe the wind would bring him something. 
 
    For a couple of minutes he heard nothing. Strange shapes drifted in his vision. There seemed to be no aranti in the area, which was an alarming thought. Then, at the very edge of his hearing came the breathless sounds of aranti at play. He focused on the sounds and determined that they were coming from the east. 
 
    To the east it was then. He opened his eyes, gathered up the tiles and stood. He told the terl they should head east and headed for his wagon. On the way he looked up and saw his mother and sister sitting in the family wagon, looking at him. He nodded and tried to smile, but wasn’t sure how well he succeeded. 
 
    He climbed up into his wagon. Nergui was already there, the reins in his hands. He grinned his gap-toothed smile. “Off to new pastures then!” 
 
    Karliss grunted a reply and sat down. He put his head in his hands. What did the upside down tiles mean? He wished he could ask Ihbarha or one of the other tlacti. Was he leading his people into trouble or away from it? Maybe it didn’t matter which way they went. Maybe the trouble would find them regardless. 
 
    The wagons started rolling. Karliss spent most of the day huddled on the bench, his eyes closed, trying to once again close himself off to the wind. It seemed hopeless. The wind blew through him with ease. Several times there were small gusts and he grabbed onto the bench with alarm, afraid that he would blow away like a leaf. It was better with his eyes closed, he discovered. When they were open he often saw things moving at the corner of his vision, things he didn’t really want to see. 
 
    By the end of the day Karliss felt worn out and desperate. He’d had no luck at all rebuilding his inner walls. All day the wind had come and gone as it pleased. Aranti raced through his mind, and there was nothing he could do to stop them. Finally, he’d simply given up and let them do what they wanted to. It was easier. They blew him this way and that, and he didn’t have to make any decisions. He didn’t have to think. He could let them think for him. 
 
    He opened his eyes when the terl called a halt. They were in a wide, shallow valley with a small lake in the middle. Around the edge of the lake was a fringe of reeds and thin, spindly trees. Karliss remembered this spot fondly. Lots of frogs lived in amongst the reeds, along with small, harmless water snakes. He was glad when the terl rode up to the wagon and asked him to determine if this was a good place to stop or not. 
 
    He climbed down out of the wagon and prepared the ritual. This time at least his voice had returned. He didn’t feel so weak and empty either. He knelt and chanted, then blew the horn in the four directions. The wind stayed calm. There were no bad omens that he could see or hear. On a whim, he untied the pouch holding the bone tiles from his belt and cast the tiles on the ground. 
 
    Once again they were all face down. 
 
    Karliss stared at them in surprise. What did it mean? Should they go to another spot? But it was getting late in the day and maybe he would only get the same answer no matter where they went. He closed his eyes and listened to the wind. There was nothing there but a babble of voices nattering on about nothing. The aranti seemed as cheerful as always. 
 
    He would take that as a good sign. At least there was nothing here that was upsetting the aranti. 
 
    He scooped up the tiles and returned them to their pouch. He looked at the terl and nodded. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    A couple of days later a warrior came to tell Karliss that the terl wanted to speak to him in his yurt. It was afternoon and the day was warm, so the door flap of the terl’s yurt was pinned open to let air in. The terl called out to Karliss to enter, and he stepped inside. 
 
    “Sit,” Dashin said. He had a small cup of achai before him and a bowl with roasted bull roots in it. He’d removed his hemp jacket and was wearing a sleeveless shirt underneath, a silk shirt bought from an Olarmi trader. The silk shirts were highly prized once the summer heat came. He offered Karliss the small stoppered jug that held the achai, but Karliss shook his head. 
 
    “Have you learned anything new about Kasai?” he asked Karliss. 
 
    Karliss hesitated, then said, “No.” 
 
    “You hesitated. Why?” 
 
    Karliss took a deep breath. “There is something else I haven’t tried yet, but I don’t know if it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I could ride a spirit and go looking for Kasai.” 
 
    The terl took a sip of his achai while he considered this. “Doesn’t it require several tlacti to do this?” 
 
    “It does,” Karliss admitted. 
 
    “But you think you can do it by yourself?” 
 
    “I think so. It might go wrong. I could be killed or…lost.” 
 
    Dashin thought about it for a minute, then asked, “Do you think Kasai caused what happened with Ihbarha? Could that have been his doing?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “But you don’t know.” 
 
    “There’s a lot I don’t know.” 
 
    “You said the spirits are afraid of Kasai. How will you make them take you to him?” 
 
    Karliss swallowed. He’d been thinking about this for days, but still it frightened him. “With the word of power.” 
 
    “Ihbarha told me once that the word was very difficult to use.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The terl leaned forward. He was gripping his cup tightly. “I can’t sit here blind and helpless anymore, wondering what will come next. First the lightning storm, then Ihbarha. Maybe these were coincidences, maybe they weren’t. I have to know. I have to protect my people.” 
 
    Karliss realized then that the terl was afraid. He’d never thought such a thing was possible. The terl had always seemed so calm and fearless. 
 
    “If anyone has the strength to do it alone, Karliss, it is you. What you did with the tornado Ihbarha summoned, it was beyond anything I have ever seen.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” Karliss said. 
 
    “I hope it’s enough.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That night Karliss waited until the camp was quiet, then he left his yurt and walked out into the darkness. The night was cool and he wore his coat, but he carried nothing with him except the krysala around his neck. 
 
    He reached the sentry line and heard the footsteps as two of them left their posts and followed him away from the camp. He walked for a long time, wanting to be far away from the sleeping camp. If something went wrong, he didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of him. If he was far enough away, they could at least flee. 
 
    When he judged he had gone far enough, he stopped and called out to the sentries following him, telling them he wanted to speak with them. Moments later two silhouettes appeared out of the darkness to stand before him. 
 
    “What I’m about to do is dangerous,” he told them. “Stay close and if…” He broke off, not quite sure how to say this. “If I start to do like Ihbarha did, don’t hesitate. Understand?” 
 
    “The terl already spoke to us,” one of them said. “We will do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “But we do not think we will need to,” the other said. “We believe you can do this. We have faith in you.” 
 
    Karliss swallowed. He wished the man wouldn’t have said that, but the words were out and there was no putting them back. He turned away and seated himself on the ground. He heard the two warriors take several steps back, and then the sound of them drawing their swords. 
 
    Karliss touched the krysala hanging around his neck. He didn’t need it for what he was about to do, but it felt reassuring to have it with him. It felt comfortably solid, something he could hold onto. He desperately needed something to hold onto. 
 
    He shifted to a better position, then whistled. 
 
    The aranti came eagerly. Karliss could dimly see it. 
 
    Play? 
 
    Take me to Kasai. 
 
    The aranti reacted instantly with dismay. No! We are frightened of Kasai! 
 
    Take me to Kasai, he repeated. 
 
    Kasai hurts us. Kasai trapped us in the Gur al Krin and still we are not all free. The aranti began to race in circles in agitation. Several others appeared. 
 
    Karliss had expected this response. He’d hoped that all he’d have to do was ask, but he was prepared. As prepared as he could be, anyway. He gathered his will and focused his intent, concentrating on his need to see Kasai, wherever he was. 
 
    “Ken-shai!” he said. He felt something ripple in the air around him. 
 
    No! the aranti cried. 
 
    The creature broke and tried to flee, but Karliss was ready for it. He dug in and held on and the creature was quickly pulled up short as if it were on a leash. 
 
    Let me go! it wailed. 
 
    Its misery hurt Karliss. He loved the aranti, their playfulness, their cheerfulness. He hated having to do this to one of them, but he had no choice. He stiffened his resolve. 
 
    Other aranti had gathered and they joined their cries to the one Karliss held with the word. Kasai frightens us! Don’t make us go there! they chorused. 
 
    Take me to Kasai. 
 
    Slowly, crying and pleading the whole way, the aranti was reeled back. Karliss opened himself and the aranti passed through him. As it did he grabbed hold of it. There was a tug inside, and he was pulled out of his body. All at once he was in the air, looking down at himself. Though the night was very dark, with no moon in the sky and some low clouds that blocked most of the starlight, he could see very clearly. It was as if everything was outlined with a glowing light. He could see the two sentries waiting behind him, weapons in hands, watching him closely. Despite their words, their faith in him, they were alert, prepared. He had no doubt they would do what had to be done. 
 
    He could see the faint silver line that ran from him down to his body. That was his lifeline. It was his anchor, all that tethered him to his earthly form. If it was broken, he would never find his body again. He would wander the ethereal world of the aranti forever. He wondered again, as he had a number of times before, how Ihbarha found his way back to his body. 
 
    Or perhaps it was never Ihbarha in there at all. Perhaps it was Kasai, using Ihbarha’s body as a weapon, strengthening his grip on it until he was strong enough to take control of it. At that unsettling thought his control slipped slightly at the aranti made a convulsive lunge for freedom. Karliss barely managed to keep his hold on it. 
 
    That was close. He had to stay focused. He couldn’t let any other thoughts intrude. 
 
    Take me to Kasai. 
 
    Reluctantly, the aranti he rode raced through the night sky to the southwest, still moaning and whimpering to itself. 
 
    The landscape flashed by beneath them. The speed was incredible. Despite his anxiety, Karliss felt exhilarated by the ride. For so long he’d been weighed down by his responsibilities and fears. It felt good to be up in the sky, free of them, even if it was only temporary. 
 
    They left the steppes and flew over a large mountain range with snow-capped peaks. The land on the far side of the range was steep and rugged, not like the gently rolling steppes. Thick forests covered most of the land, cut here and there by rivers. 
 
    The steep hills grew gentler and lower after a time. The forest began to break up, and big, open spaces appeared. Karliss saw clumps of houses here and there, what he guessed were towns, though he had never seen one before, only had them described to him. 
 
    Then, in the distance, he saw something incredible. It was a city. Sertithians living in the borderlands on the northeastern edges of the steppes sometimes raided into the lands of the Lechun. They told stories about the cities they encountered there, and so Karliss had heard of such places, but he’d never imagined, never been able to grasp what it would actually be like to see one. They’d seemed like impossible places, like the stories he’d heard of the sea. 
 
    High, stone walls surrounded the city. Within the walls were hundreds, maybe thousands of stone buildings, some taller than any hill he’d ever seen. The sheer scale of it all took his breath away. How many people must live in such a place? he wondered. His entire clan could enter the city and be instantly swallowed up. It was hard to fathom such a thing. What did they all eat? How did they feed their herds once they’d eaten all the grass nearby? 
 
    These people spent all their lives in one place, he realized. Such a thing seemed unimaginable to him. Stuck behind walls, never moving anyplace new, never seeing anything different. Didn’t it make them feel trapped? 
 
    Sensing his distraction, the aranti made another break for freedom. It bucked wildly and Karliss came very close to losing his grip on it. Then he focused his will and a few moments later had it under control once again. 
 
    Take me to Kasai. 
 
    With a despairing moan, the aranti flew towards the center of the city. 
 
    In the center of the city was a large, open area with no buildings except one. That building was a tower, soaring upwards for hundreds, maybe thousands, of feet. It was made of white stone, and it was so narrow it seemed impossible that it could stand, as if the first strong wind would blow it down. At its top it was flat, with four needle-like spires jutting up from the edges. 
 
    Standing on top of the tower was a tall, skeletally lean creature with skin as white as new snow. The creature was hairless, its skin as smooth as porcelain. Its arms were unnaturally long, stretching down almost to the ground. Its long fingers ended in claws. Its legs were oddly jointed, the knees bending backwards instead of forwards. It stood motionless with its head down, seemingly oblivious to his presence. 
 
    The aranti whimpered at the sight and tried once again to flee, but Karliss’ will was iron and though he felt fear at the sight of the white-skinned Guardian, his intent did not waver. He forced the aranti to circle closer, wanting to see Kasai’s face. He wanted to look on this thing that threatened his people. 
 
    All at once Kasai’s head snapped back. His mouth was a narrow, lipless gash, his nose nothing more than two vertical slits in the center of his face. At first Karliss thought he had no eyes. 
 
    But then a single, red-rimmed eye opened in the center of his forehead. 
 
    And fixed on Karliss. 
 
    Karliss gasped in terror. Though he was not in his body still it felt like the air was driven from his lungs. He couldn’t breathe. His vision narrowed down so that the red eye filled all of it. 
 
    I see you, Kasai rasped. 
 
    One long-fingered hand reached up toward Karliss. He could see each claw clearly. Kasai spoke a single word in a harsh, alien tongue and gray flames danced on his fingertips. 
 
    Karliss was choking. He was frozen in place, unable to think, to act, utterly overwhelmed by his fear. 
 
    The hand came closer. The flames grew larger. There was no escape. 
 
    With a squeal, the aranti broke and fled. Kasai snatched at it, but it was too quick. It raced away at full speed. 
 
    It was all Karliss could do to cling to the aranti. He didn’t try to direct it. He simply tried not to lose his hold. His mind was still filled with that single, red-rimmed eye. It filled his vision, staring into him. He lost all sense of time and place. 
 
    All at once he felt himself falling and then he was back in his body. The two sentries were holding onto his arms while he fought them ineffectually. It took him a minute to realize he was back in his body, that the aranti had brought him home. 
 
    “Is it you, Tlacti?” one of the men asked. “Speak to us!” 
 
    At first Karliss couldn’t. His terror still gripped him, and all he could do was fight them and make animal noises of fear. He saw them look at each other, saw that they were each holding their swords in their free hands and knew he was running out of time. 
 
    He pushed back against his fear and found his voice. “It’s me,” he gasped. “I’m back. I’m okay.” 
 
    They let go of him and helped him sit up. He sat there with his head down, knowing he was a long way from okay. He could feel the wariness of the two sentries and knew they were watching him closely. 
 
    He climbed to his feet and started the walk back to camp. The whole way his mind was filled by the eye. He saw it every time he blinked. He could feel it at his back, staring at him. The feeling was so strong that twice he whirled and looked behind him, sure that he would see it there. 
 
    But both times there was nothing there. Nothing except the two warriors, their swords still in their hands, watching him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    When he slept, Karliss dreamed about the eye of Kasai. He was running alone across the steppes and the eye filled the entire sky above him. It stared down at him, unblinking. He wanted desperately to hide from it, but there was nowhere to go, not a single rock or bush he could hide behind. Finally, he tripped and fell. He clawed at the ground with his bare hands, trying to dig a hole, anything to get away from the eye. 
 
    He awakened covered in sweat and more tired than when he’d gone to bed. He rubbed his eyes, and they felt full of sand. When he closed his eyes, he could see the eye, like an afterimage of the sun burned into his retinas. When he opened his eyes he could still feel its presence. He remembered what the aranti said the first time he questioned them about Kasai: 
 
    Once the Eye sees you, there is no getting away. 
 
    What had he done? Had he made a terrible mistake? 
 
    He rose and got dressed. Partway through, the feeling of being watched became so strong that he spun and looked behind him, certain he would see Kasai standing there in his yurt. 
 
    But there was nothing there. 
 
    He pressed his fingers into his eyes and there was the eye again. 
 
    How long would this last? How long until he went mad? 
 
    He opened the flap on his yurt and stepped outside. It was late morning. Two warriors were standing there, flanking the doorway. They looked at him warily, their hands near their weapons. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m okay,” Karliss told them, wondering if it was really true. He said, “I need to see the terl.” 
 
    One of the men gestured him forward and Karliss headed toward the terl’s yurt, followed by the two warriors. The terl was waiting for him. 
 
    “What did you learn?” he asked, as soon as Karliss was seated in his yurt. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss admitted. He described what he’d seen. He concluded with, “If he didn’t before, Kasai knows where we are now.” 
 
    Dashin’s jaw tightened. “Kasai followed you?” 
 
    “I think so.” He decided not to tell the terl about the eye he’d seen in his dreams, or how it felt like the eye was watching him at that very moment. 
 
    “At least we know who our enemy is now, and where he is. That is something.” Dashin scowled. “But it is not enough. I need some way to know if he moves against us. I need to know what he is capable of.” 
 
    “I cannot ride a spirit again,” Karliss said. “Not right away anyway. I’m too tired. I won’t be able to control it.” 
 
    The terl nodded. “You do not look well. Go. Rest. We will talk more about it later.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Come, Tlacti!” Nergui said urgently. “The child has been born. The parents are waiting for you.” 
 
    Nergui was fairly hopping from one foot to the other. For some reason, nothing got the man so excited as the birth of a new baby. When a mother got close to her time he tended to hang around her yurt, waiting for the moment when he heard the first cries and could run get the tlacti to perform the birth ritual. 
 
    It had been almost a full year since Karliss had taken over his duties as tlacti. This would be the sixth birth ritual Karliss had performed in that time. After the first chaotic weeks that seemed to be marked by daily dramas, life had settled down immeasurably. There’d been no sign of Kasai, and eventually Karliss’ feeling of being watched had faded away. There were no more lightning storms. Karliss had not gone crazy and attacked his own people. 
 
    Instead the rains had been reliable during the spring and summer and the herds and people who depended on them were well-fed, almost fat. The winter had been mild as well, though drier than it should have been. In only a few days the clan would begin the trek to the annual Gathering. 
 
    “They’re in there,” Nergui said, completely unnecessarily since there was no way Karliss wouldn’t know which yurt Melwa was having her baby in. Everyone knew. The clan was too small for anything else. Not at all like the city Karliss had seen the night he spied on Kasai. It still boggled his mind to think there were places where so many people lived so close together. There were times when he didn’t even think it was possible, more like some mad vision he’d had. 
 
    Melwa’s husband, Gurkhe, had heard them approaching and he threw back the door flap and motioned Karliss to enter the yurt. Inside, Karliss saw Melwa lying on her sleeping furs. Her face was red and she was sweaty, but she was smiling as she looked down on the child in her arms. 
 
    The midwife looked at Karliss. “It’s a girl,” she said, and continued gathering up the cloths and herbs she had used during the birth. “She’s healthy.” 
 
    Karliss walked over to the mother. This part still felt awkward to him. He felt like an intruder, coming into people’s homes so soon after such an important event, but it was custom and he knew it was expected of him. He took the baby and held her up. She cried at being taken away from her mother. Her face was red, her eyes squeezed tightly shut. 
 
    He closed his eyes and opened himself slightly to the wind, listening for the aranti’s reaction to the child. At first there was nothing, and he was about to hand the child back to her mother and tell them she was not wind-touched, but then he felt a breath of air on his cheek and the rising murmur of voices in the wind. The voices swirled around the baby, chattering their excitement, passing through her mind. 
 
    So she was wind-touched. This was a good thing, of course. The clan needed to know the line of tlacti would continue. But it also saddened him. To name her tlacti would be to alter her life forever. She would never have a family of her own, never know the joy of children or the warmth of a husband. The cold wind would be her family. She would be forever set apart from the rest of the clan, respected, maybe even revered, but never just one of them. 
 
    The thought came to him that he could seal the child off, make it so the aranti could not enter her mind. He’d never done it before, but he was pretty sure it was possible. During the last year he’d learned a great deal. It was easy for him now to block the aranti out of his own mind completely. He thought he could do it for another person and indeed one of the scrolls mentioned briefly several tlacti joining together to seal off one of their own who could no longer control the spirits as he grew old. 
 
    But he knew he could not do that. It was not his place to make those decisions for another, for his whole clan. He opened his eyes and handed the child back to her mother. Mother and father looked at him expectantly, a mix of hope and fear on their faces. 
 
    “She is wind-touched,” he said simply. 
 
    He saw them flinch, though they quickly hid it. “We are honored that our daughter has been chosen by the gods,” Gurkhe said. Melwa said nothing, only clutched the child closer to her as if the wind might right then try to take her baby away from her. 
 
    His duties there finished, Karliss left quickly, wanting to leave the couple alone to sort through the sudden changes in their lives. He walked aimlessly through the camp, having no real destination in mind, only wanting to move around and not think for a while. After a few minutes he found himself at the edge of the camp where the boys who were nearing manhood were training with weapons. There were ten of them and among them were his old friends Batu and Hulagu. Last summer the two boys had begun learning the ways of the warrior, as did all boys who reached the age of thirteen, with the exception of Karliss who was tlacti, and now they trained every day with bows, swords and spears. 
 
    When he walked up he saw Batu practicing with his spear against Otgon. Otgon was older than Batu by more than a year, and he had often tormented the younger boy, teasing him for his weight and pulling little pranks on him. 
 
    But this was not the same Batu. 
 
    When their training started, no one had been more surprised than Batu to discover that he had a natural aptitude for the spear. It was as if he’d been born with one in his hand. He wasn’t very good with a bow or a sword, but he could make a spear dance in his hands. Batu threw himself into the weapon, practicing with it for hours even after the boys were released from their training. The work paid off. He lost weight and put on muscle. He also grew taller. 
 
    As Karliss watched, Batu deftly blocked Otgon’s attack, twisted the spear and struck Otgon on the wrist, hard enough that Otgon dropped his own spear. Before Otgon could react, Batu dropped into a crouch, spun his spear and knocked the bigger boy’s feet out from under him. 
 
    Hulagu was watching them spar and he picked up Otgon’s spear and handed it to him. His friend had grown even more than Batu and now stood taller than many of the men. His frame had grown larger as well, his shoulders broadening, muscle filling in. He was going to be a formidable fighter someday and already led many of the training exercises over boys several years older. His only weakness, according to his teachers, was his innate gentleness. He simply couldn’t help himself. When he knocked another boy down while training, he quickly offered his hand to help him up. 
 
    Karliss wandered on, feeling even lonelier. He was struck by how different this year’s Gathering would be from the last. In one year everything had changed. There would be no pranks at this Gathering. Gone also were the long hours with his friends, wandering the sprawling camp, experiencing everything, no responsibilities other than having fun. His friends would be entered in various contests, testing themselves against the boys from the other clans. They would be taking their turns guarding the clan’s herds and caring for the horses. 
 
    As for Karliss, he would be meeting with the other tlacti, sharing news from the last year, preparing for the ritual of appeasement. Where did all the fun go? he wondered. 
 
    He wandered by his family’s yurt. His mother and father were standing outside, talking. They looked up as he approached. Karliss had grown and his father no longer seemed so tall as he once had. He looked older too, weighted down by the years. There were lines around his eyes and mouth that Karliss had never noticed before. His mother, too, had changed. There was gray in her hair now. Or had it always been there, but he’d been too self-absorbed to see it? The second possibility was as likely as the first. 
 
    His father nodded to him and his mother gave him a warm look. He could see in her eyes that she knew he was troubled about something. Once she would have gathered him up in a hug and asked him to tell her all about it. But now she did nothing. He was nearly fourteen and clan tlacti, no longer a child to be swept up in a hug. 
 
    He wished she would hug him. He felt lonely a great deal these days. There was an invisible wall around him always, a wall that the people of his clan would not breach. 
 
    As he so often did, he thought about Kasai. He’d spent the first few days after spying on Kasai in mortal fear, expecting that the clan would be attacked at any moment. His fear had eased as the days passed, and Kasai left his people alone, but it never went completely away. He knew Kasai was out there, somewhere. Most in the clan believed that Kasai had forgotten about them, that they were safe from his malice, but Karliss knew the creature would eventually attack them. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    He stayed as vigilant as he could. He rode the aranti regularly, patrolling the steppes, looking for signs of invasion, though he did not again venture onto Kasai’s territory. 
 
    He honed his skills too. Riding the aranti was easier for him now than riding a horse. He could direct tiny flows of wind with pinpoint precision, or call up a sizable tornado in moments. He’d also learned how to direct a controlled burst of wind that was strong enough to put a man down. When Kasai finally did attack, he intended to be ready. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Karliss was listening to the wind the next morning when he heard something that caught his attention. The aranti had found something that excited them. They were gathering around it, calling to each other. Then Karliss realized it wasn’t excitement in their voices, it was fear. 
 
    Karliss ran to find the terl. The terl was sitting outside his yurt, sharpening his sword. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked Karliss. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I have to go see. But you should prepare your warriors.” 
 
    The terl didn’t slow him down with further questions, only slid his sword into its sheath and began calling to his men. Karliss sat down on the spot, closed his eyes and whistled for the wind. 
 
    An aranti raced up almost immediately. Karliss lowered his inner barrier and as the creature raced into him he grabbed hold of it. A sudden jolt, a moment of disorientation, and he was out of his body and flying up into the air. 
 
    It was easy to turn the aranti toward the source of the excitement. It was curious and wanted to see too. 
 
    In a short while they were there and what Karliss saw made his heart grow cold. 
 
    There were about thirty of them, hulking warriors mounted on strange beasts that were taller than horses and thicker-bodied. The beasts looked something like giant wolves, but they were completely hairless. Their upper canines were huge and hung well down past their jaws. Their eyes were milky-white. 
 
    The warriors were men, or they had been at one time. Something had been done to them. They were grossly swollen with muscle, each of them large enough to dwarf even the largest Sertithian. They were bare-chested, wearing only leather breeches cut off at the knee. Their hair cut in a long topknot that was tied back with leather cords. Some carried tulwars, the curved blades patterned with scenes of horror and murder. Others carried huge maces with spiked heads. On their forearms they wore black metal vambraces. 
 
    Their skin had been painted completely white, torsos, arms, faces, giving them a ghostlike appearance. Around their necks hung necklaces of bones and they had gold rings piercing their bottom lips. Across the chest of each one was tattooed a row of staring red eyes that Karliss immediately recognized from his one glimpse of Kasai. 
 
    But what most drew his attention were the black smudges, like burn marks, that each warrior had on his forehead. Strange energies swirled around the marks. From the cries of the aranti he knew it was the mark of Kasai, laid on each man, binding him forever to his master. 
 
    They were heading straight for the clan’s camp at a lope. They would be there within an hour. 
 
    Karliss turned the aranti and raced back to camp. A few minutes later he was back in is body, blinking and trying to reorient himself. The transition was always difficult and his body never seemed quite his at first. 
 
    The terl helped him to his feet. He was dressed for war, his great bow on his back, his sword and a long dagger hanging from his belt. His horse was saddled, two quivers of arrows hanging from the saddle. All around waited the warriors of the clan, mounted and heavily armed. “What did you learn?” 
 
    Quickly Karliss told him what he’d seen. 
 
    “So Kasai moves against us at last,” the terl said. “Did you see any other enemies?” 
 
    “No, but I haven’t looked. I came straight back to tell you.” 
 
    “Go back into the sky, Tlacti. If there are other foes out there, find them for me.” 
 
    The terl leapt onto his horse and called to his warriors. With a clatter of hooves they galloped away from the camp. 
 
    Karliss looked around. The terl had left only a few warriors behind to guard the camp, but that didn’t mean they were defenseless. Though they didn’t train nearly as hard as the men, still the women practiced with the bow from a young age. All of them were now carrying their bows and quivers of arrows. There were also the boys, those who were training to be warriors, but had not yet advanced far enough. Among their number were Hulagu and Batu. All of them were armed and ready. 
 
    The wagons were still in the process of being pulled into a circle and in a few minutes the operation would be complete. That would give them a defensible perimeter. The wagons were large and heavy. No foe, even those as big as he had seen, would easily leap them or bull his way through them. 
 
    Karliss went to Hulagu and Batu. “I’m going to scout around,” he told them. “I need you two to keep an eye on my body while I’m gone.” 
 
    His two friends nodded. Hulagu looked grim and serious. Batu looked much more nervous, but he grasped his spear firmly and said, “You can count on us.” 
 
    Karliss sat down by the wheel of one of the wagons, closed his eyes and whistled for the wind. He grabbed onto the aranti that appeared and leapt into the sky. He took a last look back at his family and friends. The defensive perimeter they were forming enclosed much of the camp, though not all. Those who could fight were taking their places in the wagons, weapons ready. The very young and the very old were taking shelter inside the yurts that were within the defensive perimeter. 
 
    He flew after the warriors and caught up to them quickly. He soared higher until he could see the oncoming invaders. From the direction the terl was leading his warriors, Karliss could see that they were not going to immediately intercept the invaders, but would instead miss them by a quarter of a mile at least. He needed to redirect them, especially since he also saw that if the warriors hurried, they could catch the enemy as they were crossing a river and that would give them an advantage. 
 
    First, though, he drove his mount in a wide circle, scanning the ground below. There was no sign of other invading forces. Remembering what his father had said about finding bird footprints near where Long-striding Antelope Clan had been ambushed, he scanned the sky as well, but saw nothing approaching through the air. 
 
    He nudged his mount around and dove down near the terl. The problem was that he had no way of speaking directly with the terl. The only recourse he had was the wind itself. 
 
    He needed the terl to veer left, so he drove the aranti up against the right side of the terl’s horse and pushed. The terl ignored the hint, even when he tried again, pushing harder this time. 
 
    Racking his brain for ideas, Karliss thought of his father, who was riding right behind the terl. He began buffeting his father over and over, willing him to understand, even yelling at him, though he had no voice since he had no body. At first he didn’t think it would work, but then his father looked around as if finally realizing this was no normal wind. 
 
    Ganzorig spurred his horse up beside the terl. “We need to go left more I think!” he called out to him. Dashin looked at him questioningly. “It’s the wind. It keeps pushing me that way. I think our tlacti is behind it.” 
 
    The terl nodded in sudden understanding and veered to the left, the rest of the warriors following his lead. 
 
    That accomplished, Karliss began using the wind to push at the men from behind. After pushing on them for a minute his father called out again to the terl. “I think he wants us to go faster. There is a river up ahead. Maybe the enemy is approaching it. If we can catch them there…” He left the sentence unfinished. There was no need. The terl understood the significance of the river and the advantage it would give them. 
 
    That done, Karliss once again climbed skyward. He scanned the horizon in all directions, with his eyes as well as his hearing, looking for enemy forces that he’d missed before. But the steppes were empty as far as he could tell. All the aranti in the area were concentrated here, which meant there was nothing else going on nearby which drew their attention. But still it bothered him. Last time Kasai attacked a clan one of his men rode a large bird. Wouldn’t he do the same again? 
 
    The Sertithian warriors reached the river first. It was broad, a couple hundred paces across. Blocks of ice floated in it, freed by the late winter thaw. The ice would further hinder the invaders. There was a low rise this side of the river, where the river made a bend. At this point the river slowed. It would be a logical place for the invaders to cross. 
 
    The terl and his warriors waited behind the low rise, out of sight of the approaching enemy. He split them into two groups, leading one himself and giving command of the other to Ganzorig. Ganzorig trotted over to take up his position, his son, Ganbold, following him. This would be Ganbold’s first real battle. He’d participated in raids and helped in the defense of the camp against raiders from other clans, acquitting himself well, but never had he faced an enemy on a battlefield and certainly never an enemy like this one. Karliss could see that his brother was biting his lip, but other than that he showed no outward signs of fear. He would not break easily. None of them would. 
 
    Karliss lifted back up into the air and saw the enemy riding down the gentle slope that led to the riverbed. They looked even bigger and more frightening than before. In comparison the Sertithian fighters seemed small, almost frail. Was this a terrible mistake? Would they all be slaughtered, leaving the women and children defenseless? 
 
    He looked down at the terl, who had dismounted and was lying down at the crest of the rise his men were hidden behind, watching the oncoming enemy. It wasn’t yet too late. He could still call a retreat. They could make it back to the camp ahead of Kasai’s forces. 
 
    But the terl made no move to retreat. Instead, Karliss heard him say, “Now let’s see if they bleed and die like men.” 
 
    As the enemy soldiers entered the river, the terl ran back down the slope and jumped onto his horse. He waited a few beats, letting the enemy get well out into the river, then gave a battle cry and spurred his horse forward. 
 
    As one the Sertithian warriors raced forward, up over the rise and down the other side. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The Sertithians galloped down the slope in two solid waves, firing arrows as they went. The terl had timed it well and they hit the enemy soldiers right as the first of them were closing in on the near bank of the river. The Sertithians fought with a variety of weapons, including swords and spears, but their primary weapon was their bows. From the time they started training for war until they became too old to fight, every warrior practiced every day firing his bow from horseback. They could fire at a full gallop with deadly accuracy, having learned to time their shots for those moments when the galloping mounts’ four feet were all off the ground at once, so there was no impact of hoof to the ground to spoil their accuracy. 
 
    In addition, they could fire quickly, the next arrow already nocked before the first had yet reached its target. 
 
    The arrows raced out a deadly feathered hail and struck their targets. The leading invaders instantly sprouted coats of arrows. They were such big targets the Sertithians could hardly miss. 
 
    Kasai’s men were caught off guard by the attack. Those in the lead looked down at themselves, seemingly stunned by the sudden appearance of the arrows. The line wavered. And already the next flight was on its way. Karliss felt his heart ease. He had taken his own kin too lightly. None of the enemy would even make it out of the river alive. Or if they did, they would already be badly wounded. 
 
    But none of the enemies fell. 
 
    None of them fell! 
 
    The momentary waver passed and the bestial warriors came on as before, spurring their wolf mounts to greater speed. Some ripped out arrows as they came. The others simply ignored them. 
 
    When that happened it was the Sertithians who wavered. A ripple passed through their ranks as they confronted for the first time in their lives an enemy who shrugged off their most lethal attack. Arrows still flew and horses still charged forward, but they were hesitant now, unsure of themselves. Glances were thrown at their terl, looking for guidance. 
 
    The terl led them on without hesitation. Dashin reached the river’s edge right as the first of the bestial warriors emerged from it. This one was clearly their leader. A full head taller than the rest of them, his chest and shoulders bulged with muscle. His eyes blazed yellow. His bared teeth had been sharpened to points. Guiding his horse with his knees, the terl veered slightly to the left. He’d already slung his bow over his shoulder and drawn his blade, and as he came up on the brute he swung his sword at the man’s head. 
 
    The bestial warrior carried his mace in his left hand. He raised his right arm, taking the terl’s blow on his vambrace. There was a clang of metal on metal. As the terl’s blade glanced away, the bestial warrior leaned over and swung the mace. It was a huge weapon, the head a spiked metal ball nearly the size of the terl’s head. 
 
    Somehow the terl managed to bring his sword back around and deflect the worst of the blow, but he couldn’t stop all of it, and he couldn’t avoid it either, though he twisted in the saddle. The blow glanced off his shoulder and continued down, striking his horse on the hindquarters, hard enough that the animal staggered sideways and whinnied in pain. His arm dangling by his side, blood running from his shoulder, the terl had no choice but to wheel his horse away, barely getting away before the next blow came whistling through the air. 
 
    All along the line the Sertithian warriors were having the same problems. Two weren’t quick enough and went down, one struck in the head with a mace, the other cleaved nearly in two by a heavy tulwar. One was holding his own, managing to deflect his opponent’s attacks, his horse dancing beneath him, using its superior agility and mobility to help its rider. But then his foe’s mount joined the fight. The wolf-thing lunged forward suddenly, the huge jaws opening and clamping down on the horse’s neck. The horse squealed and fought to get away, but the creature pulled back and tore a huge chunk out of its neck. The horse staggered a few steps and then dropped to its knees in a pool of its own blood. Its rider rolled and came to his feet, sword in hand, just in time to be ridden down by another one of the hulking warriors. A final swing of the curved blade and the Sertithian went down. 
 
    Karliss circled overhead, frustrated by his helplessness. If only there was something he could do. He watched as Ganbold engaged one of the enemy. His brother stabbed with his sword and managed to pierce his foe’s side. But the wound seemed to have no effect on the man. The bestial warrior shrugged off the wound and swung a backhanded blow at Ganbold with his tulwar. He caught the young man on the side of the head with the flat of the blade. Ganbold’s head snapped back and blood flew. He slumped to the side and barely managed to keep his seat. Almost casually the bestial warrior drew his sword back for the blow that would finish the stunned youth. 
 
    Karliss acted from pure instinct. Using the wind, he scooped up a handful of loose muck and dead weeds from the churned ground beneath the enemy soldier. Instantly he flung the muck into the bestial warrior’s eyes, blinding him and throwing his attack off enough that he missed Ganbold. 
 
    A second later the man had wiped the stuff from his face and raised his blade once again, but the respite had given Ganbold the time to retreat to a safe distance. 
 
    Karliss realized that this was a battle the Sertithians would surely lose. They were faster and more nimble than the invaders, but the invaders were too strong and seemingly impervious to all their attacks. The terl must have realized this too, because only a moment later he shouted at them to retreat. One more Sertithian warrior fell, but the rest managed to disengage and gallop away. 
 
    The terl rallied his men on top of a low rise off to the side. Strangely, Kasai’s men did not pursue them, but instead headed once again straight for the distant camp, as if they knew exactly where it was and its destruction was their only purpose. 
 
    “They’re not here for us,” Ganzorig said. He was bleeding from a cut on his chest, but otherwise seemed unharmed. Blood ran from his sword, and he wiped it clean on his mount’s neck. 
 
    “They mean to destroy the camp,” the terl replied. His right arm still hung limp by his side and he held his sword in his left. “We’re going to make sure they don’t get there.” He looked over his men, his bearing straight and tall in the saddle, though his arm was surely broken and had to be hurting fiercely. 
 
    “We have two advantages on them. One is our speed and mobility. The other is these,” he said, touching one of the quivers that hung from his saddle. 
 
    “But the arrows don’t hurt them,” one of the warriors said. 
 
    “That’s because we’ve been aiming at the wrong place. We need to go for their eyes. Once they’re blind we can cut them down.” 
 
    “They are beasts, not men,” Ganzorig added. “We should hunt them as such. Isolate the stragglers, concentrate our force on a few at a time. Kill them quickly and move onto the next,” he said grimly. 
 
    The terl was nodding before he finished. “Ganzorig is right. We don’t have to kill them all at once. Break into squads of a half dozen men. Each squad will focus on one target at a time. Kill the beast quickly and move onto the next.” The riders wheeled their mounts and took off after the band of invaders. 
 
    They caught up to them quickly. The invaders were clearly confident in their strength. They rode in a loose group, spread out over a sizable area. There were no scouts ranging to the sides, watching for attack. The terl pointed to one of the bestial warriors, riding at the rear of the band. 
 
    “Ganzorig, take your squad and bring that beast down.” 
 
    Quickly he pointed out targets to the other squads. The squads rode off. Ganzorig and the warriors following him charged their target, who stopped and turned his mount to face them. The hulking man smiled as they came and hefted his weapon, confident in his strength. The lead attackers studded him and his mount with arrows as they charged at him. But at the last moment, instead of pressing home their attack with swords and spears, they wheeled their mounts and raced away, while behind them the second wave of warriors raced forward, fired arrows, then did the same. 
 
    The brute took the bait. He spurred his wolf mount and charged after the closest riders, his mace held up and ready. This was what the Sertithians were waiting for. Their mounts were exquisitely trained, responding instantly to the slightest pressure from their rider’s knees. They were steppe-born and -raised, tough, hardy horses, lean and agile, and next to them the enemy’s mount was slow and awkward. 
 
    The Sertithians easily avoided the bestial warrior’s blows, and their horses avoided his mount’s snapping teeth. They wheeled away from each attack, but never going so far that they seemed out of reach of the next blow. They darted in and out like wolves nipping at a bear’s flanks, their attacks doing little to harm him, but quickly drawing him away from the others in his band. 
 
    Once they had him peeled off from the rest, they attacked in earnest. 
 
    Ganzorig and his warriors pressed in from all sides, firing arrows, some aiming for his eyes, some aiming for the eyes of his mount. In heartbeats both man and mount had arrows sticking out of their eyes. The bestial warrior bellowed with pain and rage and swung wildly with his mace, but hit nothing. His mount snapped furiously, but caught only air. 
 
    The warriors closed in on him, switching from bows to swords and spears. One rider raced behind him, leaning low out of the saddle and slashing at one of the wolf mount’s hind legs, slicing neatly through the tendon. The wolf mount yelped and staggered. As it did, its head came up. The Sertithian who was racing past was ready. A swing with his sword and blood spouted from the creature’s neck. It took two more steps and collapsed. 
 
    Meanwhile, those warriors with spears used their superior reach to stay out of the range of their foe’s wild swings with the mace. When the bestial warrior’s mount went down they saw their chance and darted in, stabbing at his head and neck. One of the spears pierced an artery. Blood sprayed and as the bestial warrior tried to stop the flow of blood with his free hand, another warrior raced in and with a huge blow cut his head from his shoulders. 
 
    All across the battlefield other squads were doing the same thing. Two more of the invaders fell in quick succession. 
 
    The squads left their fallen prey and converged on new targets. Karliss felt a massive wave of relief. It was still going to be close. Who knew how many times they could repeat the same tactics before the enemy got smart and drew his forces together? Would they be able to finish them off before they reached the camp? Karliss shuddered to think what destruction and death such men could sow in a camp of women and children. But at least now the Sertithians had a chance. At least they could fight back. 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, Karliss heard the shrill cries of a number of aranti. He turned, seeking the source of their agitation and a moment later realized that it was coming from back by the camp. He realized then that what he’d feared was true: this was only a diversion. 
 
    The camp was being attacked. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Karliss drove the aranti as hard as he could back toward camp, terrified the whole way that he would arrive too late and find the camp in ruins, everyone dead or dying. To his great relief the camp was untouched when he arrived, people still crouched in and behind the wagons, scanning the horizon for sign of enemy. 
 
    He forced the aranti down into their midst, back to where Batu and Hulagu stood flanking his body. He slammed back into his body. He opened his eyes and rolled onto his side, trying to force his leaden limbs to respond more quickly. 
 
    “You’re back,” Batu said, helping him sit up. 
 
    “Something’s coming,” Karliss gasped, his words thick and nearly unintelligible. “We’re about to be attacked.” 
 
    His friends helped him to his feet, and Hulagu turned to the warrior in charge of the defense, yelling at him that they needed to be ready, they were about to be attacked. 
 
    “What is it? What’s about to attack us?” Batu asked, looking nervously around. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karliss said, the feeling gradually returning to his limbs. “But it’s bad.” The aranti were in an uproar, babbling mindlessly to each other. It was hard to think over the din, and he had to push them out to get some quiet. Their voices receded into the background. 
 
    Then one of the women up on the wagons pointed into the distance and cried, “What’s that?” 
 
    Everyone turned to look. Something was flying toward them from the south, growing larger by the moment. Arrows were nocked, and Batu hefted his spear. 
 
    In seconds it was on them, flying in low. It was a man, riding what looked like a crow, but the crow was huge, far larger than any normal bird could possibly be. Its eyes were pure white like the eyes of the wolf mounts. 
 
    The man riding on its back wore gray robes and had a hood pulled over his head. In his hand was an intricately carved staff that looked to be made out of bone. Gray flames danced on the head of the staff. 
 
    As he flew over them he pushed his hood back, and the Sertithians caught their first glimpse of his face. What they saw caused a gasp to go up from the defenders. Hands holding weapons wavered. No one fired arrows at the man, as if all were gripped by a strange paralysis. 
 
    The man’s head looked like a skull. It was so fleshless, his skin drawn so tight, that the bones underneath were clearly outlined. His skin was the color of burned leather. He had no lips, leaving his teeth bared. His nose was an empty hole. But it was his eyes that drew their gaze and caused the most fear. They were empty sockets, the leathery skin around them blackened by fire. In the depths of those empty sockets gray flames flickered and danced. 
 
    “Fire!” one of the warriors yelled. The paralysis broken, several dozen arrows flew skyward. 
 
    As they neared their target the gray-robed man raised his staff. A pulse came from it and the arrows caught fire mid-flight and burned instantly to ash that drifted away on the breeze. 
 
    The gray-robed man swooped low over the defenders and pointed the staff at one of the archers perched on top of a wagon. A tongue of gray flame lashed out and struck her. Instantly she was engulfed by fire. Her bow fell from her hand, and she screamed. She staggered two steps, came up against the side of the wagon and toppled over the edge. Her scream cut off before she hit the ground, and she lay motionless in a heap as the flames continued to consume her. Within moments there was nothing left but a pile of ash and some blackened, twisted scraps of bone. 
 
    In a flash, the gray-robed man struck again, bringing down one of the warriors left behind to defend the camp. 
 
    Karliss was clear across the defensive area enclosed by the wagons and the gray-robed man hadn’t seen him yet, but somehow he knew that the man was there specifically to find and kill him. This was the attack he’d so long feared. Kasai had not forgotten him at all, and now the Guardian meant to make sure that Karliss never troubled him again. 
 
    This time Karliss didn’t whistle for an aranti. He looked up, spotted an aranti overhead, and from his lips came the word of power. 
 
    “Ken-shai!” 
 
    The aranti obeyed instantly and dove toward him, compelled by the need and desperation in Karliss’ voice. Karliss grabbed on and drove his mount up into the air. 
 
    He saw the gray-robed man point the bone staff again. Flame shot from the end, but this time the warrior he pointed it at was quick enough to dive out of the way. Instead of burning the warrior, the wagon caught on fire and began to burn, giving off an odd, bluish smoke as it did so. 
 
    The gray-robed man shook his head as if in anger at missing and pointed the staff again. Karliss saw with horror that he was pointing the staff at Narantse. His little sister was standing in the doorway of their yurt, staring up at the man, frozen in horror. 
 
    When Karliss saw that he went a little crazy. There was no time to do anything so he simply drove the aranti hard at the enemy, ramming into the huge crow just as flames erupted from the end of the staff. 
 
    The gray-robed man’s shot went wild, hitting the yurt instead of Narantse. The bird he rode slewed sideways and it flapped its heavy wings, trying to right itself. He tried to bring the staff to bear on Karliss, but Karliss rammed the aranti into him repeatedly, keeping him off balance. Karliss kept his focus on the bird itself, which was ungainly and awkward. Once more he struck the bird, and then a bone snapped in one of its wings and it tumbled sideways, spiraling down toward the ground. 
 
    As the bird and its rider fell, the gray-robed man somehow managed to bring his staff around and point it at Karliss, staring right at him as if he could see him. Karliss couldn’t react in time to move out of the way or stop him. Gray flames shot out from the staff and struck him squarely. 
 
    Karliss felt no heat as the flames struck him, but the impact hit him like a hammer. He was knocked backward— 
 
    And lost his hold on the aranti. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The gray-robed man and his mount fell onto one of the wagons. The bird hit awkwardly and did not get up, but thrashed in place. The gray-robed man stood up, seemingly uninjured. More arrows flew at him, but he casually inscribed an arc in the air with the staff and a shimmering, barely visible shield of gray fire formed around him. The arrows struck the flaming shield and flared into ash. 
 
    Karliss floated in the air above. Without an aranti to carry him around, he could do nothing but watch helplessly. He could see his body off on the other side of the defensive perimeter, but he couldn’t get to it. He had no way to move. He couldn’t whistle for another aranti, and when he tried to use the word of power nothing happened. 
 
    The gray-robed man jumped down off the wagon. A warrior ran at him, sword drawn, but the gray-robed man blew on the flaming shield surrounding him and it flared up brighter. When the warrior struck it his sword caught on fire. The man stared, disbelieving, at his weapon, then threw it away as it got too hot to hold. He turned to flee, but the gray-robed man pointed his staff at him. Fire spouted, and the warrior went up in flames. He was already dead and blackened by the time he hit the ground. 
 
    The gray-robed man strode across the camp. Karliss could see himself slumped against a wagon wheel. His body was shielded from the gray-robed  man’s view by some yurts, but he was heading directly for it anyway. 
 
    Karliss cast about, searching for some way to move, to return to his body. He forced himself to calm down and think clearly. He stared at his body and willed himself back inside it, but nothing happened. He didn’t budge an inch. He could see the shining silver thread that connected him to his body, but he had no way to take hold of it or otherwise use it to pull himself back. There had to be something. He couldn’t just sit here and watch the man kill him and then everyone else he cared about. The warriors would hopefully return soon, but they wouldn’t be able to do anything against this enemy. Only Karliss could. He was the clan’s only hope. 
 
    He realized that Hulagu and Batu were no longer standing by his body and wondered where they had gone. Then he saw them. They were crouched behind a pair of yurts that the gray-robed  man would have to pass between to get to Karliss. Hulagu had a sword in his hand and Batu was holding his spear. Clearly they meant to jump out once the gray-robed  man passed and attack him. 
 
    No! Karliss cried soundlessly. Don’t do it! 
 
    There was nothing they could do. They would only be killed. He wished he could call a warning to them, and yet he knew that even if he could, it was unlikely they would stand down. They also had their duty to clan and family. Even if they were instantly killed, they could not stand by and do nothing while the enemy killed those they loved. 
 
    Desperately, Karliss tried to move, but still he could do nothing. He watched, horrified, as the gray-robed  man passed between the two yurts. He took two more steps, and then his two friends attacked. 
 
    Whether it was because the flaming shield was weaker in the rear or what Karliss couldn’t have said, but Batu’s spear passed through it, burning, but not turned to ash. The point drove into the gray-robed  man’s back, knocking him forward a step and bringing a howl of rage from him. 
 
    A heartbeat later Hulagu’s sword whistled through the air and struck the gray-robed  man on the shoulder. The gray-robed  man was already turning so the blow didn’t hit him squarely, but was instead a glancing blow. Still it cut into his flesh and something that wasn’t blood, that smoked and sizzled, seeped out of both wounds. An instant later the spear turned to ash. 
 
    The gray-robed  man whirled and struck blindly with his staff. Hulagu caught the swing on his sword, which already had flames flickering up and down its length. The sword shattered in a burst of light, and Hulagu was thrown backwards into the yurt behind him. It collapsed and he was lost in its folds. 
 
    His weapon gone, Batu was backing away, his eyes darting side to side looking for an escape. He spun and dove behind the other yurt just as the gray-robed  man let loose another bolt of gray flame from the staff. The yurt exploded into flame. 
 
    Karliss watched his two friends go down and something snapped inside him. Gone was the fear and desperation. He went utterly cold. Stillness descended on him, and suddenly he knew with complete clarity what he needed to do. 
 
    He looked at his body and felt himself inside it, picturing it vividly in his mind. As he did that he suddenly began moving at great speed toward it, the camp blurring around him. He slammed into his body with a mighty impact that left him reeling. 
 
    He lay there trying to blink his vision clear, trying to get his limbs to work, to get up so he could do something, but the world was spinning around him, and for several long, terrible seconds he could only thrash around helplessly. Then his vision cleared enough that he saw, less than a dozen paces away, the gray-robed  man come to a halt and raise the staff. 
 
    Adrenalin shot through Karliss and enough control came back into his limbs that he was able to twist and roll to the side. The bolt of gray flame missed by a hairsbreadth. The wagon went up in flames. 
 
    Karliss staggered to his feet. The gray-robed  man had come to a stop and was staring at him, something that might have been a smile on his lipless face. 
 
    “Die,” he croaked, and fired again. 
 
    But this time Karliss was ready. He snatched at the wind and threw up a sudden gust, putting everything he had into it. The gust blew up instantly, blocking the flames, knocking them back. They flickered and dissipated harmlessly. The gray-robed man fired again and again Karliss shielded himself with a powerful gust of wind. 
 
    Then the gray-robed  man shifted tactics. He lifted the staff and slammed the butt of it into the ground. Karliss felt something coming and reacted without thinking, this time shaping the air into a small tornado that was centered around his body. 
 
    A fraction of a second later gray flames erupted from the ground in a circle around him, but the tornado held them back. They burned for several long seconds and then went out. The gray-robed man for the first time didn’t seem so confident. He hesitated before attacking again, and Karliss seized his chance. 
 
    “Now it’s my turn,” he whispered. 
 
    Dropping the tornado, he threw out a short, sharp burst of compressed air, aiming it at the gray-robed man’s midsection. The burst of air struck the gray-robed  man with the force of a boulder crashing downhill. There was an audible crack as ribs broke and he was thrown backwards. 
 
    The gray-robed  man lay there on the ground unmoving, and Karliss began to limp toward him. Had that done it? Was his foe defeated already? 
 
    A movement from within the collapsed yurt drew Karliss’ attention, and he looked over to see Hulagu rising up from the wreckage of the yurt. He was limping badly, and there was blood on his face. “Karliss, look out!” he yelled, pointing. 
 
    Karliss shifted his attention back to the gray-robed  man, too late to fully protect himself. The bolt of gray fire slammed into him. He had only time to throw up enough of a barrier to keep himself from being burned to a crisp, but not enough to shield him from the impact. He was thrown backward and slammed hard into the side of the burning wagon behind him. He fell to his knees, the air knocked from his lungs. 
 
    He looked up, barely conscious, aware that blood was running from his mouth, as the gray-robed  man stalked forward. There was no mistaking the triumph on his foe’s face now. 
 
    Karliss tried to gather the strength for one last defense as the gray-robed  man came to a halt a few feet away and raised his staff. “The master will be pleased,” he hissed. 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, Batu rose up behind the gray-robed  man. He’d picked up another spear somewhere, and as the gray-robed  man pointed his staff at Karliss, Batu raised the spear, and drove it into the man’s back with all his strength. 
 
    The man screamed and pitched forward. He looked down disbelievingly at the spear protruding from his chest. He grabbed it with one hand, light flared, and the spear crumbled into ash. He turned on Batu, who was backing away, his hands held up helplessly before him. 
 
    “Karliss!” Batu yelled. “I need some help here!” 
 
    The gray-robed  man raised his staff and pointed it at Batu. 
 
    But Batu had bought Karliss the time he needed. He raised the krysala up to his mouth and blew through it. 
 
    There was a loud boom and an instant later a huge shockwave struck the gray-robed  man. He was lifted off his feet and flung clear across the defensive perimeter, striking a wagon on the far side hard enough that several of its thick side timbers broke. While he lay there, twitching feebly, two warriors ran forward. He’d lost his staff, and the shielding flames were gone. He held up one arm, but it did no good. They hacked at him until nothing was left but pieces. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Karliss stood up. It wasn’t easy. He hurt everywhere. His face felt like he’d been standing too close to a bonfire, the skin burned and sore. He glanced down at the krysala. What gave him the idea to do that? he wondered. 
 
    Around the camp people were emerging, shock on their faces. Batu came walking up. He was slapping at his still-smoking clothes and smiling. 
 
    “Wow,” he said. “Wow. I never saw anything like that before.” 
 
    “That might be the dumbest thing you’ve ever said,” Hulagu said, limping up. He was using a piece of wood as a crutch and wincing. “No one has ever seen anything like that before.” 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” Karliss said to Batu. “I saw the flames and I thought…” 
 
    “Not even close,” Batu said. Quite a bit of his hair had been singed away and his eyebrows were completely gone. His face was bright red. 
 
    “Without you two I’d be dead,” Karliss said. “Maybe we’d all be dead.” 
 
    “All we did was buy you some time,” Hulagu said. “You did all the hard work.” They all turned and looked across the defensive perimeter at the remains of the gray-robed  man. 
 
    “Was that Kasai?” Batu asked. 
 
    “No,” Karliss replied, “but he was sent by Kasai.” 
 
    “He was here to kill you,” Hulagu said. “He headed straight for you.” 
 
    “I know.” Karliss knew it was because he had spied on Kasai. The Guardian saw him as a threat. That meant more attacks would come. 
 
    Munkhe came running up then, Narantse at her heels. “Thank the gods you’re all right!” she exclaimed when she saw Karliss. She grabbed him in a big hug and squeezed him tightly. “I was afraid you were dead.” 
 
    Karliss tried to pull away. People were watching. It got even worse when Narantse arrived and threw her arms around him too. “I’m the tlacti now, Ana,” he said. “You shouldn’t—” 
 
    “Hush. You were my son before you were tlacti. You’ll always be my son first. I’m just glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Karliss submitted to the hugs then. By the time the two of them let him go a number of other people had gathered around. They were looking at him in awe. Karliss didn’t like the feeling. He remembered the staff the gray-robed  man was holding and he walked over to find it. The people parted as he approached them and let him through wordlessly, though he felt a couple brush him with their fingertips as he went by, and that heightened his discomfort. 
 
    The staff was lying on the ground where the gray-robed  man dropped it when Karliss hit him with the shockwave. He crouched down next to it. It was definitely made of bone. Carved all along its length were tortured faces, mouths opened in silent screams. The flame at the end of it had gone out. 
 
    He considered picking it up, but decided against it. Who knew what power still lay within it? He stood and walked across the perimeter to the body of the gray-robed  man. He had been hacked nearly to pieces. The whole side of the wagon was stove in. Had he been a normal man once, before Kasai turned him into this? 
 
    Karliss heard hoofbeats and looked up to see the clan’s warriors returning. Their numbers were diminished. He saw at least four riderless horses and his heart sagged inside him. At least four more men who would not come back to their families, on top of the people who had died here in the gray-robed  man’s attacks. All of them his fault because he drew Kasai’s attention to the clan. 
 
    Several of the warriors worked together and dragged one of the wagons out of the circle to allow those returning entry. The terl rode into the camp and stopped beside Karliss, who was still standing beside the remains of the gray-robed  man. He looked around the camp, noting the destruction, the body of the dead bird. Then he looked back down at Karliss. 
 
    “The rest of them suddenly fled. Probably when you killed this one.” He didn’t ask if Karliss had killed him. He simply assumed. Karliss did not reply. 
 
    “It looks like you got here in time,” the terl said. 
 
    Karliss spoke for the first time. “This is my fault.” 
 
    The terl dismounted. There was blood spattered on him, and his right arm still hung uselessly. His horse had a deep gash in one shoulder and was covered in sweat. “How?” 
 
    “Kasai sent them to kill me.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    Karliss nodded. “Kasai saw me.” He forced himself to look up and meet the terl’s gaze. “He won’t stop until I’m dead.” 
 
    “From the looks of it, that might not be so easy to do.” 
 
    The next words were difficult, but he had to say them. “I have to leave. Everyone is in danger as long as I’m here.” He waited, his heart in his throat, for the terl’s response, but what the terl did next surprised him. 
 
    The terl began laughing. It was a humorless laugh, but a laugh nonetheless. “You are tlacti for Spotted Elk Clan. You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “But Kasai will send more.” 
 
    “And we will fight them.” The terl looked around. Most of the warriors were close enough to hear what was passing between them and many of the other people were gathered nearby as well. “Won’t we?” he asked them. 
 
    Their answer was immediate and strong. The terl turned back to Karliss. 
 
    “We are family. We take care of each other. Do you understand?” 
 
    Karliss nodded, not sure he could speak. 
 
    “Then I will hear no more talk about leaving. Go, take your rest. You look in need of it. Tonight we will celebrate our victory and mourn our dead. You will be there in the place of honor.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen: Fen 
 
      
 
    It was late in the day and a light rain was falling when Fen heard the soft cry. 
 
    He was taking a walk by himself through the city—as he sometimes did after the evening meal, when his duties for the day were finished—but somewhere along the way he’d taken a wrong turn and now found himself at the end of a dead end street. The cry came from a small home tucked in between two much larger buildings. Fen stopped, listening. There it was again. It sounded like a woman pleading. He walked closer, his hand going to his sword hilt. After almost four years of wearing a sword nearly every waking moment, the motion was completely automatic. 
 
    He could hear her voice now, just barely loud enough to tell what she was saying. 
 
    “No, don’t hurt my daughter,” the woman wailed. “I don’t know where he is, I swear. I’d tell you if I did. Let her go, please!” 
 
    Fen didn’t wait to hear any more. He’d joined the army and learned to be a soldier to protect women and children, no matter the cost to himself. He drew his sword and kicked in the door. 
 
    He found himself in a small, dimly-lit room. There was a rough table, two chairs and a tiny fireplace. One of the chairs had been kicked over. 
 
    In the other chair was a young woman. She was tied to the chair, her hands bound behind her back. Tears streaked her face. 
 
    There were two men in the room. One was looming over the young woman, holding an axe. The other one was holding a child about eight. He had her hair gripped in one fist and was using it to pull her head back, exposing her throat. His other hand held a knife to her throat. 
 
    The men looked up, startled, when the door banged open and Fen charged in. The one holding the child reacted first. He was a short, wiry man with a narrow face and yellow teeth. He backed away, clutching the child to him, and pressing the knife hard against her throat. The child cried out as the blade drew blood. 
 
    “One more step and she bleeds out,” he growled. 
 
    Fen froze. All his training, all his skill, but there wasn’t anything he could do fast enough to stop the man from cutting the child’s throat. He stood there helplessly, the sword poised in front of him. Anger and fear rose up within him. Anger at men who would threaten a helpless mother and her child. And fear that he wouldn’t be able to save them. 
 
    “You walked in on the wrong problem, soldier,” the other man, the one looming over the mother, said. He was taller than his companion, with a bushy beard and a pock-marked face. His eyes flicked to a spot over Fen’s shoulder. 
 
    Fen spun as the man who’d been hidden behind the door stepped forward. He was huge, more like a bear than a man, and the club he was holding looked to be the size of a small tree. Fen twisted and threw himself to the side as the club whistled down at his head, but he wasn’t fast enough and it struck him hard behind the ear. Lights exploded in his vision and he went down in a heap. 
 
    Fighting to hold onto consciousness, Fen heard the pock-marked man say, “What do you know? It’s one of the Fist’s elite soldiers. Guess you ain’t all that elite, eh, boy?” 
 
    “How do you know he’s one of them?” the short, wiry man asked. 
 
    “It’s sewn on his surcoat right there, the little badge they all get.” 
 
    The big man walked up to Fen. Through the waves of blackness Fen could see his boots. They had holes in them and rough pieces of twine holding them together. 
 
    “Want I should brain him now?” the big man boomed. 
 
    “Soon enough,” the pock-marked one said. “But get that door first. We don’t need any more unexpected company.” 
 
    “I don’t know where Tomma is,” the young woman wailed. “I swear I haven’t seen him in months. He stopped coming home last winter.” 
 
    “Funny thing is, I almost believe you,” the pock-marked man said. “I know Tomma and he ain’t what you’d call the fatherly type. It’d be like him to skip out on his family. Thing is, the man I work for, he ain’t as trusting as I am. He’d want me to be sure. That means I gotta let Len cut on your daughter some, probably even kill her. I wouldn’t want the big man to think I wasn’t trying to recover his stolen coin.” 
 
    The young woman started to cry and struggle when he said this, and he slapped her a couple of times on the side of the head. At the same time, the big man slammed the door shut. Fen could hear his footsteps as he walked back over to Fen to finish him off. 
 
    “I can’t stand the shrieking,” the pock-marked man said. “Cut the brat’s throat already, Len, and let’s get out of here. Finish off the soldier boy, Flip.” 
 
    Lying there, trying to will his muscles to move, knowing he had only seconds to live at most, something happened. Something that hadn’t happened in over a year. Something that he’d begun to hope would never happen again. 
 
    There was a sense of strange energies awakening inside him. Pressure built inside Fen’s skull, growing stronger with frightening speed. At the same time he felt terribly hot, as if a fire burned inside him. 
 
    Always, Fen fought to stay in control. More than anything he wanted to keep those strange energies hidden, suppressed. But now he let them come. He let them come and he welcomed them. 
 
    As the strange energies within him awakened, there was an answering call from deep within the earth. The floor beneath him began to vibrate as power similar to what lay inside him—but much, much vaster—began rising fast. The two met and the pressure inside his skull released suddenly in a flood, causing him to cry out in pain. 
 
    The ground underneath the small house heaved and buckled in a sudden earthquake. There was a loud cracking noise and a long crack appeared in the floor. A wave of power—fiery hot and burning like lava—rushed up from the ground and into Fen. The blackness in his vision instantly vanished. Pain and doubt vanished. In their place was a hard, crystal clarity and a deep, black rage. 
 
    When the ground shook, Len lost his footing and let go of the child. The pock-marked man staggered backward. The only one who kept his footing was Flip. He rocked slightly, but it didn’t interfere with his swing. Fen saw the club descending, coming for his head. Oddly, he noticed little details too, like the way the man had the tip of his tongue sticking out to the side, as if it was helping him concentrate. 
 
    Right before the club struck him, Fen’s hand shot up and intercepted it. The force of the blow was such that his hand should have broken in multiple places, probably even the bones in his forearm as well. But instead the club smacked into his open hand and his fingers closed on it, locking it down. His arm barely moved. 
 
    Flip’s brow furrowed as he grappled with this seemingly impossible thing that had just happened. Surprise turned to consternation when he tried to pull the club out of Fen’s grasp, but couldn’t budge it. 
 
    Fen ripped the club from his hand, sitting up as he did so. He swung the club from a sitting position, his rage pouring into the swing. 
 
    The club struck the big man square in the side of the knee. There was a loud crack and the bones in his leg shattered. The club broke in half from the force of the impact. Flip howled and crashed to the floor. 
 
    Fen got to his feet just as Len regained his hold on the child. She twisted and scratched him on the arm and he hissed at the pain, but didn’t let go. He drew the knife back to stab her— 
 
    Fen launched himself at Len. He still had the stump of the club in his hand and he swung it at Len’s knife hand as Len stabbed at the child. The club hit his hand before his knife could find its target. Fingers broke and the knife skittered off across the room. Letting go of the girl, Len cradled his mangled hand to his chest, moaning. 
 
    Fen dropped the broken club and grabbed Len by the neck with one hand. In the same motion he lifted him and slammed him against the wall, hard enough that several of his ribs cracked. Still in the grip of his berserk rage, he slammed the man twice more against the wall, then dropped his limp body and turned to the pock-marked man. 
 
    The pock-marked man was staring at him with wild eyes, not believing what he’d just seen. He had his axe to the woman’s throat. 
 
    “Stop right there!” he yelled in a quavering voice. “I’ll cut her if you come one step closer!” 
 
    But Fen was beyond reason. With an inarticulate roar he charged the man. The man yelped and swung the axe at him. Fen threw up his forearm. The axe struck his arm and bounced off without leaving so much as a scratch. 
 
    “What are you?” the man screamed, a split second before Fen’s fist smashed into his face. The man’s head snapped back. There was a crack as his neck broke and he was flung backwards across the room. 
 
    Fen stood there, his chest heaving. The surge of raw power that had flooded him began to abate, and in its aftermath he found himself trembling all over. He looked down at his hands and was surprised to see that they still looked like his hands. For a minute they’d belonged to someone else. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt us,” the woman pleaded. 
 
    Fen looked at her. There were tears in her eyes and her face was pale. Her child ran to her and threw her arms around her mother’s neck, crying loudly. 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone what we saw, I swear,” she said. 
 
    “I’m…not going to hurt you,” Fen said. Her words bore into him like red hot skewers. How could she think that he would hurt her? “I’m here to save you.” 
 
    He drew the dagger from his belt. She paled further and shrank back on the chair. The child cried harder. 
 
    “I only want to cut you free,” he said. 
 
    The bonds cut easily and a few moments later the woman was free. She jumped to her feet and scooped up the child. The child in her arms, she backed away from him, watching him with wide eyes. 
 
    Fen looked at the destruction around him and suddenly realized why she was so afraid of him. Two men were down and not moving. The pock-marked man’s head was twisted at an odd angle. The wiry man’s head and chest were covered in blood and a broken rib was protruding from his chest. The big man was crawling out the door, one leg dragging limp and useless behind him. 
 
    And there was a crack in the dirt floor of the home. Almost a foot wide in places, it stretched across the floor and under the wall at the back of the house. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fen said. “I lost control.” Already he was inwardly cursing himself. 
 
    “Let me help clean this up.” He grabbed the wiry man by the ankles and dragged him out into the street, trying not to look at the bloody streak that the man left behind. He dragged the pock-marked man outside as well and then turned back to the house right as the door slammed shut. 
 
    Fen stood there, stunned. He’d meant only to help, and yet she was clearly as afraid of him as she was of her attackers. Maybe even more so. What must he look like to her? 
 
    He walked over to the door. “Please don’t tell anyone what you saw,” he said through the door. 
 
    “Just go away and leave us be!” the woman cried out fearfully. 
 
    Feeling sick inside, Fen turned away and walked down the dimly-lit street. He hated this strange ability he had. The struggle to keep it hidden, to make sure no one found out his secret, was creating more and more stress in his life. He had to be so careful all the time. He’d learned that his abilities surfaced whenever he lost control of his emotions, and so he was careful to always keep his emotions in check. It was becoming an unbearable burden, one he didn’t know how much longer he could shoulder. 
 
    Then, when finally his ability did some good, all he got in response was fear. It hurt. And it served to reinforce one glaringly obvious truth: he must never let anyone learn his secret. He risked losing everything if that happened. Everything he’d worked so hard for, it could all go up in smoke. He was seventeen now, with nearly four years of training to be a soldier under his belt. He’d recently been promoted to lieutenant. Everything was going so well. 
 
    And it could all disappear in a heartbeat. 
 
    He touched his forearm where the axe had struck and wasn’t surprised to find several shards of stone partially embedded in his flesh. He worked them free—there was no wound left behind, no blood or soreness—and tossed them aside. He ran his fingers through his hair and discovered more pieces in his skull where the club had struck him. Some of the pieces were fairly large, one practically the size of his palm. He peered at it for a second—it was reddish brown like the others—before throwing it away as well. 
 
    He didn’t just fear being found out, either. He feared who he became when the power entered him, the way all his rage seemed to focus on whoever was his enemy at the moment, how it made him lust to hurt them. What if one day that power was turned on someone he cared about? What if while in the grip of his rage he hurt Ravin? He would never be able to forgive himself. 
 
    He came to a realization then. He had to learn more about his affliction, no matter what it took. He’d spent a lot of time thinking about it, and he remembered how concerned his mother was that he never lose control. She was always telling him to keep his temper, to never lash out at others. He remembered also how whenever he pitched a fit or threw a tantrum, she would examine him afterwards as if looking for a wound, even going so far as to search through his hair. 
 
    She must have been afraid even then that his affliction would show itself. Which to Fen’s thinking meant his father must have had the same problem. Likely it was what had killed him, which was why his mother would never talk about his father’s death with him. 
 
    If he wanted to learn more about his affliction, he needed to find someone who’d known his father. Maybe Elace, the old woman who was their neighbor when he was a kid, could tell him something. He wondered if she was still alive. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “There you are, Fen,” Cowley said when Fen walked into the barracks. “We’re looking for another sucker, I mean, another player for the card game. How about it? Feel like losing your pay?” 
 
    Cowley, Gage and Noah were sitting on stools around a small, rough table, cards out before them and a number of coins glittering in the lamp light. The wood-burning stove was lit, the flames driving back the chill of early spring. Lukas was lying on his cot nearby, trying to learn how to play a small, wooden flute he’d bought several weeks before. He sounded no better than the first time he’d picked it up and amongst the other soldiers most bets were he’d never figure it out. 
 
    The brothers, Wallice and Eben, were at the far end of the barracks, taking turns throwing knives against the wall. They were both ridiculously good at knife throwing. Fen was lucky if one throw in twenty of his stuck, whereas nearly all their throws stuck and they were accurate as well. 
 
    Strout was lying on his bed, puzzling over a slate tablet he was holding in his hand. He wanted to be an officer someday and since officers had to be able to read, he was trying to learn. Fen had written some practice words for him on the slate. 
 
    “I don’t really feel like playing,” Fen said. “I think I’m going to lie down. 
 
    “He’s just afraid to lose his coin,” Noah said. “He knows he can’t play cards no better than a child.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Cowley said, drawing a card and discarding a different one. “Anyone can beat you at cards, Noah. It’s like taking a bone from a puppy.” Noah shot him a rude gesture and Cowley grinned at him. “He’s not playing because he’s sad. He’s hasn’t seen Ravin all day and he can’t bear it. That’s it, isn’t, Fen?” He added a copper penny to the pot. 
 
    “Sure, that’s it,” Fen said, not wanting to get caught up in arguing with Cowley. Cowley loved to argue and it’d go nowhere. Fen would only end up being frustrated. 
 
    The truth was that he and Ravin had plans for the evening, and he was wishing there was some way to get out of them. He needed time to think, to come to grips with what had happened. Once she saw he was upset, she would want him to tell her what was wrong. Which he couldn’t do. And that caused problems, as it always did. 
 
    Cowley looked up at Fen as he maneuvered around the table and its occupants, trying to get to his cot. Cowley’s smile disappeared and a worried look crossed his face. 
 
    “What happened, Fen? Were you attacked?” 
 
    The other two looked up from the game then and Gage said, “Is that blood yours?” 
 
    Noah was on his feet, his chin thrust forward belligerently. “Who did it? We’ll take care of them.” 
 
    Fen looked down in dismay. He’d been so lost in his thoughts that he’d forgotten that he might have others’ blood on him. Blood was splashed across the front of his surcoat. More had dried on his hands. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said quickly. About five more seconds and they’d all be out the door hunting down his attackers. Strout and Lukas had both sat up and even the brothers had stopped throwing knives and had picked up their swords. One thing Wolfpack squad did, they stuck together. “I took care of them already.” He thought about the two men he’d killed and a wave of nausea passed over him. They’d deserved what happened to them, of course, but that didn’t make him feel good about it. It was Flint’s belief, often stated by the old sergeant, that a soldier should always feel bad about killing. Once he stopped feeling bad about it, that was when it was time to worry. 
 
    “Of course you did,” Noah said, sitting back down. “I knew that. You’re Wolfpack squad. No sewer rats can take one of us down.” 
 
    “What happened?” Lukas wanted to know. Lukas had probably changed the most of all of them. The pudgy, moon-faced little boy was gone, replaced by a serious-looking young man with thick brown curls. The baby fat he’d carried when they started was all muscle now. He was a deliberate, methodical fighter, not the flashiest among them, but rarely did he make mistakes. 
 
    “Easy, Lukas,” Cowley said. “Give the man a chance to breathe before you go pestering him with your questions.” He turned to Fen. “What happened? Tell us everything. Don’t leave any of it out.” 
 
    Fen did some quick thinking. How much could he give away without giving away too much? “It was nothing. They were only thieves. They had hold of a young woman, must have caught her while she was trying to get home. There was no city watch around so I stepped in. One of them decided to fight.” He shrugged. “I took care of him.” 
 
    “Listen to him!” Cowley crowed. “He saves a fair damsel in distress and waves it off. It was nothing, he says. Can you believe this guy?” 
 
    “Was she pretty?” Lukas asked. Of all of them, he seemed to have women on his brain the most. Whenever they went down into the city he seemed determined to look at every one of them, his head swiveling constantly. Only last week he ran into a post because he was looking at a young woman and not watching where he was going. 
 
    “Why do you get all the luck?” Noah complained. “I go into the city all the time and I never get to rescue a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “I never said she was beautiful,” Fen said hastily, hoping to derail this before it got out of hand. “I couldn’t really see what she looked like. The light was bad and she was, you know, crying a lot.” 
 
    “You didn’t get a better look when you escorted her home?” Lukas asked, dismayed. 
 
    “A little. But it wasn’t like I stared at her the whole way,” Fen said, becoming annoyed. “Did I mention that she was crying?” 
 
    “You did escort her home, didn’t you?” Gage asked, looking worried. “You didn’t leave her out there defenseless, did you?” Gage still had his gap-toothed grin and he was still the first to try and smoothe things over when tensions boiled over and fights started—which they did fairly frequently. There was a gentleness to him that belied his burgeoning skills. 
 
    “Yes, of course I escorted her home. Can we stop talking about this? I’m telling you, it was nothing.” 
 
    Noah and Lukas continued to pester him about details, but Fen noticed that Cowley was uncharacteristically quiet. His friend was looking at him pensively. It worried Fen. Of all of them, Cowley was the one who’d come closest to finding out his secret. Despite all his loud talk and constant braggadocio, Cowley had a sharp mind. He didn’t miss details, and he had a way of putting things together from only a few facts. 
 
    Fen made his way to his cot and ignored the others until they finally gave up and went back to what they were doing. Lukas and Noah started arguing about a girl they’d seen only that morning, each one insisting that she had smiled at him. Cowley finally shut them up by saying, “She wasn’t smiling at either of you. That wasn’t a smile on her face, it was a grimace.” He bared his teeth. “See this? That’s what she was doing. It wasn’t happiness on her face, it was pain. And you know what was causing her that pain? Looking at you two!” 
 
    Fen tuned them out, his mind filled with plans for finding out more about his father. Maybe his father had visited a healer who would still remember him and could tell Fen something about his condition. Maybe there was a cure. That was his greatest hope. If there was, he would pay anything, do anything, to get it. 
 
    He thought of the look on the young woman’s face earlier. It was the look of someone who’s just seen a monster. The thought that Ravin would find out his secret and look at him the same way was more than he could bear. He cared so much for her. He was even reasonably sure he loved her, though he wasn’t quite sure how to tell and he’d never gotten up the courage to say anything to her. She was everything he wanted in a woman, strong, funny, brave and so, so pretty. It was his dream—a dream kept well-hidden deep down inside, because he would be teased mercilessly if word of it got out and the others in Wolfpack found out—to ask her to marry him someday. 
 
    Fen heard a bell ring in the distance and he sighed inwardly. It was time to go meet Ravin now. He got up off his bed, pulled off the blood-stained surcoat and the tunic he was wearing underneath, then put on a fresh tunic. Ignoring the whistles and juvenile sounds the others made, he left the barracks. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen met Ravin outside the palace. She had her long, black hair tied in a ponytail with a yellow ribbon and the smile she gave him when she saw him made him melt inside. He still couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have her in his life. The world never seemed as grim when she was around. Her smile could brighten the darkest night. 
 
    Ravin ran to him and gave him a big hug. “It’s so good to see you, Fen!” she cried. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day.” 
 
    Fen gave her a smile back that he hoped was more genuine than it felt. “Me too,” he said. 
 
    Her smile faded somewhat. “Are you feeling okay?” she asked him. 
 
    “Never better,” he lied. To keep her from questioning him further, he took her arm and began leading her toward the front gates. “Are you ready to eat?” he asked her. 
 
    “I’m starving,” she said and pushed up close to him, briefly putting her head on his shoulder. 
 
    They went to a little restaurant that Fen had been meaning to take her to, but couldn’t afford to before he got his promotion and the higher pay that came with it. It was on the roof of a three-story building and had a fine view of the city. Dwarf trees and shrubs planted in pots were spread across the roof. There were a half-dozen tables with white tablecloths. Braziers stood in the corners, chasing away the evening chill. A waiter led them to a table near the edge of the roof, and then another man came by and put a lit candle in a glass jar on the table. 
 
    “It’s lovely, Fen,” Ravin said once they were seated. “I’ve always wanted to come eat here.” 
 
    “It’s a nice place, isn’t it?” Fen said. “Cowley knows a man who works here. He was able to get us a table.” 
 
    “Speaking of Cowley, Amma is furious with him. Remember that new dress she made that I was telling you about? This ribbon comes from the same bolt of fabric. She worked so hard on that. And then when she wore it for him the last time they went out, he didn’t even notice. Can you believe that?” 
 
    She went on in this vein for several minutes. Fen tried to pay attention, he really did, but he kept thinking about the look on that young woman’s face as she clutched her child to her and backed away from him. He couldn’t blame her. Why wouldn’t she be afraid of him, after the earthquake and the brutal way he killed those men? 
 
    “Are you listening?” Ravin asked. 
 
    “What?” Fen replied, coming out of his thoughts. 
 
    Ravin leaned over the table, her hands clasped before her, and looked into his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Fen lied. “I’m a little tired. We’ve started a new training regimen and it’s hard.” 
 
    Ravin shook her head. “Don’t snow me, Fen. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “I told you. Nothing,” he said. 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar. You don’t have the stomach for it. I can see the truth in your eyes. Something is weighing on you.” 
 
    “You’re imagining it,” he said, trying to take hold of her hands. 
 
    A line appeared between her eyes and she pulled her hands away. The corners of her mouth turned down. “Don’t do that.” Her eyes flashed. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Fen said, shocked. “I don’t think you’re stupid at all. I’d never treat you like that.” 
 
    “Then stop telling me nothing is wrong when I know that something is.” 
 
    Fen swallowed. He’d feared this would happen. He should have canceled their outing tonight. He’d known she would see he was troubled. But it had been so hard to get a table at this place. He tried again. “It’s nothing. I just have some things on my mind.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she repeated. “I can see it. It’s written all over your face. Something is bothering you. Tell me what it is.” 
 
    “It’s nothing that concerns you,” Fen said stubbornly, feeling a little twinge of irritation. 
 
    To his surprise, her frown faded and tears started in her eyes. “I thought you…” She stopped and gathered herself. “I thought we were closer than this. I thought we were a couple…” 
 
    “We are! Ravin, I think I lo—” Fen broke off. He’d come perilously close to saying he loved her. “I think everything of you,” he finished lamely. 
 
    “Then why won’t you let me in? Why won’t you share what’s hurting you?” 
 
    Fen sat back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest. “I can’t.” 
 
    Now the tears started running down her face. “I don’t know what to do,” she said brokenly. “It’s not just this. It’s not just today. I can see that you’re carrying some terrible burden, some secret that you won’t share with me. You’re hiding something, and it’s eating you up. If we’re really a couple like you say, tell me what is going on. Whatever it is, I promise you I can take it. We’ll face it together.” 
 
    Fen ached at the sight of her tears. He wanted so badly to tell her. He was so sick of carrying this secret by himself. But he knew he couldn’t. He couldn’t stand the thought of her fearing him. On top of that, he had a terrible feeling that he was going to be found out sooner or later and when he did, he didn’t know what was going to happen to him. It would be bad enough if he was drummed out of the army, maybe out of the city, but he couldn’t bear the thought that maybe Ravin would suffer along with him. She might lose her position in the palace. What would become of her then? 
 
    “I can’t,” he said grimly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “And so am I.” She stood up. 
 
    Fen looked up at her in surprise. “Where are you going? We haven’t eaten yet.” 
 
    “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Wait for me. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No,” she said through her tears. “I don’t want you to come with me. I can’t do this anymore.” She turned and hurried away, her hands over her face. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “So just like that she broke up with you?” Cowley asked. He and Fen were standing outside the barracks. Cowley had seen right away when Fen got back that something had gone wrong. He’d completely ignored Fen’s order to leave him alone and followed him outside, pestering Fen until he told Cowley what happened at the restaurant. 
 
    “Just like that.” Fen’s voice cracked at the end, and he had to fight to hold the tears back. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much about it, old man,” Cowley said. He liked to call Fen “old man” on account of how careful and responsible he was. “Amma’s broken up with me a dozen times. We step out with other people for a while, but we always get back together.” 
 
    Fen nodded, though he didn’t agree with his friend. Ravin wasn’t like Amma. Amma was mercurial, quick to flare and quick to subside. Ravin was steady, calm. Fen had learned that when she said something, she meant it. Nor did she act hastily. Tonight hadn’t happened out of nowhere. It had clearly been on her mind for a while. 
 
    “So give her a few days, then pick some flowers—I think I saw some growing up against the back wall of the stables—and go apologize. Compliment her looks a few times. Girls like that.” 
 
    “Sure,” Fen said dully. He didn’t want to talk about it anymore. He was hurting too much. He only wanted Cowley to go away and leave him alone in his misery. 
 
    “A word of advice?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You could have avoided all this by just telling her the truth.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Fen asked, feeling a sudden thrill of fear that Cowley knew his secret. 
 
    “I’m talking about the fight you got into earlier. You remember, the blood on your clothes?” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Fen said. 
 
    “I know you said that, but I don’t believe it. You’re truly awful at lying. That’s why it’s so easy to take your money at cards. I let it go earlier because I figure you had your reasons to keep whatever happened from the rest of those fools.” He gestured toward the barracks. “But I know you’re not foolish enough to try and keep it from me. Are you?” 
 
    “But it was the truth,” Fen said weakly. 
 
    “C’mon, remember who you’re talking to, Fen. You saved some woman from being robbed? Really?” 
 
    Fen sighed. Cowley would only keep hounding him until he told him what happened. He might as well get it over with. So he related what happened, leaving out the part about getting clubbed on the head and the earthquake and everything. 
 
    When he was done, Cowley raised an eyebrow. “You do manage to get yourself into interesting scrapes, don’t you?” 
 
    Fen shrugged. 
 
    “So why does it bother you so much? It sounds to me like you did a good thing.” 
 
    “What bothers me is I killed two people. What bothers me is I went crazy. I don’t know what came over me. I just…lost control.” 
 
    “They had it coming,” Cowley said. 
 
    “I know that. But it still doesn’t make me feel better. I’m afraid of myself when I get that way, afraid of what I’ll do.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have to worry about it,” Cowley said. “You’re triggered by women in trouble. Probably it’s because of what happened to your mom. When you see a woman in danger—like that night those men grabbed Ravin—all you can think about is saving her and stopping those who are doing it. I think it’s noble, really.” 
 
    Noble wasn’t the word Fen would have used. Savage would have fit better. But he didn’t argue with Cowley. “You see why I don’t want to talk about it, though. It’s not something I’m proud of. Think how much time Flint has spent teaching us to always stay in control when we fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe sometimes we need to lose control. Especially you, Fen. You’re wound too tight, you know that? You try too hard. You put too much pressure on yourself. Remember, you’re only seventeen.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Fen said doubtfully. 
 
    “How about tomorrow when we’re done for the day I take you out on the town?” He forestalled Fen’s protest by adding, “No seedy taverns, I know.” Cowley was known as an aficionado of seedy taverns. “But there are other things to do in this fine city.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “If we’re done here, I have a card game to get back to and sheep to fleece,” Cowley said, patting Fen on the shoulder. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Fen nodded and Cowley started walking away. With his hand on the door to the barracks he turned back to Fen. 
 
    “Ravin was right about one thing, Fen.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You are hiding something. I haven’t figured out what it is yet, but I will.” He gave Fen a knowing look, then disappeared inside. 
 
    Fen stared after him, aghast. If Cowley knew, who else did? And how much did he know? Or suspect? 
 
    He had to find out more about his affliction. He had to figure out how to make it go away. He was running out of time. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    A couple of days passed. Fen thought about Ravin constantly. He wanted to go to her and apologize. He wanted to tell her how badly he missed her, how much he wanted her back. He took different routes around the castle grounds while he was doing his duties, hoping to catch sight of her, though he never did. 
 
    At the end of the second day after their fight, he told Cowley that he couldn’t take it anymore. He was going to go find her right that minute and beg her forgiveness. Before he was even done speaking, Cowley was shaking his head. 
 
    “No, no, no. Have I taught you nothing at all, Fen? That’s the last thing you want to do.” 
 
    “I knew I shouldn’t have said anything to you,” Fen grumbled, starting to turn away. 
 
    Cowley grabbed his arm and stopped him. “You have to trust me on this. I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Do you? Do you really?” Fen snapped, his heartache over Ravin combining with his worry over his affliction to make him irritable. Twice that day he’d yelled at the squad for no good reason. 
 
    “I think we both know the answer to that,” Cowley replied, unperturbed by his outburst. 
 
    “I feel so miserable. I can’t sleep. I can’t stop thinking about her.” 
 
    Cowley took Fen’s shoulders and looked deep into his eyes. A smile twitched the corners of his mouth. He sighed in an exaggerated fashion. “It’s worse than I thought.” 
 
    “What is?” Fen growled, pulling away from him. 
 
    “You’re in love. A bad case of it too.” 
 
    “I’m not in love.” 
 
    “Yes you are. 
 
    “I’m not talking to you anymore.” Again Fen tried to walk away. 
 
    Cowley scooted in front of him and blocked his way. “You haven’t heard my advice yet.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “How do you know until you hear it?” 
 
    “Because I know you.” 
 
    “Which is why you have to listen to me. Please, Fen. Your heart is at stake here.” 
 
    Fen crossed his arms and scowled at him. “Make it fast.” 
 
    “Wait two more days. And during that time you have to stop looking for her.” He held up his hand to forestall Fen’s protest. “Don’t bother denying it. I’ve seen you and so has everyone else. Take two more days. Give her time to miss you, time to think about the mistake she made.” 
 
    Fen’s scowl deepened. “That sounds like terrible advice.’ 
 
    “You didn’t let me finish. After two days—four or five would be better, but with the severe case of lovesickness you have I can see there’s no way you’d make it—get some flowers and go find her.” He looked Fen over critically. “Maybe clean yourself up a little. Would it kill you to get a haircut? You want to make her realize what she’s missing out on, not send her running for the hills.” 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Almost. Give her the flowers and then tell her that mistakes were made on both sides, you see that now, but you’re willing to put it behind you and start fresh if she is.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “But you know I’m right,” Cowley said with a rakish grin. 
 
    “You’re never right.” 
 
    “You only say that because you feel threatened by me. Don’t worry. I don’t take it personally. I run into it a lot.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    So Fen waited two days. It was agony, every minute of it. The minutes dragged by like hours. He hardly thought of anything else. He was so distracted that twice in a row Noah beat him while sparring with swords. After the second time, Noah shook his head in disgust. 
 
    “Are you still fretting over that girl?” 
 
    “I’m not fretting,” Fen said. 
 
    “The hell you ain’t. I swear you’re off your head. Yesterday I saw you walk right into a wall, you were looking so hard at the ground. Let me know when you’re over it. Until then it’s a waste of my time, sparring with you.” And with that he stalked off. Noah took his training seriously. 
 
    By mid-afternoon of the second day, Fen couldn’t take it anymore. He was teaching a squad of kids who’d recently joined the army how to do some basic parries with a sword and finally he simply dismissed them for the day. Fen stared after them as they ran off hollering in excitement, thinking how it hadn’t been so long ago those kids were him and his squad mates, finally getting a few hours off. Where did the years go? 
 
    Then he put away his practice sword and hurried off after them. He cleaned up in the trough and put on a fresh tunic. He squinted at himself in the polished old shield hanging in the barracks that Wolfpack squad used as a mirror. He hadn’t gotten the haircut Cowley recommended and his hair looked pretty shaggy, but it would have to do. He didn’t feel up to going into the city to find a barber and the retired soldier who cut hair for the army would have been better suited as a butcher than a barber. 
 
    Cowley had been right about one thing at least, Fen thought as he went back behind the stables. There were flowers growing back here in the early spring sunlight, dozens of them. He picked a half dozen of the bigger ones, ran his fingers through his hair one last time, and set off for the palace. He hoped it wasn’t hard to find Ravin. He didn’t much like the thought of wandering around that place for an hour, flowers wilting in his hand, trying to ignore the rolling eyes and snide remarks of the servants. Although he was willing to do it, if that was what it took. By then he was willing to do just about anything to get Ravin back, even make himself look like a terrible fool. Some things were worth the humiliation. 
 
    Fen was so lost in his thoughts as he circled around the edge of the palace that he paid no attention to his surroundings and didn’t realize at first that Ravin had emerged from the servants’ entrances up ahead. Then he looked up and saw her and skidded to a halt, his heart falling down into his boots. 
 
    She was standing just outside the door, half turned away from him, and for a moment he could only stare, entranced by how beautiful she was. Her hair was hanging unbound around her shoulders. It was so black it was almost blue, thick and full, with the slightest curl to it. She had a smile on her face that suddenly made all the pain of the last few days blow away like a puff of smoke on a breeze. 
 
    Then he realized what—who—she was smiling at, and the darkness crashed back down around him. 
 
    There was a young man pulling up in his wagon to the servants’ entrance. The wagon was filled with barrels and crates. No doubt he was a merchant’s son delivering goods to the palace. 
 
    Fen stood there, frozen, as the young man pulled the wagon to a stop and jumped down. He was wearing a green felt hat with a little feather in it, and as he hit the ground he bowed low to Ravin and swept the hat from his head with a grand gesture. 
 
    “Milady,” he said. 
 
    Ravin put her hand over her mouth, her smile growing bigger. “I already told you I’m no lady. I’m only a servant.” 
 
    “In my eyes you’ll always be a lady,” he said, straightening and putting his hat back on. He was tall and handsome, with long, blond hair. He was wearing expensive, stylish clothes and Fen instantly hated him utterly and completely. 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of you to say anyway,” Ravin said. 
 
    “I can only speak what is in my heart.” To emphasize this he put his hand over his heart. 
 
    Ravin laughed. The sound broke Fen’s heart. “The things you say,” she said. 
 
    “I have here the daily delivery, as you can see,” the young man said. “But before we dispense with business there is one small, personal matter to address first.” 
 
    Fen frowned, wondering what he was talking about. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long to find out. The young man reached into his pocket and withdrew a small parcel wrapped in shiny paper and topped with a tiny bow. He bowed again and proffered the package. 
 
    Ravin’s eyes got very wide. She took the package tentatively. “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Only because,” the young man said gallantly. 
 
    With trembling fingers she opened the package. She gasped as she pulled out a gold necklace with a heart-shaped pendant hanging from it. 
 
    “Shall I help you put it on?” the young man asked. 
 
    Fen didn’t wait to see more. The flowers fell from his nerveless fingers as he spun on his heel and stomped away, a black cloud wrapping around him and cocooning him completely. 
 
    Fen went straight to the barracks, stripped off his clean shirt, and put on his old, dirty one. He went to the practice yard, ignoring one of the young recruits who asked him a question as he walked by. The black look on his face caused the boy to pale and he ran away without looking back. 
 
    Fen grabbed a sword from the rack and went to the practice dummy, which was basically a section of thick log hanging from a chain. Pieces of its limbs had been left in place to simulate arms and legs. The dummy was heavily chipped from months of use. 
 
    Fen attacked it savagely, swinging the sword at it as hard and as fast as he could, raining blows on it, swearing the whole time under his breath. 
 
    How long he attacked the thing he didn’t know, but when he stopped his arms and shoulders were aching, and he was gasping for breath. A substantial pile of fresh woodchips lay scattered around the area in a wide circle. 
 
    Fen turned away. A half dozen new recruits were on the fence that bordered one side of the practice yard, staring at him with big, round eyes. When he looked at them they uttered a collective squeak and bolted. 
 
    Cowley caught up to him when he was dunking his head in the trough, trying to use the cold water to clear his thoughts. 
 
    “So, did you try my plan yet?” Cowley asked brightly. Then he saw the look on Fen’s face and his smile disappeared along with his normal brash confidence. “Not so good, huh?” 
 
    “Don’t. Talk. To. Me,” Fen said through gritted teeth. 
 
    For once Cowley kept his mouth shut. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Flint wasn’t there that morning during training, which wasn’t unusual. He only occasionally oversaw Wolfpack’s training these days, being busy with training of other, newer squads of boys. Wolfpack didn’t need the direction anymore anyway. For the most part the squad members were dedicated and self-driven. When that lapsed there was always Fen, their lieutenant, to get after them, or Gage, who had been promoted to corporal at Fen’s recommendation. 
 
    In one area of the practice yard Noah was doing his normal starting routine. He was still the shortest among them, but he was quick and compactly muscled. He started most days by doing handstands, working on his strength and balance. He did several dozen handstand pushups, then switched to his left hand only and reeled off a half dozen more. He switched to the right hand for the next set of pushups. To finish it off he slowed the pushups way down, taking a minute or more for each one. The whole time he never so much as wavered, his balance and concentration perfect. 
 
    At least until Cowley walked by with a staff and smacked him on the arm. Cowley laughed when Noah fell, but his laugh was cut short when Noah rolled and came to his feet faster than Cowley had expected. Noah snatched the staff from his hands and proceeded to deal out a few blows of his own, until Cowley ran off. 
 
    Strout was lifting weights. He’d spent some of his off time in the blacksmith shop, fitting a metal bar with hooks on the ends. Using the hooks, he could attach varying sizes of buckets filled with sand and thus vary the weight. Of all of them he was the most muscular, the muscles in his chest and arms rippling as he lifted the weights over and over. 
 
    Once he’d worked up a good sweat, he put down the weights and switched to something else. He’d had an army tentmaker sew leather bags filled with pieces of lead shot. To the bags he’d attached straps and buckles, which allowed him to attach the bags to his wrists and ankles. He buckled the leather bags in place, picked up his sword—still his favorite weapon—and took a defensive stance. 
 
    Wolfpack squad wasn’t the only squad using this practice yard. Today a squad of older soldiers, men in their twenties and thirties, were using it as well. When Strout nodded, two of them hefted their practice swords and attacked him. Despite the weights attached to him he easily defended against their attacks, and once he went on the offensive it wasn’t long before both of them were down, their weapons lost, nursing fresh bruises. 
 
    Lukas was working with the double-bladed battle axe he’d come to favor. Next to Strout he was the most muscular of them. He swung the heavy weapon with deceptive ease, twirling it around his head, switching hands, his attacks coming from a variety of directions and angles. It wasn’t long before he’d dispatched the two soldiers he was sparring against. 
 
    Gage wasn’t in the practice yard this morning. He’d saddled his horse and headed out early. He spent a lot of his time training on horseback. His favored weapon was the bow, and he could fire with lightning speed. He was deadly accurate as well, the feathered shafts finding the target nearly every time. 
 
    As good as he was with the bow, he was nearly as good with the sword. Much of that was due to the superb control he had of his mount. The horse responded instantly to the slightest pressure from his knees, twisting, lunging forward, stepping back—all to put him in the best position to defeat the riders facing him. 
 
    Cowley was a jack of all trades, the one amongst them who was deadly with the widest range of weapons. Anything became a weapon in his hands as the tall, rangy youth combined speed with a natural deceptiveness. More than once Fen had disarmed him on the practice field only to have Cowley snatch up some other nearby item and counterattack with it. One time when Fen knocked Cowley’s sword out of his hand, Cowley snatched up the water bucket and used it as a shield, then launched a counterattack with the wooden ladle. 
 
    Cowley’s problem, as always, was with commitment. He was still far more interested in having a good time than in working hard. He had a tendency to loaf through training, counting on his natural ability to get him by. He cut corners wherever he could. He also often suffered from a lack of sleep and the aftereffects of alcohol, as most nights he went out into the city once his duties were finished. 
 
    But of them all, it was the brothers, Wallice and Eben, that Fen found the most frightening. The brothers were utterly fearless, plunging headlong into the most chaotic fight without hesitation. They showed no emotion as they fought, attacking with a silent ferocity that was unnerving. They seemed to have a personal vendetta against every opponent they faced and weren’t good about pulling back in practice. Several members of the squad had already suffered broken bones while facing them. But their deadliest trait was the way they fought together. They seemed almost to share one mind, each knowing instantly what the other was doing and shifting his attack to compensate. No one liked facing them in practice. 
 
    It was impossible to get them to spar against each other. In the early months Flint tried to get them to many times. When forced to spar against each other they fought in only the most desultory fashion, offering up half-hearted blows at a snail’s pace. One day Flint became frustrated with them and stopped training to confront them. 
 
    “I told you two to spar!” he yelled, his face going red. “Why the hell won’t you spar with each other?” 
 
    At which point Wallice, the older brother, said laconically, “It is a waste of time. There is no way we will ever fight each other. We will always fight together.” 
 
    After that Flint gave it up and never tried to get them to spar again. 
 
    They had become quite the fighting force, Fen thought as he watched them train. They had yet to be tested in actual battle, but he was confident that when the time came they would acquit themselves well. Better than that. They would make Flint and the Fist proud. 
 
    Fen spent the next few hours working on his forms, going through the whole range of parries, thrusts, attacks and counterattacks in his repertoire. He’d learned these forms from a retired swordmaster that he first sought out a couple of years ago after hearing some of his fellow soldiers talk about this legendary figure. For months he pestered the man whenever he had free time, showing up on his doorstep with his sword, looking for anything he could learn. And it had made a huge difference. He’d learned things that he felt it would take him a lifetime to master. 
 
    One of the things he loved about his sword training was how while he was doing it everything else slipped away. It had been more than a week since he’d seen Ravin and the young blonde-haired man together and he still felt just as terrible. He tried his best not to see her or think about her, but it was an impossible task. Over and over throughout the day she had a way of popping into his thoughts at the most unexpected moments, crushing his spirits each time. Making it worse was a couple of times he’d seen the young man making deliveries at the same door and both times Ravin was there, talking to him, smiling and laughing. It was almost more than he could bear. 
 
    On top of that, he was still no closer to learning anything about his affliction. He’d been so busy with the duties that came with his new rank that he hadn’t even had a chance to go do any digging. At least there’d been no sign of his powers since the incident with the young woman, but that was scant comfort. He had no doubt they were lurking, waiting for the next time he lost control. 
 
    But when he was practicing his forms all that passed out of his mind like it never existed as he lost himself in the intricacy of the moves. Practicing his forms was how he coped with the mess his life had become. While he was training with his sword everything made sense. 
 
    Fen finished his forms and went to the water bucket. Seeing that it was empty, he picked it up and headed to the trough behind the barracks to refill it. Still running over the forms in his mind, he wasn’t watching where he was going and as he rounded the corner of the barracks he bumped into someone coming the other way. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said automatically. As he did so he looked up, and when he saw who it was his heart fell into his stomach. 
 
    It was Ravin. She was wearing the peach-colored dress he remembered from their first outing and she had her hair tied back in a long braid. 
 
    As she recovered her balance and realized it was him the smile on her face faded away. Her expression closed, became guarded. “Hello, Fen,” she said in a flat voice. 
 
    Fen nodded. “Ravin.” He moved aside to let her pass. 
 
    But instead she stood there looking at him. In her face he saw anger, but he saw sadness also and it gave him hope. Maybe she still cared about him a little. He felt a small surge of hope. 
 
    “I…uh, you surprised me,” he said lamely. 
 
    Still she only looked at him. She seemed to be waiting for something, but for the life of him he couldn’t imagine what it was. He felt lost and she was giving him no help. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked, and immediately cursed himself for the question. It sounded so dumb. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She tossed her head a little as if she was shaking something off. “Better than okay, really. Life is good.” 
 
    The motion made his breath catch in his chest. So badly he wanted to take her in his arms right then and stroke her hair, tell her he was there and he was never going away. But there was no way he could ever do that. He struggled to find something to say to show her that he was okay too, though he was anything but. 
 
    “That’s good. I’m good too. Really good. I’m training a lot.” The words sounded flat and empty. Gods, why couldn’t he sound cool and calm like she did? 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    In answer she looked down at the basket in her hands and his discomfort increased. Why did he say that? Now he sounded even dumber than before, if that was possible. Then his eyes fell on the necklace around her throat. The gold glittered in the sunlight. Clearly the necklace was expensive. Much more expensive than the necklace he’d bought her one night when they were out in town. That one was a simple crystal on a leather thong. Before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “I see you stopped wearing the necklace I got you.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed and he knew instantly he’d made a terrible mistake. “Why would I still wear it, Fen? We’re no longer together, remember?” 
 
    He knew he should keep his mouth shut, but instead, to his horror, he snapped back at her. “I guess there’s no reason to wear some plain old necklace when you have fancy new ones to choose from. Good thing you have a new man in your life, one who can afford expensive gifts. I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Is that what you think this is about?” she snapped. “You think I like him because he has money?” 
 
    “Sure. Isn’t that what women like?” 
 
    “Clearly, Fen, you have no idea what women like. Clearly you are the dumbest man to ever live. If you want to know, I like him because he’s not shut off in his own world like someone I know is. He’s there for me. He talks to me and makes me laugh. He doesn’t disappear for days on end and then, when we finally get together, sit walled off in his own little castle and refuse to talk to me or tell me anything about what is going on with him.” Her voice had risen by the end and she stopped to get a hold of herself. 
 
    The anger went out of Fen all at once. He couldn’t deny the truth of what she said. “I would tell you if I could,” he said softly. “But I can’t. I just can’t. You have to trust me on this.” 
 
    “You ask me to trust you, but it’s you who won’t trust me.” Some of her anger dissipated as well and her voice grew softer. “What can it be that is so terrible you can’t share it with me? Why won’t you let me in?” 
 
    Fen wanted to tell her, he really did. He even opened his mouth to say the words, but when he did the wall rose up between them. He couldn’t tell her. What would she think of him if she knew the truth about what he was? She would pull away in fear and disgust. Even if she didn’t, even if she could somehow tolerate the thought that he was some kind of monster, what life would she have to look forward to? Whatever he had had killed his father. It would likely kill him. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t, put her through that. On top of that was his fear that in one of his rages he would hurt her. The thought of that was unbearable. 
 
    So he bit back the words and simply shook his head. 
 
    The concern on her face faded then and the anger returned. “You’ll never change, will you?” 
 
    “I wish I could.” 
 
    “I can’t live on wishes. Goodbye, Fen.” She walked past him and away without looking back. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    After that Fen was in a black mood the rest of the day. He went through his training wrapped in silent ferocity. At one point in the afternoon he was sparring with Cowley and after he’d knocked his old friend down for the second time in less than a minute, Cowley got up looking concerned. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Fen?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong. Pick up your weapon. Let’s go again.” 
 
    “You’re not fighting like nothing’s wrong,” Cowley said, picking up his sword and working his jaw where Fen had slugged him with his off hand while their swords were locked together. “You’re fighting like you’re trying to prove something.” 
 
    “You’re imagining things.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I’ve known you too long to know when there’s something wrong and right now there’s something wrong. You were all right early on. You didn’t get this bug up your ass until after…” He trailed off and his eyes lit up. He nodded. 
 
    “You ran into Ravin, didn’t you? When you went to refill the water bucket.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “It is if you break my jaw over it. When my bones get broken it becomes my business. What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Cowley shook his head with mock sadness. “You know that won’t work with me, Fen. You know I’ll keep after you until you do talk. Why don’t you save us both all the trouble and the bother and go ahead and tell me.” 
 
    Instead of answering, Fen launched himself at Cowley and for the next few minutes they sparred silently. Cowley had no time to ask questions, no time to do much of anything but concentrate on keeping Fen’s sword away from him. He did a good job of it, but finally Fen found a way past his defenses and knocked him sprawling. 
 
    Cowley held up one hand. “I yield. Go find someone else to beat on for a while. I don’t want to spend the next month in the infirmary healing up from your bad mood.” He got back to his feet, his sword over his shoulder. “Mark my words, Fen. You will talk to me. Don’t forget we have plans this evening.” Then he walked away. 
 
    Fen had forgotten about the plans they’d made. There was no way he was going. Cowley would only pester him nonstop about what was bothering him. He wanted to tell Cowley everything, he really did. But he couldn’t. If he tried to even tell Cowley the truth about why Ravin left him, well, one thing would lead to another and then Cowley would be trying to get Fen to tell him his secret. Which Fen would never do. Not because he didn’t trust his friend, but because he couldn’t ask him to carry such a burden. When Fen was found out—and he was sure he would be found out eventually—he didn’t want Cowley to go down with him. 
 
    For the thousandth time Fen wished he was simply an ordinary soldier. He didn’t want whatever this strange power was. He simply wanted to work hard and serve his country, protecting its citizens from its enemies. The weight of this secret he carried was crushing him, and now it was destroying his relationships as well. 
 
    He decided to go find Elace, the old lady who lived next door when he was a child, once he was finished for the day. He wanted to find out what, if anything, she knew about his father. He figured his best chance at slipping away from Cowley was to go when the squad headed in for the evening meal. He’d pretend to go wash up and by the time Cowley figured out he wasn’t going to show in the mess hall, he’d be long gone. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    Fen splashed water on his face and arms and then trotted for the front gates. Where he found Cowley standing waiting for him with his arms crossed. 
 
    “Nice try,” Cowley said. “How dumb do you think I am?” 
 
    “Pretty dumb. Otherwise you’d take the hint and leave me alone.” 
 
    “Well, this idiot is staying with you and that’s that. Where are we going?” 
 
    “I’m warning you, Cowley. I’m not going to a tavern. I’m not going to dinner. I have something private I want to do.” 
 
    “Good. I drink too much anyway. Something private it is, then.” 
 
    “Private. Do you know what the word means?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “It means you’re not going.” 
 
    “Let me introduce you to another word. Stubborn. Do you know what that means? How about another word? Friends. That’s a good one, don’t you think?” 
 
    Making a disgusted sound, Fen pushed past him and hurried through the gates. Cowley jogged to catch up with him. “It’s a love potion, isn’t it?” he asked after a minute. Fen didn’t bother to answer. He really had no patience for Cowley’s foolishness right now. But Cowley didn’t give up so easily. 
 
    “You’re going to get a love potion so you can win Ravin back, right?” Still Fen didn’t answer, not wanting to encourage him. “Let me warn you, my friend. Those things don’t work. Women have been buying them to use on me for years and look at me now.” He held out his arms to show Fen, who still ignored him. “Besides, I think if you just talked to Ravin you’d—” 
 
    Fen had finally had enough. “This isn’t about Ravin!” he snapped. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Not about Ravin, eh?” Cowley said, looking more interested than ever. “Now you really have me curious. What could possibly get you so worked up besides her?” 
 
    “If you’re going to come along anyway, try keeping your mouth shut. I’m trying to think.” 
 
    “Mouth shut. Got it.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a while, but Cowley couldn’t stick to it. “It doesn’t have anything to do with that swordmaster you’re always going on about, does it?” No answer. “Okay, I guess not. I knew it was a long shot. But you’re not giving me a lot to work with here, Fen. I’m basically going on nothing.” 
 
    Fen refused to rise to the bait but simply kept walking in silence. They were down near his old neighborhood now. These were the streets he’d grown up on. He realized that it had literally been years since he’d been in this part of the city and he wondered why. Was it because he was trying to forget the past? Every corner carried memories. He remembered the fountain where he’d played with friends on hot summer evenings. He remembered the corner where the old man sold shoes he’d scavenged from the dump and repaired. He remembered so many things and with them all came pangs. 
 
    They passed a tavern that he and his mother used to clean. It was called the Lazy Donkey and it looked basically the same, though the sign was more faded and there was a big crack in it as the wood split from age. Seeing the tavern made him think of his mother. He wished so much she was still alive. She’d know how to help him through this mess. 
 
    In time they came to the building where he’d lived and he paused outside to look up at it. It was four stories tall. The bottom two floors were stone, the top two were made of wood. He remembered running up and down the halls and the stairs, playing. He remembered going up on the roof and looking at the sky. It was smaller than he’d remembered. As a child he’d always thought it was so huge. 
 
    Now he saw it as it really was: old, weathered, slowly giving in to the ravages of time. The front door hung crookedly. The stones were streaked black from the fires that had passed through here when the city fell to the Maradi. There was a crack running up the front of the building. The roof was sagging. Termites were working on the wooden walls. 
 
    Cowley was looking around. “I’ve never been in this part of the city before,” he said. “Why’d you bring us here?” He looked at Fen and saw the way he was staring at the building. Recognition dawned in his eyes. “You grew up here, didn’t you? This is the place where you lived as a boy.” 
 
    Now that he was here, much of the blackness Fen had carried all day was gone, replaced by a deep sadness he hadn’t known was within him. “This is where my mother and I lived until the night the city fell and she…” He trailed off, reliving again her murder and his feelings of helplessness when he couldn’t save her. “I haven’t been back since.” 
 
    “It’s not such a bad neighborhood,” Cowley said. “Certainly there are worse ones. I can just about see young Fen playing over there in that alley. But why are we here now? Surely this isn’t simply a visit to your past?” 
 
    Fen sighed. “Obviously I can’t get rid of you without breaking your leg, Cowley.” 
 
    “Even one probably wouldn’t do it. I’d only hobble after you,” Cowley piped up. 
 
    “But if you’re going to come with me, I need one thing from you. Can you give me one thing?” 
 
    “So long as it isn’t my overabundance of charm. I don’t think it would work on you.” 
 
    “Can you be serious for a moment?” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything. I’m here looking for someone. If I find her, don’t talk. Don’t interfere. Be a mouse. Can you do that, or do I have to break both your legs and leave you here in the street?” 
 
    Cowley winced. “I shouldn’t have said that thing about both legs.” 
 
    “I want an answer, Cowley.” 
 
    “You got it. No talking. Even though such a thing is unbearably painful to me and it means depriving you of my wisdom and insight. Which you’ll probably regret not hearing.” Fen glared at him and he subsided. 
 
    They entered the building. Inside it smelled of rot and garbage. It was a familiar smell to Fen, triggering years’ worth of memories. He remembered everything so well. They climbed the stairs. His feet knew which stairs were loose and where nails were sticking out that needed to be avoided. He knew where the banister had lots of splinters. It was all so familiar and yet so strange at the same time. It was like he carried someone else’s memories, submerged until now. 
 
    As they climbed the stairs he heard the sounds of the people who made the building their home. A man shouted angrily and a woman shouted back at him. A baby squalled. Two people were laughing. A door swung open on the second floor as they reached it and two children spilled out, one chasing the other. They sped by the two young men and raced down the stairs without giving them a second glance. 
 
    The top floor was where Fen and his mother had lived, the last door on the end. Next to it was the room Elace had lived in. He came to a stop in front of it, his hand poised to knock. It was strange. Now that he was here he found himself strangely reluctant. Maybe it was better not to talk to her. His parents hadn’t learned enough to save his father. What could an old neighbor possibly tell him that would be of any use? She might be able to tell him how his father died, but what good would that be? Why would anyone want to know how they were going to die? 
 
    But when he turned to go he saw Cowley standing there, watching him. Slowly, Cowley shook his head. “We came too far,” he said simply. 
 
    Fen turned back and knocked on the door. Nothing. He didn’t know if he felt relieved or disappointed. “I guess that’s—” he started. 
 
    “Who is it?” a voice said from the other side of the door. He knew the voice instantly. Older, fainter, but clearly Elace. 
 
    “It’s Fen,” he said, his voice breaking slightly. “I used to live next door with my mother.” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone named Fen.” 
 
    “It’s been a few years. My mother’s name was Deerna.” 
 
    “Deerna?” There was the sound of a bar being lifted and a bolt being pushed back, then the door opened part way and an old woman’s face appeared in the opening. She had white, frizzy hair that stood out in all directions. Her face was heavily lined and wrinkled. She was learning on a cane. She peered at him. “Fen?” she said uncertainly. 
 
    “I’ve grown up a little,” he replied. 
 
    “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    The words frightened him at first. He took them to mean that she thought whatever had killed his father must have killed him by now, but then he realized what she really meant. She was talking about the fall of the city to the invaders. 
 
    “My mother died, but I survived. I’m a soldier now.” 
 
    “I can see that from your uniform. I’m old, but I’m not feeble, you know. What brings you back now? Who’s that with you?” she asked, peering nearsightedly at Cowley. 
 
    “He’s a friend. I came back because I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “What in creation could you possibly want to ask an old woman? If you’re looking for your mother’s things, they’re long gone. The owner of the building threw them out years ago. If there was anything valuable he most certainly stuck it in his own pocket. He’s a bastard like that.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for things. I’m looking for information.” He paused. 
 
    “Well, go on then. I’m getting older by the second standing here. I don’t want to die before I hear what you came to ask.” 
 
    “It’s about my father.” 
 
    Her expression grew guarded. “What do you want to know about him?” 
 
    “I want to know how he died. Was there…was he sick?” He waited, his heart in his mouth, afraid of what would come next. 
 
    “You understand, I didn’t know your mother all that well while your father was still alive,” she said. “I didn’t get to know her until afterwards. She was so torn up, the poor thing. She cried for days. You cried too. What a miserable brat you were, always carrying on. I finally knocked on her door to get the two of you to shut up.” 
 
    “But you did know my father.” 
 
    Again the guardedness. “I saw him in the hall. We said a few words, as neighbors will. Sometimes I heard things through the wall.” 
 
    “Was he sick?” 
 
    She nodded. “He was sick for a long time. Several years at least.” 
 
    “What was he sick with?” 
 
    “How should I know? I’m no healer.” 
 
    “You must know something.” 
 
    “Not really. There was something strange about his color, I did notice that near the end. He looked kind of grayish.” And then she said something peculiar, something Fen would think about for a long time. “Kind of the color of stone, you know?” 
 
    Fen and Cowley exchanged looks. Cowley looked utterly confused. “What else did you notice?” Fen asked. 
 
    “That’s about it. It was none of my business, and I didn’t try to make it so. Didn’t your mother ever tell you any of this?” 
 
    “She would never talk about it.” 
 
    “Then maybe she had her reasons. Maybe you should let it be.” She started to close the door. 
 
    “Please,” Fen begged her. “I have to know more.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked suspiciously. “Why not let the dead be?” 
 
    “Because…” he hesitated, conscious of Cowley’s eyes on him, watching. He didn’t want to say it. But he also knew he was close to losing her. He had no choice. “Because I think I may have the same thing.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You poor boy,” she whispered. 
 
    “You see why I have to know.” 
 
    She nodded. “If you want to know more, you should go see old Horis. If he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Who is Horis?” 
 
    “He’s a healer, has a shop down by the docks, or at least he did. Not your normal healer, mind you. He’s into strange things. Claims to speak with spirits and such. I think he’s a fake, myself, but he’s the one to see when nothing else works. Good luck, Fen. Even with all your squalling, you always were a good boy.” She started to close the door, then stopped. 
 
    “One more thing. In his final days, when it was clear your father was dying soon, some things happened around here, strange things.” 
 
    Fen felt his pulse speed up. This was the part he feared most. “What sort of things?” he managed. 
 
    “Twice there were earthquakes, only they didn’t happen anywhere else. My friend who lives a street over, she never felt either one. That crack in the front wall? That happened during one of the quakes.” She closed the door. 
 
    Cowley waited until they were outside on the street, then he turned on Fen. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “You heard it, same as I did.” Fen felt weary suddenly. He wanted to sit down in the street right there. 
 
    “Earthquakes?” 
 
    Fen sighed. “She’s an old woman. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.” 
 
    “I remember an earthquake. The day the Fist had all those nobles executed.” 
 
    Fen turned on him, suddenly angry. “So what? Are you saying that my father could make the earth quake and that I can too? Do you really think that? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Cowley hesitated, realizing then how it sounded. “When you say it like that it sounds a little far-fetched, I admit.” 
 
    “More than far-fetched. It’s ludicrous.” 
 
    “Okay, forget about the earthquakes,” Cowley said, to Fen’s great relief. “How long have you known you were sick? How come you never told me?” He got a suspicious look on his face. “You don’t look sick.” 
 
    “First of all, I don’t know that I’m sick. And I never told you because I wasn’t sure and because, just maybe, I don’t want everyone to know everything about me.” 
 
    “I’m not everyone, Fen. I’m your best friend,” Cowley said seriously. 
 
    Fen calmed down then. Even if he was often irritating, Cowley meant well. “I’m sorry. But I still don’t know that I’m actually sick. Maybe I’ve just been working too hard.” 
 
    “What are your symptoms?” 
 
    “What, you’re a healer now? Are you going to cure me?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Fen said, thinking quickly. How much could he share without giving his secret away? “I feel hot and feverish sometimes, for no reason. It’s like I’m burning up inside.” 
 
    “How often?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It varies.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “I have these rages. It happened the night those men tried to rape Ravin. It happened again awhile back when those men were threatening that woman and her daughter. It’s like I black out almost. I can’t seem to control myself. I go crazy.” 
 
    “Fever. Rages. Is that it?” 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “Is that it or isn’t it?” Cowley asked him suspiciously. 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    Cowley looked him over. The sun had gone down some time before and the only light came from a lantern hanging by the front door. “I haven’t noticed you looking gray.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “What makes you think you have the same illness your father had?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s a hunch. My mother was always mysterious about it. She would never tell me anything about him.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s all in your head. Maybe you just want to learn more about your father. That’s normal. I wonder about my parents sometimes.” 
 
    “You could be right.” Fen didn’t think so. But it was best if Cowley thought so. Maybe he’d forget the whole thing. 
 
    “Let’s go get something to eat,” Cowley said. “I know this place that serves the best fried cuttlefish. You’ll love it. Get some food in your stomach and you’ll feel a whole lot better. My treat even.” 
 
    “You’re paying? I can’t miss that. Truly it’s a day for miracles.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Cowley replied, as they started back up the street. “I pay all the time.” 
 
    “Maybe in your dreams. But not in real life.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Fen had trouble sleeping that night. He wanted to go find the healer Elace had spoken of and he wanted to go right then. He felt like he was finally close to learning something about what had happened to his father, and he didn’t want to wait another minute. He didn’t see how he could possibly go through a whole other day. 
 
    Fen was up before dawn, while the rest of his squad was still snoring away. He pulled on his boots, strapped on his sword and eased out of the barracks as quietly as he could. Winter hadn’t completely given way to spring and it was chilly outside. He shivered a little and considered going back into the barracks for his cloak, but dismissed the idea quickly. He didn’t want to take a chance on waking any of the others up and having them ask him questions he didn’t want to answer. 
 
    He went looking for Flint and found him in the mess hall with several other sergeants. They were sitting at one of the tables drinking hot tea and swapping stories. Other than Flint, the look they gave Fen when he walked up wasn’t all that friendly. The day hadn’t started yet and this was their time. They didn’t want officers intruding on it. The salutes they gave him were half-hearted at best. 
 
    “Can I talk to you for a moment?” Fen asked Flint. “Privately?” 
 
    The short, wiry man nodded and stood up. He picked up his mug and followed Fen outside. “What’s bothering you?” he asked. 
 
    Fen didn’t try to deny it. Flint was too perceptive. But that didn’t mean he wanted to share it. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Flint shrugged. 
 
    “I need to take off for a while this morning. I’m going down into the city.” 
 
    Flint raised one eyebrow. “You’re a lieutenant now, Fen. You don’t need to ask me. If you want to go into the city, go into the city.” 
 
    “I know that. I just…I wanted to let you know. I may be gone for the whole day.” He knew that Flint was right. As an officer, he didn’t need to tell the sergeant anything. He outranked him. But he still looked up to Flint. He’d spent so much time around him, learned so much from him, that the man was almost a father to him. 
 
    “We’ll carry on without you,” Flint said laconically. 
 
    “Thanks.” Fen started to walk away, but turned back when Flint spoke again. 
 
    “Are you in trouble, son?” the older man asked. “Because if you are, you should remember a couple things.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’ll back you to the end. And in that barracks over there are seven more men who will do the same. You haven’t forgotten that, right?” 
 
    His words had a powerful effect on Fen. It took him a moment to find his voice. “I won’t forget, sergeant. I promise you.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    As early as it was, the docks were already busy. Fishermen were paddling their small boats, loaded with nets and fishing line, out into the bay. Sailors were loading ships with trading goods and last-minute supplies. Seagulls wheeled overhead, searching for scraps of food, adding their cries to the sailors’ voices. The smells of pitch and rotting fish filled the air. 
 
    There was a row of small shops to the side of the docks. Fen figured he would start there. Maybe one of the shopkeepers would know something. 
 
    Most of the shops were still closed, but the one at the end had its shutter open and a woman with a red face and short, frizzy hair was out front sweeping the cobblestones with an old broom. He walked up to her and greeted her. She peered up at him. 
 
    “I ain’t done nothing,” she said. 
 
    That surprised Fen. “I’m not here because of that. I only want some information.” 
 
    Another suspicious look. “I ain’t seen nothing neither.” 
 
    “I’m not with the city watch,” he explained. 
 
    She took a closer look at him. “Oh, I see. You’re a soldier. Sorry. I don’t see too well first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m looking for a healer.” 
 
    “Lots of those around. All of them are fakes if you ask me. Better things you can spend your money on. Like tallow candles.” She gave him a speculative look. “You could use some candles, couldn’t you? I have all sizes, right inside.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I don’t need any candles.” 
 
    “Everybody needs candles. How do you see when it’s dark?” 
 
    “The army supplies them.” 
 
    She made an irritated sound in her throat and went back to sweeping. 
 
    “His name is Horis. He’s supposed to have a shop around here.” 
 
    She stopped in her sweeping. “Horis, you say? Boy, there’s crazy and then there’s crazy. Horis is the second kind. Don’t waste your time on him.” 
 
    “So he’s still alive?” 
 
    “Aye, he is. The old coot will probably live forever.” 
 
    “Where can I find him?” 
 
    “Candles would be better, mark my words.” 
 
    Fen took out a copper penny. “Will this buy a candle?” 
 
    She took the penny. “Not a very big one.” She leaned in through the window of her shop and took a candle off the shelf. “Here. It won’t smell too good, but it’ll burn.” 
 
    Fen took the candle. “Horis?” 
 
    She pointed. “Right down there past that green door. He starts slow, so you’ll have to beat on his door for a while most likely.” 
 
    Fen thanked her and hurried away. Horis’s shop was in an old, wooden building that leaned against the one next to it and looked like it would fall down any day. The boards were warped and bleached gray from the sun and the sea air. A tiny puff of smoke rose from the chimney. 
 
    Fen banged firmly on the door. “Horis? Are you in there?” 
 
    The response was incoherent. 
 
    “I need to talk with you, Horis. It’s important.” 
 
    The door swung open suddenly. “Easy on the door,” the man opening it said. “It already fell off once this week. You want it to fall off again?” The door hung crookedly, barely held in place by cracked leather straps. 
 
    “Sorry,” Fen said. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    Horis was old. Ancient, really. His sparse white hair floated in a cloud around his liver-spotted head like cobwebs drifting in the wind. His nose and ears were huge, his nose obscuring his mouth partway and his ears hanging down nearly to his bent shoulders. He was wearing a gray robe that was badly stained and no shoes. Around his neck on a leather thong hung a crystal wrapped with wire. 
 
    Horis eyed him up and down. “Only a boy. Just the right age to be a fool in love with some woman who doesn’t want you. Can’t help you. I don’t do love potions anymore. Too many of them went mad, you know. The authorities started sniffing around. It’s bad for business, being locked up.” He started to close the door. 
 
    “I’m not here for a love potion,” Fen said, sticking his hand in the door. “It’s more serious than that.” 
 
    “Your age and you think there’s things more serious than love? Now you’ve caught my interest. Come in. There’s no sense standing here in the street.” 
 
    Fen followed him inside. It was clear the old man lived in his shop. In one corner was a lumpy sack stuffed with corn shucks that must have served as his mattress. There was a tiny fireplace lined with stones and a small table, low to the ground. There were no chairs. Every bit of available wall space was lined with shelves and the shelves were covered with clay pots of varying sizes. 
 
    “Sit down,” Horis said. He sat on the floor by the table. Fen sat down on the other side. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” Horis said, peering at Fen. With the door closed, the only light came from the small fire burning in the fireplace and that was mostly smoke. Fen couldn’t see the old man very well. 
 
    “Darn it,” Horis said. “I should have left the door open. I can’t see you at all. How am I supposed to heal you if I can’t see you?” 
 
    “I have a candle,” Fen said, thinking that now he was glad he’d bought one. He took it out. The table was close enough to the fireplace that he could lean over and light it off the coals. Once it was burning he set it on the table. The woman was right. It didn’t smell all that good. But then, neither did Horis’s shop. 
 
    “That’s better,” Horis said. He looked Fen over. “You don’t look sick.” 
 
    “I’m not here about me…at least…” Fen stopped and started again. “I want to ask you about a man you saw years ago.” 
 
    “How many years you talking?” 
 
    “About fourteen.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “Fourteen years? Boy, do you know a thing about old age? Why, right now I can’t remember if I put my drawers back on after dunking myself in the sea this morning. Not unless I check.” He pulled open the collar of his robe and peered inside. “Good. I did,” he said, his voice slightly muffled from the robe.” He looked back at Fen. “How am I going to remember a patient from fourteen years ago?” 
 
    “He had a very unusual condition. He was my father.” 
 
    “Unusual, you say?” Fen saw the way Horis perked up, actually interested for the first time. “I do get the odd ones now and then. People tend to come to me when they’ve run out of priests and regular healers to go to. What did he have?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Fen admitted. “I don’t really know. I was too young at the time and my mother she…died when the Maradi invaded.” 
 
    “Not much to go on there.” 
 
    “He might have had a gray tinge to his skin. Sort of like the color of stone?” 
 
    Something went through the old man’s eyes when he said that. “What else? Don’t hold out. I can see you know more. You just don’t want to say.” 
 
    “Maybe strange things happened when he was around? Like earthquakes, but only in a small area?” 
 
    Horis started nodding. “I remember. How could I forget? I never saw anything like it before or since.” 
 
    “So my father did come see you.” 
 
    “Twice. The second time he looked bad. He said he was burning up inside. His eyes were red, like two coals they were.” 
 
    Without thinking, Fen’s hand went to his eyes. Horis saw the gesture. 
 
    “You think you have it too? Is that it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “If you do, you have my sympathies, boy.” 
 
    “You don’t know what he had? Anything at all would help.” 
 
    “If I had to put it in layman’s terms, I’d say he was turning into stone. But as a professional I know that’s impossible. Even if I saw it with my own two eyes.” 
 
    “But…how could a person turn into stone?” 
 
    “I’ve asked myself that many times. Still got no answer for you. No real answer anyway. The easy answer is the gods, though that one doesn’t work so well for me. The gods don’t seem to take much personal interest in mankind anymore, not like the old days the priests are always going on about, when it seems a body couldn’t turn around without bumping into one.” 
 
    Fen slumped, discouraged. 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing I learned, or something I read once anyhow. I read a book once, a real old one. Falling apart. It was hard to understand, the language a lot different from how we use it now. But this book, it said there are no gods, that instead what we call gods are actually beings who call themselves Shapers. These Shapers are immortal and they live in the three Spheres of Stone, Sea and Sky. Within each of the Spheres there is power. The Shapers are able to tap into and control that power, which makes them vastly powerful. Which is why people think of them as gods.” 
 
    “Shapers? I never heard of them.” 
 
    “And why would you? Priests hate talk like that. It threatens their position. They’d rather you believe in their gods and keep giving them your coins to tell you about those gods.” 
 
    “How come we never see these Shapers?” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “To my mind we just don’t know how to look. But the one who wrote the book, he thought they’d all gone away, buried themselves deep and went to sleep. All except for one he said was named Melekath, who was locked away in a stone prison deep underground and would someday break free and destroy the world.” 
 
    “But what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know that it does. But if these Shapers exist and there’s ones that live in the Stone, well, maybe those they touch turn into stone eventually.” He shrugged again. “Or maybe one of them infected your father, passed it to him like the red fever. And he passed it on to you.” 
 
    “That sounds kind of hard to believe.” 
 
    “Harder to believe than the idea that a man can cause an earthquake?” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen left the old man’s shack a few minutes later, his head spinning with what he’d learned. Were there really immortal creatures living in the stone? In the sea? In the sky? He looked around him. The world looked different suddenly. It seemed impossible, but then what was happening to him was impossible. 
 
    He went out and sat down on one of the piers and stared into the water. If there were Shapers in the water, what did they look like? Were they invisible, like spirits? As hard as it was to believe in creatures that lived in the sea and in the sky, it was doubly hard to believe there were some living in the stone. How would they move through stone? 
 
    And why had they done this to him? 
 
    A couple of bells passed and he was no closer to finding any answers when a shout drew his attention and caused him to look up. The shout came from a sailor, who was up in the rigging of one of the ships. The sailor was looking out to sea and pointing. Fen stood up to get a better look. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but then he saw what the excitement was about. 
 
    Sailing toward the docks was a black ship with crimson sails. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    As the ship approached the docks a sizable crowd gathered, drawn by the unusual sight. Fen was among them, his own worries temporarily forgotten. From the comments of the sailors around him he gathered that this was a type of ship unlike any they had ever seen. He didn’t know anything about ships, but it was clear that this ship was much larger than even the biggest of the trading vessels that plied the coast carrying goods from one nation to the next. 
 
    But it was the colors that drew the most attention. The red sails were ominous. Coupled with the ship being painted black and there were plenty in the crowd who made signs against evil and muttered prayers under their breath to various gods. 
 
    “It ain’t natural,” a sailor standing next to Fen said. 
 
    “What isn’t?” someone asked him. 
 
    “There’s wind in her sails, but the day is dead calm.” 
 
    Fen hadn’t noticed that before, but the man was right. On the docks there wasn’t a breath of wind—which was unusual since there was almost always at least a light breeze blowing—but the  red sails were bellied out and the ship was approaching the docks at a good speed. 
 
    “And where’s her crew?” said another sailor. “I don’t see a soul aboard her.” 
 
    The decks were empty. No one moved on them or in the rigging overhead. The vessel might have been abandoned except for the fact that it came steadily on without veering either left or right. 
 
    “It’s a ghost ship is what it is,” another said. “Nothing else it could be.” 
 
    The crowd shifted nervously and some low words were exchanged. No one came right out and agreed with the speaker, but none argued with him either. 
 
    “I won’t be here when it docks,” the same man said. “I won’t have its curse hanging on me.” So saying he made his way through the crowd and left. A number of people took his cue and left as well. Soon there was only about a score of people remaining. 
 
    As the ship drew close, the small crowd backed away and even more of them left. Fen considered going for the city watch, but he had to admit that he was curious. He didn’t believe it was a ghost ship, whatever the sailors thought. But clearly there was something very unusual about it. He wanted to stay and learn all he could. The Fist would want to know as much as possible. 
 
    The red-sailed ship glided up to the dock. As it did, the sails sagged, the wind which had filled them suddenly gone. The ship bumped up against the dock and came to a stop. Up close it looked much larger, with three masts instead of the one that the trading ships had. There were windows set into the stern. Off the bow protruded a carved figure of some strange creature. The upper body looked like that of a man, but the lower body had tentacles instead of legs. 
 
    Still no one moved on the deck. The crowd muttered and looked at each other nervously. Fen could sense how close they were to running. 
 
    A gangplank extended from the strange ship and lowered to the dock. There was no sign of anyone still. The crowd moved back a few more steps. 
 
    At the stern there was a raised deck, right above the area where the windows were. Below that deck was a wall with a door set into it. Steps led from it up to the main deck. 
 
    The door opened and four black-robed figures emerged. Their faces were hidden by cowls. Their hands were lost in the voluminous sleeves. They seemed almost to glide across the deck toward the gangplank, so smoothly and quietly did they move. 
 
    The crowd fell back further, but this time Fen did not move with them. He rested his hand on his sword hilt and waited on the pier. 
 
    The figures crossed the gangplank and glided up to Fen. Even close up he could see nothing within those hoods but the merest suggestion of white skin. They stopped a few feet away from Fen. One of them spoke. 
 
    “We have come to serve the one you call Fist. Take us to him.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Fen asked. He hadn’t drawn his sword yet, but he was close. The hair on the back of his neck was standing up. He felt strangely hot. 
 
    “We are Ankharan sages. We are here to serve the Fist. Take us to him.” 
 
    That didn’t tell him much. Fen wasn’t actually sure what a sage was. He knew one thing: he didn’t like the looks of these men or their ship, but so far they had not done anything threatening or hostile. The Fist would want to see them, at least to find out where they were from. He didn’t believe that part about being here to serve the Fist. They’d obviously come from far away, not from anywhere on the island of Tarakand. Why would they come all this way to serve a king they knew nothing about? 
 
    “I’ll take you,” he told them. “Follow me.” 
 
    He walked away from the dock, and the four figures followed silently. Those people who were still in the area, watching with big eyes, faded back, none of them wanting to get close to the four mysterious figures. 
 
    Fen led them through the city, and it seemed he could feel their eyes on his back the whole way, but they did not speak, and he didn’t speak again either. This would be something for the Fist to solve, not him. 
 
    Word ran on ahead of them, and as he led them up the broad boulevard that led to the castle, the citizens of the city began to turn out. They watched from windows and doorways. They watched from alley ways. A few were brave enough to stand on the boulevard itself, though their numbers were few. 
 
    At some point a squad of city watch showed up at a run, weapons drawn. They looked at the figures and then at Fen questioningly. Fen made a gesture for them to stand down. They moved to the side and watched as the procession passed them, then fell in behind. The hooded figures appeared to ignore them. 
 
    The Fist was waiting for them outside the castle gates when they arrived. He was dressed, as he was most days, in a simple white, sleeveless tunic and leather breeches tucked into knee-high boots. His bald head was bare, his oiled mustache hanging down past his jaw. His thick, muscular arms were crossed over his chest, a copper band around each bicep. His piercing eyes settled on Fen. 
 
    Fen saluted. “They claim they are here to serve you, Fist.” 
 
    The Fist looked at the hooded figures. “Who are you?” 
 
    One of the figures pushed his hood back then. His skin was a startling white, as if it had never seen the sun. Tattooed sigils covered his face almost completely. The skin around his eyes had been tattooed black. There was a black metal ring through each cheek. 
 
    “I am Maphothet. We are sages of Ankhara. We have come to serve you.” As one they went to their knees. “We are yours to command,” he said. 
 
    The Fist looked them over, his face expressionless. Then he nodded. “Follow me.” He looked at Fen. “You too.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The Fist led them to the throne room. A dozen palace guards accompanied them. The Fist sat down on his throne and motioned Fen to stand beside and slightly behind the throne. The four strangers stood at the foot of the dais facing him. Only the one who had spoken had his hood pulled back. The guards arranged themselves facing the strangers, watching them carefully, hands on weapons. 
 
    “Where are you from?” the Fist asked. 
 
    “We come from a land across the sea, called Ankhara,” Maphothet replied. His eyes were cold, almost inhuman. They revealed nothing. Fen was reminded of a snake’s eyes. 
 
    “And you came all this way to serve me.” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “If you come from as far away as you claim, how do you know of me?” 
 
    “We became aware of you the day your power first truly awoke. Before that we had hints, but nothing we could be sure of.” 
 
    The day his power awoke. Fen wondered if the stranger spoke of the day the assassin tried to kill the Fist. He’d thought about that day a great deal. It was still vivid in his mind. He could clearly picture that first horrible moment when he turned to see the Fist with the sword protruding from his chest. And then the thing he’d done to the assassin, where it seemed he drained the man’s life from him and used it to heal himself. 
 
    Maphothet glanced at Fen before continuing and Fen had a sudden, irrational feeling that the man had heard his thoughts. 
 
    “The assassin was sent by the followers of one of the old gods,” the stranger said. “There are those who fear your growing power and the changes it will bring to this world.” 
 
    The Fist had conducted a long investigation after the assassination attempt, trying to find out who was behind it. Scores of people had been tortured and killed and hundreds more imprisoned, but no conspiracy had ever been found. Fen knew how much it had angered the Fist, not being able to find answers. 
 
    The Fist pulled on one end of his mustache as he thought. “But you don’t fear my power.” 
 
    “Quite the opposite. We have come to help you cultivate it.” 
 
    Fen saw right away how that caught the Fist’s attention. The Fist leaned forward and stared intently at the foreigner. “Explain.” 
 
    “We have dedicated our lives to unlocking the power of Man, power that lies within all of us, but that only a few are able to tap into.” 
 
    “And you think that I am one of these people?” 
 
    “We know you are.” 
 
    “But why come all this way?” 
 
    “Because you are special. There is within you vast potential, far beyond any that we have ever experienced.” 
 
    “That still does not explain why. Why spend your time teaching me?” 
 
    “The pursuit of this knowledge is all that is important to us. In you we see the future of mankind, a future free of the yoke of the old gods. A future where Man is his own god. To be a part of this, to help it come about, is the apex of our life’s work.” 
 
    The Fist hid it well, but Fen knew he was excited by this. Many times since the attempted assassination the Fist had talked about the strange powers he’d exhibited, speculating about them, why he had them, where they had come from. Above all else he wanted to unlock his powers. Unfortunately for the Fist, there’d been no other manifestations in the two years since the assassin’s attack, and he had grown frustrated and angry about it. 
 
    The stranger continued. “The time of the old gods has passed. It is time for Man to be his own god. We believe you are the man to blaze that path.” 
 
    The Fist sat back on the throne, thinking. “It is a great deal to believe.” 
 
    “Each of us went through the same feeling when our abilities first manifested,” Maphothet said. “It is hard to accept greatness when one’s whole life has taught him his littleness.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Maphothet’s eyes blazed. “Let us teach you of your greatness. You will see that what we say is truth. If not, you may banish us, and we will never return.” 
 
    The Fist considered his words for some time. No one spoke. The stranger kept his eyes fixed on the Fist. It seemed to Fen that the stranger did not once blink. Then at last the Fist spoke. 
 
    “I need time to think on this. Someone will escort you to rooms where you can rest.” 
 
    “We are grateful for the offer,” the stranger said. “But we do not rest as others do, and we are not comfortable within walls such as these. On the way here I saw a ruined tower behind the palace. That would suit us well.” 
 
    “The tower hasn’t been in use for over a hundred years,” the Fist said. “Every day I expect it to fall down. It would not do to have you all killed the first night when it collapsed on you.” 
 
    Something like the hint of a cold smile pulled at the corner of Maphothet’s mouth. “Allow us to concern ourselves with that. We have ways of protecting ourselves, I assure you.” 
 
    The Fist shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He looked at the captain of the guard. “Escort our guests to the tower. See that they have whatever they require.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Once the room was empty, Barik turned to Fen. “Thoughts?” 
 
    Fen had been expecting this. He had his answer ready. “I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Why?” 
 
    “I think they have other reasons for being here that they aren’t saying.” 
 
    “Most likely. But then, don’t we all? We all have hidden motives. Often our motives are hidden even from ourselves.” 
 
    “I think you should send them away.” 
 
    “And I may. In time. But first I will see if they can deliver what they have promised.” 
 
    “What if they’re here to kill you?” Fen asked. 
 
    Barik smiled. It was a cold smile. “They will not find it so easy to do. Have you forgotten the last attempt?” 
 
    “They mean to use you.” 
 
    Barik stroked his mustache. “And I mean to use them.” He stood up then and began pacing. “Do you know how many nights I have walked the halls of this palace trying to understand what happened that day when the assassin tried to kill me? Why was I not killed? How was I able to steal the man’s life and use it to replace my own? Where did the power come from? Why do I have it?” 
 
    He stopped and fixed Fen with his intense gaze. His eyes were dark and piercing. Even after all the time Fen had spent with him, he still found it difficult to meet that gaze. “What else am I capable of?” Barik clenched his fists and flexed the muscles in his arms. “I feel…different. Something has changed inside me. Strange energies run through my veins. I feel strong. Invincible even. I feel as if I can do anything.” 
 
    His look turned dark, and he resumed pacing. “But I cannot reach this power. It is all around me, it is within me, but I don’t know how to take hold of it. You said you fear they mean to use me. I absolutely mean to use them. The moment they walked in here I felt something change. The power within me awoke in their presence, like adding fuel to a smoldering fire. Don’t you see? They have the answers I seek. Do they have their own purposes? Almost definitely. But I have mine as well, and I know with every fiber of my being that if it comes down to it, I am stronger than they are. If they turn on me, I will crush them.” 
 
    Fen felt alarmed by Barik’s words and the passion behind them. This was something he hadn’t glimpsed before. He and the Fist had spoken about the Fist’s strange ability and speculated about it, and he knew that the Fist was intensely curious about it, but he hadn’t realized how obsessed he was by it. In this they were opposites. Fen also felt power within him, but it frightened him and he only wanted for it to be gone. Barik wanted to cultivate his. 
 
    Fen felt a desperation he didn’t understand. He had a feeling that this man he had come to venerate was standing at a crossroads, a heartbeat away from choosing the wrong path, the path that would destroy him. He couldn’t have said where the feeling came from, only that it was there and he did not doubt it. “Fist, they are dangerous. I implore you. Do not listen to them. Send them away at once.” 
 
    “I know you mean well, Fen, but in this you are wrong,” the Fist said. “I know what I am doing. You must trust me in this.” 
 
    Fen knew it was hopeless, that he could not sway the Fist, but he made one more attempt. “I thought what was most important to you was the safety of your people, so they could live free and not have to fear our enemies.” 
 
    Barik gave him a sharp look. “That has not changed. That’s my whole reason for doing this, don’t you see? We have come far in rebuilding Samkara. We are so much stronger than we were. But I don’t know if it’s enough. Marad is a powerful nation, and if others join in and fight with her, we will be defeated.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should not attack Marad. Maybe we should focus only on defense.” 
 
    The Fist shook his head. “I wish I could, Fen, but you do not know the Maradi like I do. They are a treacherous people. We will never be safe so long as they remain a power on this island. This is why I have to take this chance and see what the foreign sages have to teach me. If through them I can marshal the power to guarantee our victory over Marad…what kind of ruler would I be if I did not take it, no matter the cost to myself?” 
 
    Fen hesitated, trying to find the right words. The Fist had always told him to speak his mind, had ordered him to in fact, but still he sensed he must be careful how he phrased what he was thinking. “I still think they mean us harm. I still think they must be sent away.” 
 
    When he was done the Fist stared at him for a long minute in silence. At last he said, “To rule effectively requires risk. This is a risk I must take.” 
 
    Fen started to speak again, but Barik stopped him. 
 
    “Enough,” he said, a spark of anger in his voice. “I value your opinion, but do not mistake it for something more. My highest goal, as always, is the safety of Samkara. I will do whatever it takes to ensure this.” 
 
    Fen lowered his head, knowing there was nothing else he could say. “I serve you, Fist. That will never waver.” 
 
    “Good,” Barik said, putting his hand on Fen’s shoulder. “I knew I could count on your loyalty, no matter what happens. You above all the rest of them I trust the most. You are my right hand, and you will stand beside me as we defeat all those who seek to harm Samkara.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Fen didn’t feel grateful. He didn’t like the sound of any of this. But he didn’t want to anger his king either. He knew when he had said all he could say. Perhaps another day he would have another chance. But not today. 
 
    “The arrival of these foreigners has helped me make a decision I have been pondering for some time,” Barik continued. “I will give the orders today. As soon as the necessary preparations have been completed, the army will march on Marad.” 
 
    “We’re marching on Marad?” Fen asked, surprised. “But we’re not ready yet. I thought we were going to build our strength for several more years.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to wait,” the Fist said. “They know we have grown stronger. My spies tell me that Marad is building her forces. Every day we wait, they get stronger. Eventually they will attack us. But if these foreigners can deliver on their promises, if they can help me unlock my abilities, then now is the time to strike.” 
 
    “And if they can’t?” 
 
    “Then we will defeat them with steel,” the Fist said grimly. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “First you take a day off from training and disappear,” Cowley said to Fen. It was later that same day and he and Fen had climbed up on the castle wall and were watching the sunset. “Then when you show up you have some foreigners in tow, and you say you just happened to be down at the docks when their ship came in. Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said. “That’s it.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t know they were coming?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? How would I know that?” Though his words did give Fen something to think about. If larger forces were at work—perhaps the gods, perhaps something else—then maybe they guided him so that he would be there at the exact time the foreigners arrived. It seemed unbelievable, but then so did everything else these days. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m trying to figure out how you manage to end up in the middle of everything all the time.” 
 
    “I told you, I went down there to talk to the healer the old woman told us about. That’s all.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “That he remembered my father.” Fen had decided not to tell Cowley what the old man said about the gods being Shapers and how one of the Shapers of Stone might have caused his affliction. That was getting a little too close to revealing his secret. 
 
    Cowley snorted. “That sounds useful.” 
 
    “I was hoping for more,” Fen admitted. 
 
    “Maybe it’s best to stop thinking about it. You look healthy to me.” 
 
    “I’d like nothing more than to stop thinking about it.” 
 
    “What’s your take on these foreigners?” 
 
    “I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “But the Fist does?” 
 
    “He says he doesn’t…” 
 
    “But you think maybe we should keep an eye on them anyway.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Any ideas how to do that?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    Cowley turned to look at the ruined tower on the far side of the castle grounds. “Hey, look at that.” Fen turned to look too. The four cowled figures were standing on top of the tower. They were standing in a circle and had their hands in the air. “What do you think they’re doing? Are they praying?” 
 
    Fen shook his head. “Whatever they are, they don’t believe in the gods. They think man should be his own god.” 
 
    “They said that?” 
 
    Fen nodded. 
 
    “Well they’re not going to make a lot of friends among our local priests,” Cowley said. “Might even be some fireworks once word gets out.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sarge, how come we don’t get plate mail?” Noah asked. Wolfpack squad had just gotten new chain mail and half helms and they were trying the gear on. The blacksmiths were busy these days, working around the clock, churning out weapons and armor as fast as they could, along with all the other thousands of metal bits an army needs, from cook pots to wagon parts. “I saw Blackjay and Stag squadrons getting plate mail yesterday.” 
 
    “You’re too scrawny for plate mail, that’s why,” Strout replied. “If we put that stuff on you, you’d collapse on the spot and never move again.” Then he ducked as Noah threw a helmet at his head. 
 
    “Blackjay and Stag get plate mail because they’re heavies,” Flint replied. “You’re not. The Fist means to use Wolfpack differently. He wants you fast and mobile.” 
 
    “How close are we getting to moving out?” Lukas asked. Samkara had been gearing up for war for several weeks now. The supply warehouses groaned with rice, beans and barrels of salted pork. Scores of wagons waited in rows, ready to load up. Outside the city, in temporary pens, waited hundreds of horses and oxen, ready to carry men and their gear to war. 
 
    “They don’t tell sergeants things like that,” Flint replied. “You know that. You have to go higher up the chain for information like that.” 
 
    “Do you know anything, lieutenant?” Lukas asked Fen. 
 
    Fen shook his head. “I know we’re getting close, but that’s all. The captain hasn’t told me anything.” 
 
    “Can’t you just ask the Fist?” 
 
    “Sure,” Fen said, shifting his chain mail until it was sitting right. His jupon was getting too small for him. “I’ll march on in there today and tell him my squad wants to know his plans for war. I’m sure he’ll be happy to tell me.” 
 
    “If you ask me, this whole thing is at least a year too soon,” Strout grumbled. “We’re not ready to take on Marad, not by a long shot. Too many of the pups still don’t know which end of the sword is the pointy one.” Since the decision to march had been made, several thousand conscripts had been added to the army and were being trained relentlessly every day. Wolfpack squadron had been helping with that training, drilling farm boys and shop keeper’s sons hour after hour, teaching them how to wield their weapons—halberds and poleaxes mostly—and keep formation, how to turn in unison when the horns called out new orders, how to advance and how to withdraw. The new recruits were making progress, but they were still pretty rough. 
 
    “They’re not so tough,” Noah said confidently. “We’ll smash them, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Which only proves how dumb you are,” Strout replied. “Their walls are bigger than ours, for one thing, and we don’t have enough engineers and carpenters to build all the siege engines we’ll need to break through. Even if we had all that, our army isn’t big enough to really encircle the city properly. A siege is no good if the defenders can come and go as they please.” 
 
    “How do you know all that? You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Noah said skeptically. 
 
    “The hell I don’t. I’ve been talking to traders and merchants since I first found out we’re going to march. They’re the ones who told me about Marad’s walls. I found out the rest from the cook. He’s seen his share of wars, and he knows what he’s talking about.” 
 
    Fen was surprised at how accurate Strout’s assessment was, though he really shouldn’t be. Strout wasn’t dumb, that was for sure. He had plenty of smarts, actually, and probably should have been promoted at least once already, except that he had a tendency to get into fights. Not just with his squad mates either, but with soldiers from all over the regiment. He was respected as a fine fighter, and Fen would have trusted him with his life in a second, but he wasn’t liked, and he wasn’t the man to lead soldiers in battle. 
 
    “Can’t you find out anything, Fen?” Noah asked. “What good is it being the Fist’s pet if you don’t know anything?” 
 
    “What good is having a mouth if you never use it for anything worthwhile?” Strout said. “You talk and talk, Noah, but nothing worth hearing ever comes out.” 
 
    “I haven’t been able to get in to talk to him. I’ve tried, but every time the guards say he is meeting with the foreigners and can’t be disturbed,” Fen said. 
 
    “What’s the Fist doing spending so much time with them anyway?” Noah asked. 
 
    Fen hesitated. They were all looking at him expectantly. The Fist hadn’t told him it was a secret, what he was doing with the foreigners, but he’d made no announcement about it either. Probably Fen should keep it to himself. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I heard that they have powerful magic,” Lukas said. “I heard someone saw one of them flying from the top of the tower one night in the shape of a great bird.” 
 
    “I heard that their ship is filled with monsters who come out in the darkness and drag people onto their ship and eat them,” Gage said. 
 
    “Which only proves how gullible both of you are,” Strout said disgustedly. “Whatever they are, they’re just men. They’re not gods. They don’t have magic.” 
 
    Cowley showed up then. 
 
    “Good of you to finally decide to join us,” Flint said. “I was thinking about giving your new mail to one of the gardeners.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, sergeant,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Whose bed did you wake up in this morning?” Lukas asked. “Was it someone new?” Lukas was fascinated by Cowley and his escapades with the opposite sex, maybe because he was still too shy himself to have much to do with girls. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t that,” Cowley said. “I told you already, I’ve been seeing Amma again.” Cowley and the red-haired Amma had been on-again, off-again for years now. It was hard to keep up with them. Theirs was a tumultuous relationship, a situation not helped at all by Cowley’s tendency to flirt nearly constantly. 
 
    “I don’t see any sawdust in your hair like you usually have from sleeping on a tavern floor,” Strout said, looking him over. 
 
    “I’m late because I was talking with Willem.” 
 
    “The old servant who wears that necklace with the funny symbol on it?” Gage asked. 
 
    “Yes and that funny symbol is the symbol of the god he worships, Norve. He’s devout and goes to the temple nearly every day. Or at least he did. When I saw him this morning he was upset, practically crying. The old man has always been kind to me so I stopped him and asked him what was wrong. He said he went to the temple at dawn this morning and found the door standing open. When he went inside he found the priest of the temple and his three acolytes all dead.” 
 
    That got everyone’s attention, even Flint’s. They stopped what they were doing and looked at him. 
 
    “Dead?” Lukas asked. 
 
    Cowley nodded grimly. 
 
    “A robbery gone bad, maybe,” Noah mused. 
 
    “Nope. It wasn’t that. He said they’d been disemboweled, their guts strewn everywhere. Then whoever did it used their blood to write ‘the gods are dead’ on the walls.” 
 
    “Oh…shit,” Gage said. 
 
    “Who would do something like that?” Lukas asked. 
 
    As if by unspoken signal all of them turned to look at the ruined tower, its top half visible above the palace. 
 
    “Do you think they had something to do with it?” Lukas asked in a low voice. 
 
    “It has to be them,” Noah said. “Who else would it be?” 
 
    Fen felt stunned. The Ankharans had to be behind this. Who else would write “the gods are dead” on the wall? But why? What did they hope to accomplish? He realized then that it was more important than ever that he find a chance to speak with the Fist. He had to find some way to get Barik to see that the Ankharans were up to no good. 
 
    Flint spoke up then. “Talking and thinking are a soldier’s worst enemies. They bring nothing but trouble. Do them on your own time. Right now we have orders to follow and work to do. Finish gearing up and move out. Those pups aren’t going to train themselves.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Fen made his way back to the castle at the end of the day. He’d spent a lot of the day thinking about the murdered priest and he was more convinced than ever that the Ankharans were behind it. He wasn’t sure why they had done it. He wasn’t sure why they were in Samkara at all, though he was sure they hadn’t come all this way just to help the Fist unlock his powers. He had to find a way to convince the Fist to send them away before it was too late. And that started with getting to speak to the Fist without them around. He was going to try once again to get an audience as soon as he got cleaned up. 
 
    As he passed through the castle gates the two guards on duty greeted him. 
 
    “Any of the freshies worth anything?” the older of the two guards asked Fen. His name was Shinn and he was near to retirement age, with a large, bushy beard and a belly to match. One of Shinn’s ears was mostly gone, lost to a sword many years ago and he walked with a limp. He was a friendly man and Fen often stopped to talk with him when he had the time. 
 
    “What was that?” Fen asked, coming out of his thoughts. 
 
    “I was asking about the fresh recruits. You spent all day training them, right? Do you think they’ll be any good?” 
 
    “They’re coming along,” Fen said. “I wouldn’t want to count on them right away.” While he was talking he glanced over at the palace, and what he saw drove all other thoughts out of his mind. Shinn saw the expression on his face change and turned to see what he was looking at. 
 
    It was the merchant’s son with the long, blond hair. He and Ravin were standing by his wagon. He was standing very close to her. He leaned in and whispered something in her ear. She laughed and gave him a playful swat on the shoulder. 
 
    Since the last time Fen had spoken to Ravin, he’d worked very hard at putting her out of his mind. He’d kept himself constantly busy, working harder than ever before. During that time he’d managed to convince himself that things were better this way. With his affliction, he had no future to offer her. It hurt now, but they were both better off in the long run. They both needed to move on. He was glad that she’d found someone and even happier that he had wealth. He could take her away from her life as a servant and give her a life he, Fen, would never have been able to. 
 
    All of that went instantly out the window. Fen felt like he’d been sucker punched. His whole day went instantly black. Without realizing it, his hands curled into fists at his sides. 
 
    “So it’s like that, is it?” Shinn said, frowning. “I thought it was strange I hadn’t seen the two of you together for a while. I never liked that kid. The first time I saw him I didn’t like him. Too smooth, too cocky. Now I know why.” He moved closer to Fen and in a low voice he said, “You want any help?” 
 
    Fen gave him a questioning look, unsure what he was talking about. 
 
    “Us soldiers have to stick together, you know? I’m thinking maybe we could…you know…” He gestured toward the young man. 
 
    “I think we definitely could,” the other guard said. 
 
    “Could be next time he shows up at the gates we find something in his wagon that shouldn’t be there,” Shinn said. “Turn him over to the city watch. Shake him up a little. Make him think he ought to stay away from the castle for a while, let someone else handle the deliveries.” 
 
    His offer was tempting. It was certainly better than what Fen wanted to do right then, which involved inflicting violence on the young man. Once he was out of the way for a while Fen could have a real talk with Ravin. 
 
    And tell her what? That he had some terrible affliction and he was probably going to die soon, but he might hurt her first? 
 
    “Thanks, Shinn, but no,” Fen said reluctantly. “I can’t have you do that. He’s done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “That’s not how it looks to me. Chatting up a soldier’s girl is about as wrong as it gets.” 
 
    “She’s not my girl anymore,” Fen said. The words tasted bad in his mouth. 
 
    Shinn looked him over. “You sure?” Fen nodded. “If you say so, then. But if you change your mind, just say the word.” 
 
    Fen passed through the gates and headed for the barracks. As he walked he glanced over at the two of them and saw the young man handing Ravin something wrapped in a cloth. He saw the way her eyes lit up and a fresh pain went through him. 
 
    He took his time cleaning up, not wanting to see the two of them together again. But he didn’t go slowly enough and as he approached the palace he saw the young man driving away. Ravin was standing there staring after him. She looked so beautiful that it hurt. He slowed, thinking that he should go to the mess hall or the stables or somewhere and kill some time until she had gone inside, but she turned right then and saw him. A mix of emotions went across her face before she got herself under control. She gave him a neutral nod, then she hurried inside and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Fen had to stop and get himself under control all over again. Why did he have to see her again? It would be so much easier to get over her if he never saw her. Why did his chest hurt so much? 
 
    A minute later he was sufficiently recovered to continue on. He nodded to the guards at the front doors of the palace and went inside. A few of the servants spoke to him as he made his way to the throne room, and he returned their greetings, but he hardly saw them, so lost was he in thoughts of Ravin. When he got to the throne room, he asked the guards at the door if the Fist was inside. Instead of answering, one of them opened the door for him. 
 
    Barik was sitting on his throne listening to one of his generals give him an update on the army’s readiness. It wasn’t General Arkannen. Officially Arkannen had retired years before, not long after the nobility were all executed, and moved to his country estate. But Fen knew the truth, that he’d gotten a none-too-subtle hint from the Fist about his future if he stayed in the city any longer, and he’d wisely taken it and fled. 
 
    Fen waited until the general finished his report and left. 
 
    “What is it?” the Fist asked, seeing the look on Fen’s face. “I can see something is bothering you.” 
 
    “I need to talk to you in private.” Besides the two of them there were a handful of guards, a secretary and several servants in the room. The Fist gave an order and they left. 
 
    “I hope you have not come to try to talk me out of my plans for war,” the Fist said. “That discussion is over.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” Fen moved closer and lowered his voice in case any servants were nearby trying to listen in. “This morning I heard that the temple of Norve was desecrated, the priest and his acolytes killed.” 
 
    “So? I assume the city watch is looking into it. Why are you telling me?” 
 
    “I think the Ankharans did it.” 
 
    The Fist scowled. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “On the wall someone painted in blood ‘the gods are dead’.” 
 
    “And that means they did it?” 
 
    Fen nodded. 
 
    “There are plenty of people with a gripe against the gods, Fen. It could have been someone who went to the priest of Norve for help, maybe to cure some serious affliction, and when it didn’t work—because the gods never respond to our pleas—he took action. Have you considered that?” 
 
    “I have. But I still think it is the Ankharans who did it. I heard them say the gods are dead.” 
 
    “This is a serious charge you’re leveling, Fen, accusing someone of murder. I assume you have some proof beyond that.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I thought—” 
 
    “You thought? Are you saying you want me to arrest someone because of something you think?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Fen said desperately, wondering how this had all gone so wrong. He knew in his heart that the foreigners were involved in this, but he could think of no way to convince the Fist. 
 
    “I never thought I’d see this from you, Fen. I never thought you would use your place in my favor to gain an advantage.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that!” Fen said, horrified. 
 
    “Aren’t you? You come here and insinuate that the foreigners are behind the murder of several Samkaran citizens, and yet you have no proof at all. What else are you trying to do if not to get them arrested?” 
 
    “I only wanted to warn you.” 
 
    But the Fist ignored his words and was staring at him suspiciously. “Why, Fen? Do you fear that your position will be usurped by them? Is that it?” 
 
    Fen went to one knee. “I promise you, Fist, that I care nothing for my position. Everything I do is for Samkara. That’s all I care about. If you want to take away my rank and give me the lowest position in the army I accept it. I ask only to serve.” 
 
    The Fist looked down at him for a minute, his dark eyes searching, probing. Then he nodded. “Get up, Fen. I believe you.” Fen stood. “But be sure you make no more false accusations. I warn you. I will not be so gentle with you next time. You have my favor, but that does not make you above the law. The punishment for falsely accusing another is prison. You would do well to remember that.” 
 
    “I understand, Fist.” 
 
    “It is too bad you cannot overcome your suspicions, Fen,” the Fist said, getting up off his throne and beginning to pace. “There is much I would like to share with you. The things they are teaching me are incredible. My power is growing by the day. You would not believe what I am now capable of, and I have only begun to scratch the surface of what I will someday be able to do.” 
 
    As he spoke, he grew animated. His eyes were lit by some inner fire and he held up a clenched fist. Fen had never heard him sound like this. There was a ferocity about him that had never been there before, a kind of manic intensity that was disturbing. 
 
    “What kind of things can you do?” Fen asked. 
 
    But before the Fist could answer, the doors to the throne room opened. Fen turned to see the four Ankharans enter. How was it they were showing up just then? Fen wondered. Was it purely coincidence? Or did they know he was coming to see the Fist and came to make sure he wasn’t making trouble for them? 
 
    “Maphothet,” the Fist said. “It’s good you are here. Fen tells me the priest and the acolytes of the god Norve have been killed. He thinks you might have been involved. Do you know anything of this?” 
 
    Fen was stunned. He’d never dreamed the Fist would tell the foreigners outright what he’d said. 
 
    Maphothet’s eyes went to Fen, searching, probing. His eyes were almost completely black, the whites barely visible at all. The power in his gaze was palpable. Fen felt his fingers start tingling. The tingling ran up his arms. There was a sensation of pressure behind his eyes. He blinked to try and clear it. 
 
    “A god who cannot protect his followers is no god at all,” Maphothet said at last. 
 
    His words seemed to come from far away. The pressure behind Fen’s eyes got worse and now he had a terrible headache. Fen had begun sweating profusely. He felt unbearably hot, like there was a fire in his chest. 
 
    With alarm, Fen realized that his affliction was rearing its head. The power inside him was awakening. At the same time, the floor began to vibrate under his feet. He sensed strange, powerful energies rising toward him from deep in the earth. He fought to keep the power within him under control, to keep it from connecting with the power in the earth, but he knew that if he didn’t leave soon it would be too late. 
 
    “I was mistaken,” he said through gritted teeth. “My apologies.” He turned to the Fist and bowed. “With your leave, Fist, I have duties to attend to.” 
 
    The Fist waved him away and Fen fled. With every step he could feel the man’s eyes on his back. His fists were clenched, and he was shaking with the effort of restraining the strange power. 
 
    Once outside the throne room the feeling began to subside. The pressure inside his skull eased. The strange fever cooled. Fen unclenched his fists and discovered tiny fragments of reddish stone embedded in his palms. 
 
    What just happened? he wondered. He had not lost control of his emotions, which was what usually triggered the attacks. It all started when Maphothet gazed at him, as if the stranger’s presence triggered it. But why? Did this mean he was getting worse? 
 
    Fen made a vow to himself then. Whatever it took, he would uncover the truth about the Ankharans. Even if it turned out to be the last thing he ever did. They were dangerous. He feared they were driving the Fist to madness. Expelling them from Samkara was more important than his own life. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    “Ten fights today!” Noah exclaimed, throwing his sword belt down on his cot. “That’s the worst day so far. I swear, every time I turned around they were at it again.” It was the end of the day and most of Wolfpack squad was in the barracks, all of them having spent another day training the conscripts, readying them for war. 
 
    “A certain amount of fighting is normal,” Gage said, “but I’ve also noticed that the men I’m training seem on edge. I had to have two men carried off to the healers today.” 
 
    “It’s not only the soldiers,” Lukas chimed in. “I stopped in the market on the way back to have something to eat, and there was a brawl while I was there. There were probably twenty people involved before the watch showed up and started cracking heads.” 
 
    “It’s like there’s a dark cloud hanging over the city,” Gage said. “At one point I got in a shouting match with one of the sergeants. I thought we were going to end up fighting.” For Noah to say the same thing would have been nothing, but Gage was the most easygoing man in the squad. 
 
    Fen listened to them talk and said nothing. He’d noticed the darkness too. Unlike the rest of them, though, he was certain he knew what the cause of it was. It was the Ankharans. It had to be. They were up to something and whatever it was, it was leaching out into the city. He wished he could get the Fist to see it too, but he knew he couldn’t bring it up again without some concrete proof, which he didn’t have. 
 
    “I think it’s your imagination,” Noah said. “Fights are part of training. Look how often we’ve fought over the years.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lukas said. “I think this is something more.” 
 
    “I’m with Noah,” Strout said, speaking up for the first time. “The city is preparing for war. It has everyone on edge. I think it’s a good thing. It keeps a soldier sharp, ready for action.” 
 
    “What do you think, Fen?” Lukas asked him. 
 
    But before he could say what he thought, Cowley came storming in. He slammed the door behind him, stomped over and kicked his cot. “That’s it!” he yelled. “This time I’m done with her for good!” He threw himself down on his cot and put his hands behind his head. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Noah said. “Amma and you have been fighting again.” Cowley and Amma fought regularly. They split up. Then they made up and got back together. Whereupon they started the whole sequence anew. They’d all heard it a hundred times before and were all pretty sick of it. “I think I’ve heard this story before.” 
 
    Cowley sat up and glared at him. “Not like this, you haven’t. This time is different. I still can’t believe what she said. I will never, ever speak to her again.” 
 
    “That would be a relief,” Strout said. “What you two see in each other is beyond me. Why don’t you give it up already?” 
 
    “Go jump off a cliff,” Cowley growled. 
 
    Strout sat up, his expression darkening. “If you don’t like what I have to say, then keep your petty little problems to yourself.” 
 
    “Did you say petty?” Cowley jumped to his feet, his fists bunched. Strout got up too. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Gage said, standing up and getting between the two. “It’s been a long day. Can we skip the fighting for a while?” 
 
    “I’m with Gage,” Lukas said. “How about if you two don’t talk to each other for the rest of the day?” 
 
    Cowley glared at Strout for a moment longer, then lay back down. Silence returned to the barracks. It was broken a minute later when the door opened and the brothers, Wallice and Eben, came walking in. As they always did, they surveyed the room carefully, their eyes missing nothing. It didn’t matter whether they were walking into the meanest tavern in Samkara or their own barracks, the brothers were always cautious, always alert. They seemed to expect to be jumped at any moment. 
 
    Fen expected them to go silently to their cots at the far end of the room, but they surprised him by stopping when they got to him. 
 
    “Another priest was killed,” Wallice said. Neither brother spoke much, but when they did it was usually Wallice, the older one. “He was torn in half, the pieces nailed to the walls. Like the others who were killed, there were words written on the wall in blood: ‘the gods are dead’.” 
 
    That got everyone’s attention. They all sat up on their cots, listening. 
 
    “That’s the fourth one now,” Lukas said softly. “It has to be the foreigners behind it. Who else could it be?” 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Gage said cautiously. “We don’t know that. It could be someone else.” But he didn’t sound very sure of himself. 
 
    “Have you tried talking to the Fist about it?” Lukas asked Fen. 
 
    “I did. He told me if I accused them again he would put me in prison.” 
 
    “He told you that?” Lukas said. “But he’s…but you’re…” 
 
    Cowley leaned forward. In a soft voice he said, “The servants say that the Fist spends hours every day alone with Maphothet. One of the maids who is friends with Amma says she saw the Fist coming out of the ruined tower one night.” 
 
    Lukas’ eyes got very round. “Maybe they put a spell on him or something.” 
 
    “Listen to you idiots. You’re all getting worked up over nothing,” Strout said. “No one put a spell on the Fist. Believe me, he knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “But what if he’s under their power? We don’t know what they’re capable of,” Lukas said. 
 
    Strout snorted. “Unbelievable. Next you’ll be seeing ghosts and chasing spirits.” He got up and walked to the door. “I’m going to use the privy. Try not to wet your pants while I’m gone.” The door closed behind him. 
 
    “Whether they put a spell on the Fist or not, I don’t trust them,” Noah said. “They’re foreigners. Who knows why they’re here? We should get rid of them before it’s too late.” 
 
    “How?” Cowley asked. 
 
    Noah drew his thumb across his throat. “That’s how we handle problems where I come from.” Both the brothers perked up at his words. Eben fingered the knife at his belt. 
 
    “So, murder,” Cowley said, looking at Noah disbelievingly. “Don’t count me in on this one. I don’t want to swing from a gallows. I like my neck the way it is.” 
 
    “I know some people…” Noah said. 
 
    “We’re not going to do that,” Fen said, not liking where this was going either. 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Lukas asked. “We can’t just do nothing. Aren’t we sworn to protect Samkara from her enemies?” 
 
    “We need to find proof that they’re behind the murders,” Cowley said. “What if we staked out one of the temples and caught them in the act?” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Noah said. “There’s what, thirty temples in this city? How are we going to watch them all? I’m not staying up all night for no reason.” He slumped back down on his cot. “Proof,” he said disgustedly. “Why do we need proof when we know they’re guilty?” 
 
    Strout came back in then. “It seems you aren’t the only ones all riled up about this. There’s a score of priests out there headed for the palace.” 
 
    The squad hurried outside. Strout was telling the truth. A couple dozen priests were marching determinedly across the castle grounds toward the palace. Leading them was the tall, gray-haired priest of Hentu who had spent so much time preaching that the Fist was chosen by Hentu to be the sword of vengeance against Samkara’s enemies. 
 
    Fen saw his opportunity and hurried after the priests. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen followed the group of priests into the palace. He only recognized the robes and symbols of a few of them. The rest of them he was unfamiliar with, which wasn’t unusual. Samkara had quite a few obscure religions and modest temples tucked away here and there. 
 
    The priests didn’t speak as they made their way through the palace. He could sense their tension in the set of their shoulders and the grim looks on their faces. They looked to him like men marching to their deaths. Maybe they were. He had a deep feeling of foreboding. Something bad was about to happen. 
 
    There were several other men before the throne when the priests got there, from the looks of them wealthy merchants bringing some matter before the Fist. Fen was relieved to see that there was no sign of the Ankharans. Maybe these priests would be able to get through to the Fist where he had been unable to. He relaxed slightly. Maybe this would go better than he feared. 
 
    The Fist looked down at the merchants standing at the foot of the dais. “Come back tomorrow,” he said, waving his hand. They left, giving the priests venomous looks on the way out. The Fist’s gaze fell on Fen briefly, but he showed no change in expression. He looked at the gray-haired priest of Hentu who was leading the delegation. 
 
    “You may approach the throne.” 
 
    The gray-haired man cast a glance at the men around him as if for reassurance, then squared his shoulders and led them forward. He stopped at the bottom of the dais. Fen noticed that a space had opened around the man, the other priests lingering behind him. 
 
    “Why do you come before me this day?” 
 
    “Sire,” the priest of Hentu said, lowering his head. Then he faltered and again looked around him for support. 
 
    “Speak,” the Fist said. “Have I not always encouraged my subjects to speak freely to me? How can my regime escape the errors of the past if my subjects cannot bring me their problems?” 
 
    The gray-haired priest took a deep breath. He seemed reassured by the Fist’s words and he looked boldly up at him as he said, “Another of our number has been foully murdered, sire.” 
 
    “Is the city watch investigating?” the Fist asked, stroking his mustache. 
 
    “They are.” The gray-haired priest looked around him, but still he stood alone. He visibly gathered his courage, and his next words sounded loud in the hall. “It is our belief that the foreigners are behind this. Sire, we demand that you banish these foreign devils. Send them back where they came from!” 
 
    Silence met his words. The Fist simply sat there, staring at him, his expression blank. Finally, he said, “Is that it?” 
 
    “What?” the gray-haired priest said, confusion on his face. 
 
    “I wanted to know if that was it,” the Fist replied. “Or do you have more you wish to say?” 
 
    Once again the gray-haired priest looked around for support. He found none. If anything, the other priests had moved even further back from him. 
 
    “No. That is all.” 
 
    The Fist leaned back on his throne. “I believe it is customary in a trial for the accused to be allowed to present a defense, is it not?” 
 
    “Y…Yes, sire,” the gray-haired priest said. 
 
    “So be it.” The Fist held up his hand. 
 
    The curtains behind his throne parted and the four Ankharans emerged. They glided forward, two taking up positions on each side of the Fist. 
 
    One of them pushed his cowl back. It was Maphothet. The tattooed sigils on his face stood out starkly against his bone-white skin. He stared unblinking at the priest of Hentu, who backed up, his face going pale. The other priests cowered back, several putting up their hands to cover their faces as if Maphothet’s gaze burned them. 
 
    Fen felt the pressure start to build deep in his skull. Sweat began to bead and run down his back. Unconsciously, he took a step back. 
 
    The Fist shifted on the throne and looked at Maphothet. “This man has brought a charge of murder against you. What do you have to say?” 
 
    In answer, Maphothet took a step forward. The gray-haired priest scrambled backwards. Yelps came from the other priests as they backed up too. 
 
    “If your god still lives, then perhaps it is time for him to prove it,” Maphothet said. 
 
    The gray-haired priest’s eyes bulged. “Wh-what?” He turned an imploring gaze on the Fist. “Sire, you are…I don’t understand what is—” 
 
    “My late wife was very devout,” the Fist interrupted, leaping to his feet suddenly. He strode to the front of the dais and stared angrily down at the priest. “She was an adherent of not only your god, but of numerous others. I loved her and so allowed her to give the coin I worked hard for to you and others like you. I even accompanied her on occasion when she went to your temples to pray. For years I listened to her speak of the gods and I never once said a word against her.” His features twisted with sudden fury. “But when the Maradi invaders came, where were her beloved gods then? Where were they when the catapult stone flew over the wall and crushed her and my only son?” 
 
    “I…I…it is not our way to fathom the ways of the gods,” the gray-haired priest stammered. “We cannot understand them.” 
 
    “Nor, it seems, can we count on them for aid. Not the common folk anyway. But surely you, as Hentu’s chosen representative, surely you can count on your god, right?” 
 
    Fen saw the sweat on the man’s brow. The priest of Hentu saw, finally, how deep the waters he’d waded into were. 
 
    Fen gasped as the pressure in his head increased suddenly, becoming painful. Sweat was pouring off him. There was a vibration in the floor under his feet as the powerful energies in the earth gathered and began moving toward him. He gritted his teeth and tried to suppress the power flowing inside him, fighting to keep it away from the power below. 
 
    “It may not work in quite that fashion,” the gray-haired priest said weakly, taking a step back. 
 
    “Maybe because your god is dead,” the Fist said, coming down the steps. He loomed over the priest, who seemed to be shrinking before him. Or maybe it was the Fist who was getting larger. Fen couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Shall we find out?” the Fist said. 
 
    “No, please,” the gray-haired priest said, putting one hand up and taking several steps back. “I am a loyal subject. I have ever only spoken your praise, sire. From the beginning I proclaimed you favored of the gods.” The other priests were hurriedly moving away from him, like chickens scattering before the fox. None wanted to be near him when whatever was about to happen did happen. 
 
    Because everyone in the room could feel that something was about to happen. The air was charged with electricity, like the moments before a thunderstorm breaks. The pain in Fen’s skull had increased to the point that he wanted to cry out. The hair on his arms was standing up. The power in the earth beneath him was vast and primordial. It was awakening and rising to the surface like a leviathan stirring from its slumber. He clenched his fists, trying to keep himself under control. If his affliction surfaced now, all would be lost. Above all else he could not let that happen. 
 
    Slowly the Fist raised one hand and pointed at the gray-haired priest, whose lips were moving in a silent, futile prayer. 
 
    The Fist spoke a single word in a harsh, alien tongue. 
 
    A bolt of black energy, limned in dark purple, shot out of his hand and struck the gray-haired priest. The priest staggered backwards with a cry. The energy spread quickly until it covered him completely in what looked like purple and black flames. 
 
    The priest screamed, a high, tortured sound, as the crackling energy began to devour him. His skin peeled away, then muscle. White bone appeared. 
 
    As this happened, the vast, ancient power in the earth made a convulsive surge for the surface. Fen bit his lip until it bled. His fingernails dug into the palms of his hands as he fought to keep it away from him. He knew he couldn’t hold on much longer. He could feel his hold slipping quickly. 
 
    Just when he was sure he could hold it back no longer, the Fist lowered his hand. The crackling energy faded and went out. With the withdrawal of his power, Fen’s began to recede as well. The power in the earth settled back down and the pain in his head receded. Breathing hard, he forced his hands to unclench. 
 
    The Fist lowered his hand and turned to the other priests, who were watching in horror. They began babbling in fear. Most flung themselves on the floor and prostrated themselves. 
 
    But Fen wasn’t looking at them. He was looking at Maphothet, who was staring intently at him. 
 
    “When you can prove to me that your god still lives,” the Fist told the cowering priests, “then you may approach me again. Until then, stay far away from me. Am I clear on this?” 
 
    The priests cried out that they would never return. The Fist waved them away, and they got to their feet and fled the room. In moments they were gone and silence had returned to the room. The Fist turned to Fen. 
 
    “Now do you believe me?” 
 
    Fen nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The strange power had subsided, but its aftermath still tingled along his limbs. He wanted only to leave the room and get as far away as he could. 
 
    “Still this is only a taste of what I am capable of,” the Fist said. He gave Fen a dark smile. “The Maradi have no idea what is coming for them.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen left the throne room on unsteady legs. He pushed his way through the line of people waiting for an audience with the Fist without seeing them. Once past them, he chose a hallway at random and turned down it. The hallway was empty, and he made his way to a bench and sank down onto it. 
 
    What he’d seen shook him badly. The way the Fist killed that man was horrible. It was something he would see in his nightmares for a long time to come. If he’d been worried about the effect the Ankharans were having on the Fist before, he was doubly worried now. Was the Fist going mad? Were the Ankharans doing something to him, or was it simply the result of awakening his power? What would happen now? 
 
    On top of that there was his fear about his own power. He’d barely managed to hold it back. It frightened him, not just how close he’d come to losing control of it, but how strong it had been. Before he’d been uneasy about the power, worried mostly that someone would find out about it, or that it would kill him someday. But now he was frightened of it. It was much bigger and stronger than he’d ever imagined. 
 
    There was no way he could hold out forever against it. Sooner or later it would escape his control and… 
 
    And what? What would happen? It was conceivable that he might level this entire city. He might kill hundreds or even thousands of people. 
 
    Something else occurred to him then. He’d gone to see the Fist because he was worried about the threat the Ankharans posed to Samkara. But was he not as big a threat? Perhaps even bigger? After all, he didn’t think the Ankharans could tear down the entire city and yet he might be able to. 
 
    Fen was so lost in his thoughts and fears that he didn’t hear her approach, had no idea she was near until she sat down beside him. 
 
    “Are you okay, Fen?” 
 
    It was Ravin. Her eyes were worried. She had one hand up as if to touch his face. 
 
    She was so close he could smell her, the distinctive scent that only she had. The smell triggered so many memories. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, squeeze her to him and never let her go. 
 
    “You don’t look well. What happened, Fen? What’s wrong?” 
 
    He knew from the pain on her face that she did still care for him, had never stopped caring for him. The other man meant nothing. She had only left because Fen pushed her away. All he had to do was tell her his secret, and she would come back to him. They could be together again. 
 
    “There is something inside me,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    The line between her eyes deepened, and she laid her hand on his arm. Fen’s heart began to beat faster. He knew he could trust her. Of everyone he knew, she was the one he could trust the most. 
 
    He put his hand over hers. “I’ve been afraid to tell you because…” His words trailed off as he noticed something for the first time. His hand felt oddly stiff. He lifted it and turned it over. 
 
    The palm of his hand looked like stone. He tried to flex it, and at first he couldn’t. He tried harder, and then it finally bent. When it did, fine pieces of what looked like stone cracked off and fell to the floor. 
 
    Ravin was looking at his hand, confused. “What’s that on your hand? Where did it come from?” 
 
    Fen knew instantly he could never tell her. He remembered the pain in his mother’s eyes every time he asked about his father. That would be Ravin after whatever was happening to him killed him. He couldn’t do that to her. He couldn’t put her through that. 
 
    He stood up abruptly. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.” 
 
    She jumped up too and grabbed his arm before he could walk away. “It’s not nothing, Fen! Don’t lie to me like that. I’m not a fool. I can see it on your face. Something is terribly wrong.” 
 
    He couldn’t meet her eyes. He knew if he saw the hurt and confusion and love in them that his resolve would fail him, so he kept his eyes turned away. 
 
    “It doesn’t concern you, Ravin.” He pulled his arm away from her grasp and took a step back. 
 
    “So that’s it?” she said and he could hear the sob in her voice. “You’re just going to walk away? You’re going to give up on us for good?” 
 
    The next words were the hardest ones he’d ever said in his life. “Yes. You should…forget about me. Marry the other man. He will take good care of you.” 
 
    She grabbed the collar of his shirt and jerked him close. “I don’t want him,” she snapped. “I want you, but you’re too stupid to see it. Don’t do this, Fen. Don’t leave me hanging here. Tell me what is wrong. Let me share it with you. Maybe it’s not as terrible as you think. Maybe we can solve it together. But even if we can’t, at least we will face it together.” 
 
    He almost gave in right then. It would be so easy to throw his arms around her and tell her everything. His heart longed for it. He’d kept the secret for so long and it was so heavy. It was crushing him. He didn’t want to carry it alone any longer. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I can’t,” he breathed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Then he pulled away and hurried down the hall. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    In the following days Fen did everything he could to avoid going anywhere near the palace or even looking that way. He was afraid that he would see Ravin, and he didn’t think he could bear it. Maybe if he’d been sure that now she hated him and would glare at him he wouldn’t have worried about it so much, but his greatest fear was that he would see pain on her face, pain he put there, and it would break him. 
 
    He threw himself into the preparations for war, training conscripts, helping load wagons, carrying supplies. He worked himself mercilessly, trying to lose himself in the work so he could avoid thinking. He could barely sleep and he often had headaches. So much was pressing on him that he felt often it would crush him. Ravin was only part of it. He feared the foreigners and what their real purpose was in being here. He feared what was happening to the Fist. The cruelty he’d seen on the man’s face when he killed the gray-haired priest haunted him. What was happening to the man he loved and followed? He feared also for his city. Its people seemed harder, colder as well. The entire place was caught up in a mad dash to war. 
 
    His squad mates saw what was happening to him and in their own ways they tried to reach out to him. Cowley tried the hardest, all but tackling Fen in his insistence that his old friend talk to him, but it did no good. Fen admitted nothing to any of them. The truth was that he wasn’t sure he belonged among them anymore. He harbored a terrible secret, one that could destroy them all. 
 
    Growing within him was the certainty that he needed to leave Samkara. If he stayed he was afraid he would lose control, and he had no idea what might happen then. A large part of his fear was that he didn’t want to hurt those he loved. But he also feared the look he would see in their eyes once they knew the truth about him. Would he see fear? Revulsion? Both? The thought was unbearable to him. Better to leave before it happened, go somewhere far away where he couldn’t hurt anyone before he died. 
 
    The only reason he hadn’t already left was that he still hoped he could get through to the Fist and somehow make him see how dangerous the foreigners were. He’d already tried to speak with him several times, but every time Maphothet was with him and he had no chance. Simply being in the same room with the cold-eyed foreigner caused the strange power within him to swirl uneasily. From the measured way Maphothet looked at him, Fen had a feeling the man could sense the power too. 
 
    The news of what the Fist had done to the priest of Hentu spread across the city. It shocked people, but it didn’t surprise them as much as Fen had thought it would. They’d already seen the Fist survive an assassination attempt and kill the assassin without touching him. This was only more proof that their king was unique. Most people were of the opinion that if the Fist killed the priest, then the man had it coming. It caused them to fear their leader more, but it also increased their confidence and pride in him. The Fist was making Samkara strong. Their enemies would fall before them. 
 
    Five days after the death of the priest, Shantytown burned. The fire started sometime during the night and when Wolfpack squad turned out the next morning thick clouds of black smoke stained the horizon. They all stood there staring at it. It was the most smoke they’d seen since the sack of the city by the Maradi. 
 
    “What’s burning?” Lukas asked. “It doesn’t look like it’s coming from inside the city.” 
 
    Surprisingly, it was Wallice who spoke up. “It’s Shantytown.” He and his brother had unreadable expressions on their faces. They never spoke about it—they never spoke about much of anything—but the brothers had grown up in Shantytown, the collection of rough shacks built on the edge of the large garbage pit outside the city walls. There was no place in Samkara that was as rough or as dangerous as Shantytown was. Bodies turned up there nearly every night, but the city watch never went out to investigate. The bodies were simply tossed in the dump, and the residents of Shantytown went about their lives as best they could. Fen had often wondered how the brothers managed to survive out there. He didn’t know if they had any family or friends there. But watching them now, he thought he saw at least some sadness on their faces. 
 
    By unspoken agreement the squad began moving. They walked over to the stairs and climbed up on top of the castle wall. A handful of other soldiers and a few stable workers and gardeners were already up there, staring at the blaze. From the top of the wall they could see it clearly. The entire place was blazing furiously. Dozens of figures, tiny at this distance, were visible outside the makeshift town, but they didn’t seem to be doing anything, only standing there watching. 
 
    “Why don’t you two go check on it and report back on what you find?” Fen said to the brothers, making a sudden decision. “I’ll make excuses for you to the captain.” 
 
    Without replying, the brothers climbed down off the wall and trotted to the stables to fetch their horses. 
 
    “I’ve seen fires burning there before,” Gage said, “but never like this. It looks like the whole place is on fire.” 
 
    “Good riddance, really,” Strout said. “The place should have been burned down long ago. It’s a blight.” 
 
    “That ‘blight’ has people living in it, you know,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Are they really? Or are they animals?” 
 
    “You’re still an ass, Strout,” Cowley said. 
 
    “And I still don’t care,” Strout replied. 
 
    “What do you think caused it?” Noah asked. 
 
    Cowley shrugged. “Someone kicked over a lantern maybe. The place is just old scraps of wood. I’m surprised it doesn’t burn more often than it does.” 
 
    “Should we do anything?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Strout asked. “Run out and throw a bucket of water on it? A thousand buckets of water wouldn’t do any good. The whole place is burning in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Are you really that unfeeling?” Lukas asked. “You really don’t care at all?” 
 
    “I really don’t care at all. They’re not people. They’re vermin.” He looked at the rest of them. “Don’t look at me like that, like I’m some kind of monster. I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking but is too scared to say.” 
 
    “No one is thinking that but you,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Oh really? I forgot how much you care about those poor miserable souls who live out there. When was the last time you went out there to, you know, bring them some food or something? I can’t quite remember.” 
 
    “I want to punch you.” 
 
    “That’s right, never. You’ve never so much as lifted a finger to help them. None of you have. Why? Because you don’t really care. Now that they’re on fire you act like you do, but you don’t really. Once the fire is out you’ll go back to forgetting about them. You know that as well as I do, and that’s why you’re angry at me right now. Go on, admit it.” 
 
    Cowley turned away. “Why don’t we smother him in his sleep one night?” he said to Fen. 
 
    They filed down off the wall then and took up their duties for the day. As usual, Fen threw himself headlong into his work, pushing himself hard to try and keep his demons at bay. He forgot about the fire completely until the end of the day when he was washing up at the trough and the brothers came walking up. Both of them were covered in soot. Eben had a burn on his arm. 
 
    “Something we think you should know,” Wallice said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Something went on out there in Shantytown last night, before the fire. People are talking about seeing outsiders sneaking around real late, after most everyone was asleep.” 
 
    Fen’s interest perked up. “Outsiders? Did anyone get a good look at them?” 
 
    “Not that good. It’s not like there’s street lamps out there. But one old woman saw them up close. She said they weren’t normal. She said they were deformed, bent over like, with things growing out of their faces.” 
 
    “You should know old Adela is crazy,” Eben interjected. “Still, not this kind of crazy. This isn’t the kind of thing she normally sees.” 
 
    “Did she think they started the fire?” 
 
    Wallice shrugged. “Maybe. There’s more. She said they were taking people, carrying them over their shoulders.” 
 
    “Over their shoulders? What, like children?” 
 
    “Different ages. Some of them adults. She said they were carrying them like they weighed nothing. She hollered and they ran fast, faster than anyone ought to be able to, carrying weight like that. Some people came out and tried to stop them, but the outsiders tossed them aside like they were sticks.” 
 
    “That’s when the fire got started,” Eben added. 
 
    Fen’s thoughts were racing. He wondered what this all meant. “Did anyone see which way they went when they left?” 
 
    “We asked,” Wallice said. “Once the fire got started people got sidetracked by that. One person said he thought they headed for the docks.” 
 
    “The docks? Are you sure?” 
 
    Wallice shook his head. “No one out there is sure of anything. But we thought you should know.” He and his brother left. 
 
    Fen stood there thinking. Was it possible the outsiders came from the black ship? No one had seen any sign of a crew on the ship, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. It could be they were hiding out below deck and only coming out at night when there was no one around. But why were they kidnapping people? What did they want them for? 
 
    He decided then that he had to get on that ship. Maybe he could finally find the proof he needed, something he could take to the Fist to show him so that he would finally get rid of the Ankharans. If the crew of the ship was kidnapping people, that would surely be enough to convince the Fist. 
 
    While he was pondering it, Cowley came walking up. “I just saw the brothers, but they wouldn’t tell me anything. Did they say anything to you? Do they know what started the fire?” 
 
    Fen considered not telling him, but he knew Cowley would harass him if he did that. To be fair, he’d been avoiding a lot of Cowley’s questions lately. His friend deserved to know something about what was going on. He told Cowley about the deformed outsiders and the kidnapping. 
 
    “I bet they came from that black ship!” Cowley said almost immediately. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Fen said cautiously. 
 
    “It’s more than possible. Where else would they come from? Think about it, Fen. No one has seen the crew of the ship, but it has to have one. How else did it sail here? Four people couldn’t sail a ship that big by themselves. What do you think they wanted those people they snatched for?” He got an odd look on his face. “You don’t think they’re eating them, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think they’re eating them.” 
 
    “They might be. Maybe they’ve run out of supplies.” Cowley rubbed his hands together. “When you go to check it out tonight, I’m coming with you.” 
 
    That surprised Fen. “What makes you think I’m going to the ship tonight?” 
 
    “Because I know you. I know how badly you want those Ankharans gone. If they’re kidnapping people, well, the Fist would surely either execute them or kick them out of the city.” 
 
    Fen looked around to make sure there was no one nearby. “Okay, I admit it. I’m going to check out the black ship tonight.” 
 
    “You mean we.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We are going to check out the ship tonight. That’s what you meant to say.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I’m going alone.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “I know you mean well, but—” 
 
    “‘I know you mean well, but,’” Cowley mocked him. “I’m going and it doesn’t matter what you say.” 
 
    “I won’t let you do it,” Fen said, his irritation causing his voice to rise. “If I get caught I could get into real trouble. I could get kicked out of the squad even. I won’t let you take that risk.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter what you want. I’m your best friend, and I’m going with you, no matter what you say.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, it’s you who doesn’t understand. Something’s going on with you lately, Fen. Well, it’s been going on for a long time, but it’s been a lot worse lately. But you refuse to tell me about it. You’re so pigheaded. You think whatever it is you have to handle it by yourself. But that’s not the way friendship works. When you’re in trouble, you’re supposed to let your friends help you. Except that I can’t seem to get it through that thick head of yours. Well, finally there’s something happening that you can’t hide from me. I’m going with you and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Cowley, you know that?” 
 
    Cowley grinned at him. “I never said I wasn’t.” 
 
    “All right, you can come.” 
 
    Cowley put his hand over his heart and gave Fen a dreamy look. “Why, Fen, that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me. I don’t know how to act.” 
 
    “By not telling anyone else about it, that’s how.” 
 
    “You’re going to keep this from the squad? After all your fancy talk about how we’re brothers and all?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to keep it from them. If this goes wrong, the Fist may exile me or put me in prison.” 
 
    “Not you. He would never do that to you.” 
 
    “He already threatened me, back when I accused the foreigners of being behind the murders in the temples.” 
 
    Cowley whistled. “That’s serious. I thought you were his golden soldier or something.” 
 
    “The point is, I don’t want anyone else getting in trouble because of my idea.” 
 
    “What about if something goes wrong? We’ll want backup.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to go wrong.” Fen hoped he sounded more positive than he felt. “All I want to do is take a quick look below. I want to at least lay eyes on one of the crew. That’s all. Then I’m getting straight out of there.” 
 
    “Sounds foolproof.” 
 
    Fen heard the sarcasm. “You don’t like my plan?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a fine plan. A quick look around and then we’re off. I’m sure nothing could go wrong. Still, you don’t mind if I bring my sword and wear a teensy bit of chain mail, do you?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m planning on doing.” 
 
    “Then it sounds like we have ourselves an adventure. When do you want to leave?” 
 
    “After midnight. If we both leave the barracks at once someone may notice and get suspicious. So I’ll head out first, like I’m going to the latrine. Then you follow ten minutes later.” 
 
    Cowley gave him a crooked smile and shook his head. “And find you already took off? I don’t think so. I’ll leave first and you follow me.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen couldn’t sleep. He was too nervous. He spent the hours after he went to bed lying on his cot, going over it all in his head over and over again. The time crept by. It felt like he’d been lying there forever when finally he heard twelve bells ring. A couple of minutes later Cowley got up. He heard the young man pick up his boots, mail, and sword belt and creep out the door. He waited a few minutes, then followed him. 
 
    Once outside, he sat down on a bench next to Cowley to put his boots on. Before he was done, though, the barracks’ door opened and someone else emerged. It was Strout. Even in the dim light Fen could see that he was wearing his sword. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Strout asked. 
 
    “You’re not coming with us,” Fen replied. 
 
    “I knew he’d say that,” Strout said to Cowley. “You’re not that dumb though, right?” 
 
    “I wanted to bring the whole squad,” Cowley said. “But he’s a lieutenant now and that means he knows everything.” 
 
    “Bloody officers. They’re all the same.” 
 
    “If we get caught, you could get kicked out of the squad,” Cowley said. “That’s what he told me anyway.” 
 
    “And maybe I’d end up bunking with some real soldiers.” 
 
    Fen felt it was time for him to say something. “You’re not coming with us. That’s final.” 
 
    “Okay,” Strout said mildly, surprising Fen, “but you should know that when I go back in there I’ll probably trip over a few things in the dark. I might even have to light a lantern to get my sword belt off.” 
 
    “Really? You’d do that?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re not a complete ass,” Cowley said. 
 
    “I still think you’re one. Both of you. But as long as you’re in my squad…” 
 
    “Okay, you can come with us,” Fen said. “But remember, we’re just there to take a good look around. We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Which is why I brought my sword. It’s good for getting rid of trouble.” 
 
    The three young men left the castle by a postern gate, waiting until the guard went by on his rounds and then unbarring it and sneaking out. They headed for the docks at a brisk jog and arrived there a few minutes later. 
 
    The black ship sat silently by the pier. Its crimson sails were furled. Small waves lapped softly against its sides. The docks were deserted, though music and laughter could be heard coming from a tavern down the way. 
 
    The three young soldiers stood staring up at the ship. It seemed to be much bigger than Fen remembered, easily four or five times larger than the merchant vessels tied off to the other piers. No lights showed on it. There was no movement. It seemed to Fen that a sense of menace hung over the ship. 
 
    “Does anyone else feel that?” Cowley whispered. “It feels like there’s something big and evil in there, watching us.” 
 
    “I feel it too,” Fen whispered back. 
 
    “Last chance to turn back,” Cowley whispered. 
 
    “I told you I’m coming with you,” Strout said irritably. 
 
    “Who said I was talking to you?” Cowley replied. “I was talking to myself.” 
 
    “You could both stay here and keep watch,” Fen said. 
 
    “That would be the smart thing to do,” Cowley said, drawing his sword and walking toward the gangplank. Fen and Strout hurried after him. 
 
    “Remember,” Fen said. “A quick look around and then we get out of here. Let’s do this without any fighting if we can.” 
 
    “No fighting,” Cowley said. “Check.” He rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen them up. He peered around. “It sure is dark. I don’t suppose anyone brought a candle or anything?” 
 
    “No,” Fen said, mentally kicking himself for forgetting something so important. 
 
    “Good thing I came along then,” Strout said, producing a candle. “You two are basically helpless, you know? Without me you’d have probably gotten lost on the way down here.” 
 
    “Hey, I brought important things too,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    He pulled out a small flask. “Like this. In case we get thirsty.” He pulled the cork and took a drink, then offered it around. The other two refused it. “Good. More for me.” One more drink, then he put the cork back in and tucked it away. “Why are we still standing here? Let’s go.” He swaggered off into the darkness. 
 
    “Wait until we’re inside the ship before you light that,” Fen whispered to Strout, then followed after Cowley. 
 
    They caught up to Cowley on the deck. He gestured with his sword. “Where first?” 
 
    Fen had been thinking about this. “If they’re kidnapping people, they’ll probably be down in the hold. We’ll check there first. Follow me.” 
 
    There was enough light from the stars to make their way across the deck without too much difficulty. After a couple of minutes Fen was able to locate a hatch. It was open. Looking down, he saw a faint amber glow in the depths of the ship. It looked like they wouldn’t need the candle after all. 
 
    “Stay sharp,” Fen whispered. “Wait here until I give the word.” 
 
    Wooden rungs led down into the darkness. Sheathing his sword, Fen started down the ladder, every sense alert for any sound, ready to move quickly if he heard anything. The ship was silent. There was no sign of life at all, but the sense of menace grew, becoming stronger with each step downward he took. 
 
    He reached the bottom of the ladder. Drawing his sword, he peered around him, trying to locate whatever it was that was making the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. The light was dim and he couldn’t see much of anything, but nothing seemed to be moving. He froze, held his breath and listened. For the first time he heard something, a faint thudding sound, like a distant heart beating. It seemed to be coming from somewhere down in the depths of the ship. 
 
    “Come on down,” he whispered to the others. 
 
    A minute later the other two joined him. “Listen,” Fen said. 
 
    “What is that?” Cowley asked after a minute. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen replied. 
 
    “I think there’s some stairs over there,” Strout said, pointing with his sword. “That’s where the glow is coming from.” 
 
    The stairs were narrow and steep. The glow was definitely stronger down there. Fen took a last look around. Nothing moved. Everything seemed quiet up here. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, and started down. 
 
    He went down several steps then stopped, listening. The thudding sound was noticeably louder, but he couldn’t hear anything else. Nor could he see much of anything besides the stairs leading down out of sight. Cautiously, he continued on, every sense straining. 
 
    As he moved deeper into the ship, pressure started to build inside his head, and he felt a stirring in his veins as the strange power inside him began to come to life. He’d been expecting it. Strangely enough it eased his fear some, made him feel less vulnerable. 
 
    But at the same time there was something different this time. The power that was outside him, within the earth, was slow to respond, and when it did it was only an echo of its normal self. It felt distant, as if there was something between him and it, some kind of barrier. He wondered at it briefly, but there was no time to stop and figure it out. He needed to keep moving. He wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. 
 
    He moved down a few more steps. With each step the feeling of menace grew stronger. His palms were sweaty, and he switched his sword to the other hand for a moment so he could wipe his hand on his pants. 
 
    A couple more steps downward. Fen realized he was holding his breath and forced himself to take several deep breaths. He had to stay calm. He couldn’t afford to lose his head. Fear sharpens the senses, Flint was always saying, but too much dulls the mind. 
 
    On the next step, something happened. He felt like he passed through something, though he couldn’t have said what it was. Only that now things were different somehow. He looked down, trying to figure it out. 
 
    The stairs had changed. It wasn’t wood under his feet anymore. It felt like he was standing on dirt. He crouched and touched it with his free hand. It certainly felt like dirt. 
 
    “What is it? What are you doing?” Cowley whispered. 
 
    “The stairs. They turned to dirt.” He stood and took a few more steps down. 
 
    “Shit,” Cowley said softly as he reached the spot where the stairs changed. “This can’t be good.” 
 
    Fen continued on down. The thudding grew louder with each step, and the amber glow grew brighter. He had a sense of open space around him, as if they were no longer in the confined space of a ship’s hold, but when he looked around he couldn’t see anything. 
 
    Ahead, something was hanging down, partially blocking the way. He reached out with his sword and touched it. It moved easily. He went closer. It seemed to be trailers of moss, but when he looked up he couldn’t see what they were hanging from. With his sword he pushed them out of the way and went past. 
 
    “Ugh,” Cowley said. “What is this stuff? It’s not cobwebs, is it? I hate spiders.” He was speaking louder now. The thudding sound was loud enough to drown out whispers. 
 
    “Don’t you ever shut up?” Strout said. “You’re going to get us all killed.” 
 
    “No, going into a demon ship in the middle of the night is going to get us killed,” Cowley said. “If it was up to me, we’d be in a tavern right now.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Strout hissed. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Cowley replied. “But a tavern would be lots safer. Just saying.” 
 
    Fen came across more of the stuff hanging down. Looking more closely, he saw why Cowley had thought it might be cobwebs. It was kind of a grayish-white color. He was careful to keep it from touching him. There was no telling what it might be. 
 
    The path—for that was what it definitely was now—leveled out. He looked around. The glow was strong enough that he could see big trees. The moss or whatever it was hung down from the tree limbs. 
 
    Cowley and Strout joined him. 
 
    “Why are there trees growing in the hold of a ship?” Cowley asked. “That’s not supposed to happen.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re in the ship anymore,” Strout said. 
 
    “What? Where else would we be?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But those trees look way too big to be inside the ship.” 
 
    “Fen, where are we?” 
 
    “How should I know?” Fen replied. 
 
    “You’re an officer. You’re supposed to know,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    “So have we learned enough yet? Can we leave now?” Cowley asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Fen replied. “You two wait here and guard our exit. I want to see where this glow is coming from.” Without waiting for a reply he started forward. The other two followed. 
 
    “I thought I gave you an order,” Fen said over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m off duty,” Cowley said. “That means I don’t have to follow your orders. Plus, I want to see what the glow is coming from too. Why should you have all the fun?” 
 
    “I should have knocked you out and left you on the pier,” Strout growled. 
 
    “I know, Strout. I love you too.” 
 
    There was a faint path that led through the trees. Fen moved slowly down it, his head swiveling side to side as he watched for movement. The pressure inside his head had increased and he was sweating freely, but the outside power still felt oddly distant. Was it because he was over water and that was blocking it? Or was it like Strout said, and they were no longer on the ship? Either way it worried him. 
 
    The thudding was louder. It felt like a giant heartbeat and he had a strange feeling all of a sudden that they weren’t inside a ship but instead were inside a huge, living creature. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. 
 
    There were other things growing down here besides the huge trees. There were some kind of waist-high plants that he thought might be ferns, though it was hard to tell in the dim light. One time he thought he saw movement, but whatever it was was small and it scurried away from him rather than toward him. 
 
    The amber glow grew stronger. The path wound around a thick clump of trees and once they got around them suddenly they could see where the glow was coming from. 
 
    Ahead was a sizable clearing, maybe a stone’s throw across. Suspended in the middle of the clearing was a large orb, probably ten feet across. It was hovering a few feet above the ground. The amber light was coming from it. 
 
    “Okay,” Cowley said, moving up beside Fen. “Mystery solved. We know where the light is coming from. It’s coming from a giant, glowing ball. Much better than a candle really. Maybe we could get one for the barracks. But first, I say we leave while we’re still alive.” 
 
    The other two ignored him. “What’s that?” Fen asked, pointing. There was something between them and the orb: neatly-stacked rocks in a pile about knee high. The pile was flat on top and strewn across it were a number of odd items. A couple of them looked like bones, but there were also what looked like some kind of weird fruit and a small bunch of dried grass. There was also a black knife and a small bowl. 
 
    “Looks like an altar to me,” Cowley said. “Because, who wouldn’t want to worship a giant, glowing ball of evil? Did either of you bring an offering?” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Fen said. “I think it is an altar.” 
 
    “Two mysteries solved in one night,” Cowley said. “Now let’s go and tell the Fist. Let him figure out the rest of it.” 
 
    “It looks like there’s something moving inside there,” Strout said. 
 
    Fen switched his attention back to the orb. Strout was right. It did look like there was something inside. “I’m going to take a closer look.” With another look around to make sure nothing was sneaking up on them, he crept forward. The other two followed. 
 
    When he got closer he saw that it looked like there were clouds swirling inside the orb. It was actually kind of beautiful. He moved up until he was only a few inches away and stared into the orb’s depths, mesmerized by the lazy way they swirled around inside it. 
 
    A hand fell on his shoulder and he was jerked back and spun around to face Cowley. “What are you doing?” Cowley hissed. 
 
    “Nothing. I was just looking into it.” 
 
    “It looked like you were about to kiss it.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “For once I agree with him,” Strout said. “I don’t think you should get that close.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t touch it,” Fen said. He turned back to the orb. There was something in there, something he very much wanted to see. He needed only to look deeper. He needed only to let go. He was vaguely aware of the pressure inside his head. There seemed to be a warning there, like a voice calling out in alarm, but it was dim and very far away, and it was easy to ignore it. 
 
    There. The clouds parted and for the first time he could see. He was looking down on a vast, primordial landscape. There was a huge, turgid river, the color of beaten brass. The river flowed through a lush, thickly vegetated land of riotous growth. Huge trees festooned with vines. Plants growing wildly everywhere. Brightly colored flowers in profusion. 
 
    But what drew his attention was the small mountain that thrust up from the thick growth like a rocky fist. It was black stone, its barren sides littered with huge chunks of rock. It rose steeply, but was somewhat flat on top, as if chopped off by a giant blade. Set in the top was a pool of molten rock, glowing red. A thin stream of the molten rock ran down the side of the mountain in a steady stream. 
 
    There was movement in the pool of lava, and something rose up from its depths. It was a huge, bloated, rubbery creature. It was misshapen, like a lump of wax left to melt in the sun. Its skin was mottled gray and pink. 
 
    There was a large, flat rock sticking up in the middle of the pool of lava, and the creature climbed up onto it. Then it looked up and directly into Fen’s eyes. Its eyes were pools of madness, swirling silver and black. It reached toward him with a rubbery appendage, and he heard its voice, very faint and far away. 
 
    Join us. 
 
    Fen raised his hand and started to touch the orb. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Cowley grabbed his arm and jerked him back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fen hissed. Distantly he could hear a howl of rage coming from within the orb. “Let me go.” 
 
    “So you can touch the glowing ball of death? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I order you—” 
 
    “Didn’t you already try that? It didn’t work before, and it’s not going to work now. Even cranky here agrees with me on this, don’t you, Strout?” 
 
    But Strout wasn’t looking at them. He was in a battle crouch, his head turning from side to side. “Something’s coming,” he said. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They burst out at the three men from all sides. There were dozens of them. They were human, or at least they had once been. Their skin was strangely mottled, huge patches had turned completely white, all coloring gone. They were big, the smallest larger than Strout. They ran hunched over, their hands touching the ground as they ran. They were swollen with muscle. Their faces were distorted, strange growths growing out of their heads. Most of their hair had fallen out along with all of their teeth. In their hands they carried crude weapons. 
 
    With a wordless cry of rage they fell on the three young soldiers. 
 
    The years of training paid off. Instantly, wordlessly, the three young men moved to stand in a tight circle, swords up and ready. 
 
    One of the warped attackers, his head misshapen by a growth next to one of his eyes that was so big it almost covered the eye, howled and swung a knotted wooden club at Fen’s head. Fen’s sword flicked out and chopped the attacker’s arm off at the elbow. The arm, hand still gripping the club, fell at his feet. His sword flashed again and separated the attacker’s head from his shoulders. His momentum carried him forward and Fen had to sidestep to let him pass by. His body collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Two of the misshapen humans attacked Strout simultaneously, howling and gibbering. He lunged forward, stabbed one in the chest, stepped back and sliced the other one across the face, cutting through one of his eyes. The attacker screamed and staggered sideways, running into his companion who was stumbling, holding the hole in his chest. They got tangled up with each other and fell down. 
 
    Cowley stabbed the one who came at him in the throat. Blood sprayed and the misshapen man fell on his face. Cowley jumped on top of him and stood on his back as he slashed sideways, his blade cutting across the throats of the next two attackers. They went down gurgling. 
 
    Their attackers were big and strong, but they fought without discipline of any kind, and the three youths carved through them easily. The young soldiers moved constantly, slicing, stabbing, hacking. The ground became littered with twitching corpses. There were so many corpses that footing became difficult. Fen tripped over one as he backpedaled to avoid a blow from a large, rusted axe. He was able to catch himself before he fell all the way down. Still in a crouch, he deflected the axe blow with his sword, but it was close, the blade skipping off his shoulder. He might not be so lucky next time. 
 
    Their attackers’ losses were staggering. Any normal foe would have fallen back by now, either giving up or at least regrouping before attacking again. But the misshapen men came on ceaselessly, seemingly careless of their own lives. 
 
    Fen clubbed one on the side of the head with the hilt of his sword, then chopped another one coming in fast. Blood and gore sprayed over him. As he turned to face his next foe, the realization began to set in that they were in over their heads. There were too many foes and they came on relentlessly.  
 
    Fen was able to catch only glimpses of his two friends in the mob, but he saw that they were as hard-pressed as he was. If they were going to retreat, it had to be now. 
 
    “We have to break for the stairs!” he yelled, sidestepping another charge and hacking down at the bestial figure as he went by. 
 
    “No can do!” Cowley yelled back, and Strout echoed him. “There’s too many of them!” He grunted in sudden pain. A blow had landed. “I thought…” He paused as he blocked an attack, then cut his opponent’s legs out from beneath him. “Thought we were only going to look around!” 
 
    Fen began to consider the unthinkable. He hated the idea, but it looked like he had no other choice. He would have to unleash his affliction. He didn’t know what would happen if he did that. It might tear a hole in the hull—assuming they actually were still on the ship—and then they would probably drown. Or it might do nothing, since he didn’t think he could connect it to the greater power within the earth. But he did know that if this fight went on much longer only one outcome was possible. Already he was bleeding in several places, proof of how close some of the attacks had come to landing solidly. 
 
    Fen put his foot in a puddle of blood and his foot slipped out from under him. He fell sideways, throwing up his sword desperately and barely managing to deflect a thick-bladed sword that was swinging at his head. But the blow left his arm numb and for a moment he couldn’t move it. His foe howled in triumph and raised the sword to swing again. 
 
    Fen released the power within him… 
 
    And nothing happened. The pressure inside his skull was still there. He braced himself for the blow. 
 
    Then a strange look crossed his attacker’s twisted, bestial face and he froze in mid-swing. It took Fen a moment to register what had happened. 
 
    An arrowhead was protruding from his attacker’s throat. A fraction of a second later blood began to spout from the wound. His attacker collapsed. 
 
    More arrows were whistling through the air. Attackers screamed and went down. 
 
    Battle cries sounded and Fen looked up to see a handful of men come bursting out of the trees and fall on the misshapen men. It was Wolfpack squad, come to rescue them. 
 
    Gage was there at the edge of the clearing, pouring arrows into them with furious speed, his hands practically a blur. At this range and with so many targets it was impossible for him to miss. 
 
    The next one Fen saw was Noah. He charged straight at their attackers, screaming, “Wolfpack squad!” over and over again. His sword flashed and the warped men fell bleeding. 
 
    Hard behind him were Lukas and the two brothers. Lukas wielded his axe with grim determination, hewing down their foes like he was scything wheat, every swing leaving a twitching body in its wake. 
 
    The brothers were silent and devastating. They fought like two halves of the same person, swords whirling in their hands, cleaving a bloody trail of destruction through the misshapen men. 
 
    In moments it was over. The last of their attackers were down, bleeding out and moaning. The young men stood there, catching their breath, looking at each other. 
 
    “I thought you might need some help,” Lukas said. 
 
    “You sure enough took your time,” Cowley replied. He was leaning on his sword. Blood covered basically every inch of him, but it looked like only a little of it was his. 
 
    “That was incredible!” Noah crowed. “These things are dumber than new recruits.” He poked one that was moving feebly with his sword. He looked like he wanted the man to stand back up and fight. 
 
    “Thank you,” Fen said. “That was close.” 
 
    “It was Eben who saw you leave,” Gage said, walking forward. “He and Wallice woke the rest of us up.” 
 
    “Yeah, what were you doing, sneaking out like that, leaving us out of the fun?” Noah said angrily. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call any of it fun,” Cowley said wearily. He took out his flask and had a drink off it. 
 
    “Beats lying around sleeping,” Noah said. He motioned toward the flask. “Give me some of that.” 
 
    “There’s not enough.” 
 
    “I save your life and you won’t share your liquor with me?” 
 
    “We were doing fine without you,” Cowley said, then shrugged and tossed over the flask. 
 
    “I don’t want to sound too harsh,” Lukas said, “but that was extremely foolish. You know what Flint is always saying about sticking together.” 
 
    “I tried to tell him, but he wouldn’t listen,” Cowley said. Finding the flask empty, Noah threw it back at him. Cowley missed it and it bounced on the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Fen said. “But I didn’t want any of you to get into trouble because of me. I was only planning on taking a quick look around. I wasn’t planning on having this happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, nobody plans on getting killed,” Strout said. He had a cut on his cheek. He wiped at the blood. “It happens anyway.” 
 
    “Wolfpack squad doesn’t go solo,” Noah said seriously. “You’re the lieutenant. You’re supposed to know that. If you’re going to go off and get into trouble, we’re coming with you. Don’t forget that next time.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Gage asked, looking around. For the first time he seemed to see it clearly. “What is this place?” 
 
    “I thought it was a ship,” Cowley said. “Now I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “What’s the big glowing thing?” Noah asked, taking a step toward it. 
 
    “Don’t!” Cowley said. “Stay away from that thing.” 
 
    “What is it?” Noah repeated. 
 
    “No idea. But it’s bad news. It tried to suck Fen in and almost succeeded. Lucky for him his best friend was there to save him.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” Fen said. “I don’t understand any of this. But it’s proof that the foreigners are a lot more than they say they are. I think the Fist will want to see this.” 
 
    Lukas had turned one of the bodies over and was looking at the man’s face. “What happened to these guys? Why are they like this?” 
 
    “Maybe the glowing orb did it to them,” Noah said. “Maybe we shouldn’t be standing so close to it. I’m starting to feel a little weird.” 
 
    “You’re being stupid. It’s only your imagination,” Strout said, but he moved away from the orb as he spoke. 
 
    Just then the ground shook beneath them. 
 
    “What was that?” Gage asked, looking nervously around. 
 
    The ground shook again. 
 
    “Footsteps,” Cowley said. “It feels like footsteps. Damned big ones too.” 
 
    Another shake. 
 
    “It’s getting closer. I say we get out of here.” They headed for the exit quickly. Fen brought up the rear and at the edge of the clearing he stopped to look back. He wished he could have had another chance to look into the orb. He had a feeling there was something important that he needed to understand. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Cowley said, grabbing his shoulder and dragging him after him. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    A few minutes later they were off the ship. There was a trough for watering animals beside one of the dock warehouses and they cleaned off the blood and gore as best they could. When they were done, Fen tried to start up the street that led back to the castle, but Cowley grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Hold on. Where are you going so fast?” 
 
    “Back to the castle. Where else?” 
 
    “I know you. You’re thinking of going to see the Fist right now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “He has to know.” 
 
    “He can know tomorrow. We need to talk about this.” 
 
    “What is there to talk about?” 
 
    “Come on.” Still holding onto Fen’s arm, Cowley dragged him toward a different street. “I know a quiet, private little place where we can sit down and talk. Are the rest of you coming, or what?” 
 
    “I’m not going to a tavern right now,” Fen said. 
 
    “I just saved your life. The least you can do is buy me a mug of ale. Especially since Noah drank off the rest of my flask.” 
 
    “It was empty when you gave it to me!” Noah protested. 
 
    “Impossible. My flask is never empty.” 
 
    “Until now.” 
 
    “Until now.” 
 
    Fen quit resisting. Cowley led them to a small place only a few blocks from the docks. There was no sign above the door. Cowley knocked four times and waited. A peephole in the door opened, an eye regarded them, and then the door was opened. A large, fat man led them down a passageway to an enclosed courtyard. Only two other people were present, sitting at a table close together, talking in low voices. The man led them to a table in the corner, and Cowley ordered ale for all of them. 
 
    “I still don’t see what we need to talk about,” Fen said. “I need to go to the Fist right away with what I know. Who knows what the Ankharans are up to right now?” 
 
    “There’s a lot to talk about,” Cowley said. “But first, try this ale. It’s really delicious here.” Their ale arrived and everyone took a drink. “We’ll be needing another round,” Cowley told the fat man as he walked away. 
 
    “We don’t have time to sit here,” Fen said. “What about the people they kidnapped from Shantytown? They need to be rescued from the ship.” 
 
    “You were there,” Cowley said. “You saw how viciously they attacked us. Do you really think any of those they kidnapped are still alive?” 
 
    “I didn’t see any sign of prisoners,” Strout added. “How do you know they were taken to the ship? Maybe they were taken somewhere else.” 
 
    “We won’t know until the ship is thoroughly searched. Which won’t happen until I tell the Fist,” Fen said. 
 
    “Which brings me to why I brought us here. There’s something that we need to talk about,” Cowley said. He took a drink of his ale. “I don’t think we should tell the Fist. Not right away, anyway.” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy? We have to tell him.” Fen half-rose from his chair and glared at Cowley. 
 
    “Easy, there,” Cowley said in a placating tone. “It’s just a thought.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be a good idea to tell him?” Fen demanded. 
 
    Cowley held up his hands. “You’re not going to hit me, are you?” 
 
    “Why would I hit you?” 
 
    “You seem angry.” 
 
    “Of course I’m angry. What are you saying? Why wouldn’t we tell the Fist?” 
 
    “Maybe he already knows.” 
 
    Fen clenched his fists. “That’s ridiculous. He would have done something about it if he knew.” 
 
    “He has been spending a lot of time with them foreigners,” Noah said. “I know a couple of the guards who work in the palace, and they say he’s in the throne room with them for hours every day.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he knows what they’re doing. I can’t believe you would even suggest that,” Fen said, still glaring at Cowley. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me that he made a speech about how much he hates priests right before he killed one by…whatever it is he did to him? Didn’t you also tell me you were worried about how different he is since the Ankharans arrived?” 
 
    That stopped Fen in his tracks. He sat down, feeling sick suddenly. He’d been so focused on finding proof the Ankharans were guilty, that he’d never stopped to consider the possibility that the Fist might not care if they were or not. “I still can’t believe he would do that,” he said weakly. 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Fen, I really do,” Cowley said grimly. “But we need to be careful here. We can’t go running off blindly.” 
 
    “What is on that ship?” Gage asked. “What was that glowing thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fen admitted. “But I looked into it and I saw another world. There was this volcano and this huge creature standing on top of it.” He paused, remembering. “I think it saw me. I think it called to me.” 
 
    “Was that why you tried to touch the thing?” Strout said. “That was stupid, even for you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why I tried to touch it.” 
 
    “And what about those damn big trees?” Noah asked. “I’ve never been on a ship before, but I never heard of trees growing on them.” 
 
    “How is anything we saw possible?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “Power. Magic. Whatever you want to call it,” Strout said. “That’s how it’s possible. It looks like our Fist isn’t the only one with strange abilities. Which is why I think we should all keep our mouths shut and pretend we spent tonight fast asleep in our beds. We don’t want to be on the bad side of men who have that kind of power. Especially not when they’re suddenly best friends with our king. The smart thing to do is keep our heads down.” 
 
    “Maybe it is, but I’m not going to do it,” Fen said stubbornly. “I became a soldier to protect the people of Samkara from threats. The Ankharans are a threat and I won’t stay quiet and do nothing. I won’t say anything about the rest of you being involved though so you don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “That’s stupid. Who’s going to believe you killed all those people by yourself?” Strout asked. 
 
    “If Fen insists on telling the Fist, I’m going with him,” Lukas said stoutly. “Wolfpack squad sticks together.” 
 
    When he said that Noah growled and they banged forearms. “I’m in too,” Noah said. 
 
    “Count me in,” Gage said. The two brothers merely nodded without speaking. 
 
    Cowley looked them all over, a look of disgust on his face. “Damn it. Now I have to go along too. What’s wrong with you idiots?” 
 
    Strout swore a few times and drained his ale. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Gage asked Fen. 
 
    Fen gave him a confused look. “To tell the Fist.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a plan.” 
 
    “Why do I need a plan?” 
 
    “Where have you been for the last four years?” Noah wanted to know. “In a hole or something? How many times has Flint told us before going into battle we have to have a plan?” 
 
    “This isn’t a battle.” 
 
    “The hell it’s not!” Noah said loudly. The other two people in the courtyard stopped talking and looked at them. 
 
    “Keep it down,” Cowley warned him. 
 
    “You have an enemy. That’s those foreigners,” Noah said. “You have an objective. That’s to tell the Fist. The enemy wants to keep you from doing that. Sounds like a battle to me.” 
 
    Fen finished his ale. “Maybe it is a battle. But right now I’m tired. I want to go to sleep. Let’s talk about it in the morning. We’ll figure out what to do then.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    In the morning the squad went to the mess hall to discover the place was buzzing with talk. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Cowley asked one of the soldiers. 
 
    “Ain’t you heard? Someone went on that black ship last night. Word is they slaughtered the entire crew. The Fist is mad as blazes about it. When he catches the ones who done it they’re going to swing.” 
 
    Cowley and Fen exchanged looks. The rest of the squad went very quiet. They ate quickly and headed for the practice yard. Once they got there Cowley looked around to make sure they were alone and in a low voice he said, “Good thing we didn’t let you run off to the Fist last night, Fen.” 
 
    Fen was stricken. He’d laid awake most of the night rehearsing what he was going to say to the Fist. Now he didn’t know what to do. Before he could reply, Flint came walking up. 
 
    The old sergeant squinted as he looked them over. “You lads don’t look so good,” he said after a bit. “You look like men who stayed up all night drinking and didn’t get any sleep.” He sniffed. “But I don’t smell any alcohol on you, so it wasn’t drinking that kept you up.” His probing eyes searched them carefully. “What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Nothing, sarge,” Cowley said. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    But Flint had been around too long and seen too much. He had already made the connection. “It was you, wasn’t it?” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “No idea what you’re talking about,” Cowley said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Flint told him. “Save your lies for the lasses. You lads come with me.” He led them off to a quiet corner of the castle grounds where there was no one around. Once there he whirled on them. 
 
    “This is your doing, isn’t it?” he growled, poking Fen in the chest. “You’re supposed to be smarter than that. What were you thinking?” 
 
    But Fen wasn’t going to back down so easily. “What was I supposed to do?” he protested. “That fire down in Shantytown? That was caused by the crew of the black ship. They were there kidnapping people.” 
 
    Flint scowled. “They were kidnapping people? Do you have proof of this? Did you find any prisoners on the ship?” 
 
    Some of the air went out of Fen. “No.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, sarge,” Noah said. “There’s a bunch of damn big trees down in the hold of that ship and a big glowing thing.” 
 
    “That’s your excuse for murder?” Flint shot back. “You saw some strange things inside their ship?” 
 
    “More than strange, Flint,” Gage said. “Things that don’t fit in the world.” 
 
    “Besides, that crew attacked us first,” Cowley said. “We were defending ourselves.” 
 
    “And if someone came into your house carrying a sword, what would you do?” Flint asked him. 
 
    “Whose side are you on anyway?” Noah asked peevishly. 
 
    “I’m on your side and you know that,” Flint snapped. “That’s why I don’t want to see you getting yourselves strung up. Why didn’t you come see me before you ran off all half-cocked swinging your swords? Haven’t I taught you lads any better than that?” 
 
    They looked at each other somewhat sheepishly. “It was my decision,” Fen said. “They came along to support me. It’s not their fault.” 
 
    “Then they should have knocked you down and tied you up until the crazy passed.” Flint glared at each of them in turn. “You know I’m not happy about those Ankharans either. I think they’re pure poison. I’d like to tie them all to a large boulder and roll it off a cliff. But they’re in tight with the Fist now. He wants them around and he’s our liege. That means we put up with them. That’s what it means to swear the oath as a soldier, you understand?” 
 
    “So you’re saying we should do nothing?” Fen asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been saying all along,” Strout said moodily. The others all ignored him. 
 
    Fen shook his head. “I can’t. I took an oath.” 
 
    “You can’t protect anyone if you’re dead, son,” Flint said gravely. 
 
    “But the Fist wouldn’t hurt—” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? Are you willing to bet your life on it?” 
 
    “You were there when he killed the priest, Fen,” Cowley said gently. “I don’t think our king is himself these days.” 
 
    “A soldier takes an oath, it’s true,” Flint said, “but he also needs to use his head. He needs to see when a temporary retreat will save more lives than a futile attack.” 
 
    Noah cut in angrily then. “I thought you were always telling us not to think, that thinking is a soldier’s worst—” 
 
    “Shut up, Noah,” Flint said without looking at him. 
 
    Noah grumbled, but he shut up. 
 
    “What’s it going to be, Fen?” Cowley asked. 
 
    Fen looked around. They were all watching him intently, waiting for his answer. “Okay. I won’t do anything. For now.” 
 
    “And you won’t do anything without telling the rest of us, right?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    For a few days the members of Wolfpack squad were on edge, waiting to see if the Fist would find out about what they’d done. But as the days passed and nothing came of it they began to relax. 
 
    “It’s funny,” Cowley said to Fen one morning when they were in the barracks, “but I’ve done some asking around down by the docks it doesn’t seem like the Fist made much of an effort to find out who killed the crew of the black ship. I talked to the owner of the place we went to for an ale afterwards and he said no one had even questioned him.” 
 
    “That’s surprising,” Fen said. His biggest fear had been what would happen when the investigators questioned the men. Cowley had assured him that the man wouldn’t talk, but he’d still lost plenty of sleep worrying about it. “Maybe the Fist is too caught up in what he’s doing with the Ankharans.” 
 
    “Whatever the reason, we should be grateful for it.” Cowley rolled up his blanket and took his mess kit out of his footlocker. “You’re lucky you get to stay here, Fen. The last thing I want to do is sleep on the ground tonight. I bet there won’t be a tavern within miles.” Cowley and the other members of the squad were due to take the new recruits they were training out for a day of mock battle and afterward they were going to set up camp and stay overnight. 
 
    “Spending the day sitting in staff meetings isn’t as much fun as you think,” Fen replied. And it wasn’t. As a junior officer he was expected to keep his mouth shut and listen while the generals and other high-ranking officers pored over maps and debated strategy. The smallest decisions took forever, and they argued about everything. He’d prefer to be out in the open air, moving around. 
 
    “Don’t expect much sympathy from us poor dumb foot soldiers,” Noah said, overhearing their conversation. “You officers and your problems. It must be terrible. I can only imagine. ‘Oh, what sort of pastries should we have with our tea?’ and ‘I’ve quite worked up a sore spot sitting on this dreadful stool all day.’” 
 
    “No one was talking to you,” Fen said, while Cowley laughed. 
 
    The day was almost exactly as bad as Fen had imagined it would be. By the time the meetings ended it was after sunset and it felt like his whole day had been wasted. He was frustrated and bored and he headed out to the practice yard, looking to work it off with a couple of hours of exercise and practicing his forms. 
 
    For the next few hours Fen lost himself in physical exertion, turning his thoughts off while he honed his skills and kept his body in shape, working by the light of a late-rising moon. 
 
    When he stopped he was covered in sweat and it was very late. He tried to remember if he’d heard twelve bells ring and couldn’t. As he walked past the barracks to clean up at the trough he didn’t see anyone else around. He realized that he’d missed dinner. He was pretty hungry, but there was nothing he could do about it now. He’d simply have to wait until morning. 
 
    He splashed cold water on himself, thinking how strange it would be to sleep alone in the barracks. How long had it been since he’d slept alone? Maybe not since those first few nights in the palace, down in the servants’ quarters, before he started training to be a soldier. He’d grown so used to the sounds of his squad mates. He wondered if he’d miss them, the faint whistling Lukas made when he breathed, Gage’s tendency to talk in his sleep, even Strout’s snoring. 
 
    He was in the barracks, sitting on his cot, getting ready to take off his boots, when there was a sudden frantic pounding on the door. He hurried over and opened it. 
 
    Amma stood there. She was shaking, her face pale. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Come in.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There isn’t time. We have to do something! You have to help her!” 
 
    “Help who? What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s Ravin,” she sobbed. “They took her. I don’t know what they’re going to do to her.” The rest of her words were unintelligible. 
 
    He grabbed her upper arms and gave her a little shake. “Slow down. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    She nodded and took a couple of deep breaths. When she spoke again she was somewhat calmer. “I was closing the shutters on one of the upper floors of the palace when I looked out and saw someone down below, headed for the ruined tower. At first I thought it was one of the foreigners, but then I saw that the man was bigger than that and a moment later I realized he had someone slung over his shoulder. At the door of the tower, when he shifted her so he could reach the handle, I saw that it was Ravin. I came straight here. I didn’t know where else to go.” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Fen said. He snatched up his sword belt and buckled it on. “Don’t worry. I’ll get her back.” 
 
    He ran out of the barracks. Behind him he heard Amma call out something, but he couldn’t hear what it was and he didn’t slow to find out. All he could think was that Ravin was in trouble, and he had to get to her before it was too late. He wished the rest of his squad was here. It would have been good to have them to back him up, but they weren’t and so he was going to have to do this himself. It occurred to him that there were hundreds of other soldiers within earshot that he could summon, but he dismissed the idea. He would have to explain to them what was going on, and that would take time. An officer who outranked him might even order him to wait until the Fist could be summoned, and there was no way to tell how the Fist would react. He might order Fen to stay away from the tower altogether. 
 
    Fen reached the foot of the tower. It loomed over him, a hundred feet of menacing stone. It was leaning enough that it looked like it might fall down at any minute. Were the Ankharans in there right now? Were they even then gathered around Ravin, preparing to sacrifice her or do some other horrible thing to her? 
 
    He wanted to kick the door in and charge in swinging his sword, but he restrained himself. He didn’t know how many people were in there. The figure Amma had seen carrying Ravin must have been one of the misshapen crewmen. That meant there could be more of them inside the tower. 
 
    He lifted the latch and pushed on the door. It swung open with a creaking sound. He paused there, sword raised, waiting to see if anyone responded. But the tower remained silent. 
 
    He pushed the door open the rest of the way and entered cautiously. The tower was dark. Moonlight spilling in through the open door provided the only illumination. Not wanting to stand silhouetted in the doorway, he stepped through the door and moved off to the side. He waited there, letting his eyes adjust, listening for any sounds. 
 
    The only thing he could hear—and it was so faint he might have been imagining it—was a scratching sound, like claws on stone. He couldn’t tell where it was coming from. He realized that the pressure was starting to build inside his skull, and he was starting to feel feverish. He welcomed the feeling this time. Ravin was in trouble. He didn’t care what the cost was to himself. If saving her meant letting the whole city know what he was, if it meant he was exiled or imprisoned, he didn’t care. He would gladly pay the price twice over. Anything to see her safe. 
 
    To his right he could dimly make out the stairs that circled around the interior of the tower, leading toward the upper floors. The Ankharans were sometimes seen on top of the tower, and lights were often seen in the windows. It was likely Ravin was up there somewhere. 
 
    Walking as quietly as he could, Fen started toward the stairs. Partway there he stopped, listening. The scratching sounds were somewhat louder now, but they didn’t seem to be coming from upstairs. They were coming from off to his left. 
 
    On a hunch, Fen cautiously made his way that way, going slowly so as not to trip over anything in the dark. The tower was a good sixty feet or so wide here at the base, and halfway across he noticed something on the floor. 
 
    It was a faint line of purple light. He crept over to it and then knelt by it. 
 
    The light was coming from a closed trap door in the floor. The scratching sounds were coming from beyond it. He looked over his shoulder at the stairs, uncertain. He didn’t know how much time Ravin had, but he had a strong feeling time was quickly running out. He had to get to her and fast. If he made the wrong choice here, it might be too late by the time he got to her. 
 
    He chose to go down. 
 
    Feeling around on the trap door, he found a heavy, iron ring. Setting his sword down, he gripped the ring with both hands and eased the door upwards. There was a faint sound of stone scraping on stone as the door lifted, but there was no response from below. 
 
    From the hole came a harsh, purple glow. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen. The scratching sound was much louder now. Whatever was making it, it was not one creature, but many. Hundreds or even thousands. Fen’s heart sped up, and his mouth went dry. Whatever was down there might make what he and the others faced in the hold of the ship seem like nothing. He might go down there and be quickly defeated or killed. It wasn’t too late to turn back. He could still go and get help. 
 
    But too much time would be lost if he did that. He picked up his sword and eased himself into the hole. His feet found one rung, then another, and he climbed down a rusty ladder that was bolted to the stone. When he got to the bottom of the ladder he paused for a moment to listen, and as he did so, he put one hand on the stone wall. 
 
    There was a faint crackling sound, a spark, and a sudden charge went through him, so strong it hurt. He jerked his hand away. It felt like he’d burned his fingertips. The pressure inside his skull ratcheted up, and the fire inside his chest grew hotter. His heart began to race. He tasted copper in his mouth. In that brief moment of contact he’d felt the power within the stone leap toward him. A couple more seconds and it would have joined with the strange energies coursing inside him. He couldn’t allow that to happen. If he caused an earthquake now the whole tower would come down. He and Ravin would be buried alive. 
 
    In the purple glow he could see a passageway carved through solid rock, leading downward at a gentle angle. Wishing more than ever that the rest of his squad was with him, Fen started down it. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Fen followed the passageway for a few hundred paces. Then it opened onto a large cavern, hundreds of feet across with a ceiling fifty or more feet high. Several other passageways opened onto the cavern. 
 
    On the floor in the center of the cavern was a pool of sickly purple light. But that wasn’t what caught Fen’s attention and made his heart turn to ice inside him. 
 
    Hanging from the ceiling of the cavern were scores of shapes. He thought they looked like people, but he couldn’t be sure because they were wrapped up in something that looked like spider webbing, but was gray instead of white. A couple of the shapes twitched feebly, but most were still. 
 
    One of the cocooned shapes hung nearby, and Fen could see that crawling across it was a gray and black creature about the size of his hand. It looked somewhat like the crabs Fen had seen down on the beach, with pincers at the end of its front legs, and a number of segmented, armored legs, but over its back arched a long tail that looked much like a scorpion’s. 
 
    Looking around, Fen saw that all the cocooned shapes seemed to have the same creatures crawling on them. Hundreds more scurried across the ceiling. The scratching sound was made by their claws on the stone. Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be aware of him or weren’t paying any attention to him. 
 
    Then he noticed something else. 
 
    From each cocooned shape a gray strand stretched to the shimmering pool of purple light. The strands weren’t attached to anything that Fen could see. They seemed to just disappear into the pool. On each strand there were a half dozen or so small drops of white light, like glowing raindrops. The drops were sliding slowly down the strands and disappearing into the shimmering pool of light. 
 
    Movement off to the side caught his eye and he turned. From one of the other passageways a figure emerged. It was one of the misshapen crewmen. Over his shoulder he was carrying a woman with black hair that Fen knew instantly was Ravin. She was limp and unmoving. 
 
    The crewman stopped and dropped her on the floor. One of the crab-things on the ceiling pointed its tail and a strand of gray webbing shot out and stuck to Ravin’s leg. Then it used it pincers to begin reeling her in. 
 
    Fen didn’t wait to see anymore. Abandoning caution completely, he charged across the cavern. The misshapen crewman heard the sound of his running feet and looked up. He reached for the short sword hanging at his waist, but before he could draw it Fen was on him. Fen’s blow sliced through his neck cleanly, and his head tumbled from his shoulders. 
 
    Before he hit the floor Fen was turning to Ravin. She’d already been lifted into the air, and he had to jump to hack at the web attached to her. His sword cut cleanly through it, and he was barely able to grab hold of her before she smacked her head on the stone floor. 
 
    Fen heard a click of something landing on the floor and whirled to see one of the crab-things racing toward him. He kicked it away, but all around him more and more began to drop down from the ceiling. They advanced on him, their pincers clicking, tails pointing at him. 
 
    Fen grabbed up Ravin and put her over his shoulder. She moaned and moved a little. He kicked away a couple more of the crab-things and hacked at another that had gotten too close. His sword crunched its shell and its legs waved wildly as yellowish ooze leaked out of it. 
 
    Several of the crab-things shot gray strands at him. The strands stuck to his legs, and when he tried to jerk away the creatures crouched down, their clawed feet somehow finding purchase on the stone floor, and he couldn’t pull them loose. He severed the strands with a swing of his sword. 
 
    More and more of the crab-things were landing on the floor every moment. Fen looked around. He was mostly surrounded. There was only one way to go, a small opening, and he took it. More crab-things attacked and he stomped, kicked and slashed at them furiously. Several got past his defenses and scurried up his legs, and he had to smack them with the flat of his sword, smashing them against his legs. 
 
    Somehow he managed to hold them off as he kept retreating, but he knew he wasn’t going to be able to much longer. It was too hard to move while carrying Ravin, and he could already feel himself tiring. There were simply too many of them. The only reason he was still fighting was that only a few of them ever attacked him at once. The rest seemed to be holding back. 
 
    When he realized what they were doing, he felt a surge of panic. 
 
    They weren’t attacking him, they were herding him. He glanced around and saw that he was further from the exit than he had been when he started. It looked like they were herding him toward one of the other passageways, the biggest one of them all. 
 
    Fen redoubled his efforts, hacking and kicking at them in a frenzy. But while he killed a dozen more, he made no real dent in their numbers, and he made no progress toward the exit. The floor in that direction was almost completely covered with the things. 
 
    He heard a grating sound behind him and turned. 
 
    Emerging from the big passageway was a creature from a nightmare. It was another one of the crab-things, but it was huge, easily ten feet across, with legs longer than his body and pincers the size of his torso. 
 
    It clattered toward him, its massive pincers opening and closing. In the front of its carapace was a row of eyes the size of dinner plates. They were shiny and he could see himself reflected in them. The pressure in Fen’s skull increased as the power inside him sought release. The cavern floor was vibrating beneath him, the massive power contained in the earth pressing upwards. It took a great deal of effort to keep the two powers from connecting. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ravin,” he said, setting her down. He had to hope the crab-things would stay focused on him and leave her alone. He couldn’t fight and carry her at the same time. She moaned again, and her eyelids fluttered. 
 
    Fen turned back to the huge crab-thing. “You want me?” he said. “Come and get me.” 
 
    A huge pincer stabbed at him. Fen threw himself to the side and rolled out of the way, coming quickly back to his feet and hacking at it before it could withdraw. His sword clanged harmlessly off its armored exoskeleton. 
 
    The other pincer stabbed at him. He managed to twist aside just enough that when the pincer snapped shut it caught only the edge of his mail shirt, cutting through it like it was a leaf. This time he stabbed at it instead of hacking at it, but still the blade bounced harmlessly off. 
 
    From the corner of his eye he saw Ravin stir. The small crab-things hadn’t attacked her yet. They seemed to be holding back, watching. Then the huge one attacked again, and he couldn’t spare any more time for her. 
 
    Both pincers reached for him at once. Fen’s first instinct was to throw himself backwards, but in the instant before he acted he thought he saw an opening and instead he threw himself into a forward roll. The pincers clacked harmlessly over his head, and as he came to his feet he found himself right in the thing’s face. He stabbed deep into one of its mirrored eyes. 
 
    The thing made a high-pitched sound and lurched backwards, flailing wildly at Fen with its pincers. But Fen rolled away, and they missed him. This time when he swung he didn’t go for the pincer itself, but for the joint in the armor right behind the pincer. 
 
    His blade bit into the thing, not deep enough to sever the pincer, but deep enough that yellow ichor welled forth and the thing squealed again. 
 
    It withdrew a couple of steps, and when Fen followed, it surprised him by suddenly attacking him with its thick, segmented tail. He barely managed to get his sword up in time to keep its stinger from piercing his chest. As it was it skipped off his shoulder, turned aside by the mail. He hacked at it and knocked it away. 
 
    The thing followed up with a combination. First the stinger, then the pincers. Fen fought desperately, swinging the sword two-handed, managing to wound the tail and keep the pincers off him. 
 
    The power raging inside him clamored for release, but still he held it back. He couldn’t risk an earthquake while he and Ravin were still down here. But if he could get outside… 
 
    Another pincer lashed at him. Fen stepped back, and it struck the floor in front of him. Before it could withdraw, he jumped on top of it, then ran up the thing’s leg and leapt onto its back. 
 
    The giant crab-thing spun side to side, trying to throw him off, but he crouched and grabbed hold of one of the spiky growths on its back. Its tail stabbed at him, but he was too close, and it couldn’t reach down at that angle. 
 
    He slashed at another one of the eyes, but had to give up his hold to do so, and when the thing spun again he lost his hold and fell onto the ground. The thing danced around, trying to bring its heavy pincers to bear, while Fen kept rolling and twisting. Finally he managed to get away from it and get back to his feet. 
 
    This was a fight he couldn’t win. He’d had too many close calls already. All the thing had to do was get one pincer on him or hit him once with its stinger and it was all over. He and Ravin would both die. 
 
    Flint had drilled into them that when what they were trying wasn’t working, it was time to try something else, even if it seemed crazy. 
 
    Making a sudden decision, Fen turned and ran to Ravin. She was just getting unsteadily to her feet, looking around herself in confusion. “Come on!” he yelled, and grabbed her hand. She stumbled and almost fell, then managed to get her feet under her. 
 
    He pulled her, not toward the exit, but toward the pool of purple light. Behind him he could hear the loud clacking of the huge crab-thing following, but it wasn’t fast enough to catch them. 
 
    At the pool he skidded to a stop and slashed with his sword, severing the strands leading into the pool. The strands parted easily. The drops of light began to fall onto the floor. 
 
    Fen turned to see the swarms of small crab-things race towards the walls and begin climbing rapidly up them. In a couple of seconds the closest ones had already reached the ceiling, and they scurried out to the cocooned forms. New strands began to shoot out from them toward the shimmering pool of purple light. 
 
    Fen looked at Ravin. She still looked dazed, but she seemed to recognize him. “Can you run?” he asked her. She nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Holding hands tightly, they ran for the exit. The huge crab-thing squealed and clattered after them. It was closer to the exit than they were, but it ran at them instead of straight for the exit, and they managed to reach the exit before it did. 
 
    They ran up the passageway, the crab thing right behind them. When they reached the iron ladder bolted to the wall they were only a couple of seconds ahead of it. Fen pushed Ravin up the ladder and climbed quickly up after her. He climbed through the trap door and jumped to the side just as a pincer slammed into it with enough force to crack the stone. 
 
    “We made it,” Fen said, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Fen,” Ravin said in a quavering voice, pointing. 
 
    He turned and groaned at what he saw. 
 
    A knot of the misshapen crewmen were standing inside the door of the tower, weapons in hands. There were probably ten of them and they were blocking the only escape. 
 
    A huge impact from beneath them knocked Fen and Ravin off their feet. The stone floor around the trap door buckled upwards as the head and pincers of the crab-thing emerged. 
 
    Fen and Ravin crawled backwards as the thing pulled itself the rest of the way up onto the tower floor. They came up against the outer wall of the tower. There was nowhere left to run. The huge crab-thing was between them and the exit. It was already moving towards them and streaming around it were the misshapen crewmen, closing in for the kill. He glanced at the stairs, but even they were blocked off. 
 
    He had only one option left and it would probably kill them both. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ravin,” Fen whispered. 
 
    And then he released the power completely. He made no effort to hold any of it back. He and Ravin were both dead. He couldn’t save them. But he could make sure that the giant crab-thing died right here and now. He could try and collapse the huge cavern as well and bury for good whatever it was they were doing down there. He might even get the Ankharans while he was at it. 
 
    The power within him burst forth. The power in the stone surged upwards at the same instant. The two met. 
 
    A huge cracking sound filled the air. Giant cracks raced across the floor and up the sides of the tower. The crab-thing and the crewmen slowed and looked upwards in stunned belief… 
 
    And the tower came down. 
 
    Huge stones tumbled down as the entire tower collapsed. Fen saw one of them strike the crab-thing on the head, crushing it, before he wrapped his arms around Ravin and buried his face against the side of her head. She clung to him, shaking. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    The sounds of falling stone died away into silence, and Fen realized with wonder that he was still alive. It didn’t feel like he’d been hit by even a single rock. Hope surged within him. 
 
    “Ravin. Are you okay?” He waited anxiously for a reply. 
 
    “I think so,” came the muffled response. 
 
    Fen felt around them. They were in a pocket free of stones. Either the stones had fallen in just the right way to shield them, or his power had kept them safe. Right then it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting out of here. They were trapped under tons of piled stone. 
 
    Except that they weren’t. 
 
    Fen realized right away that he could get them out. He had the power to do so. 
 
    He put his hand against the outer wall of the tower, paused for a second to gather some of the strange power that waited within the stone, then released it in a burst. 
 
    The wall blew outwards, leaving a gaping hole more than big enough for them to crawl through. 
 
    Fen went first, then reached back to help Ravin crawl out. Once they were free, he picked her up and carried her away from the tower, toward the back wall of the castle grounds. 
 
    “I can walk now,” she said. “Remember?” 
 
    He stopped and set her down. Immediately she threw her arms around him and squeezed him tightly. She held him for a long time. He heard voices and running feet as people came to stare at the fallen tower, but they were on the other side of the rubble and far away and they didn’t matter. All that mattered was Ravin, warm and safe next to him. 
 
    Finally she pulled back and looked up at him with shining eyes. 
 
    “I know what your secret is now, Fen. I know what you’ve been hiding.” 
 
    Fen didn’t know what to say. He looked at the ground, afraid of what she would say next. She took his chin and raised his face to look at her. 
 
    “Why, Fen? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “I’m a grown woman, Fen. I can make my own decisions. Next time you let me make my own choices instead of making them for me.” 
 
    “There’s a next time?” 
 
    “There is if you stop being such a blockhead.” 
 
    Fen threw his arms around her. “I was so afraid,” he said. “I thought if you knew, you’d be afraid of me. I couldn’t bear that.” 
 
    “I could never be afraid of you, Fen, you fool. I love you.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-six: Aislin 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Netra said, setting down her pack and pointing. She wiped sweat from her forehead. “That’s where we’re going. We’re almost there.” It was morning and she and her daughter were standing on the crest of a ridge. Visible in the distance was the city of Qarath. The city sat tucked up against the base of the Eagle Mountains, its back to high cliffs overlooking the sea. 
 
    Aislin didn’t reply. She was looking out at the sea. This was the first time they’d been able to see the sea since yesterday when the road they were following moved inland. It was the longest Aislin had ever been separated from the sea. 
 
    “It will be nice not having to walk anymore, won’t it?” Netra asked. They’d been walking for several days since fleeing the village of Seaside, and Netra was frankly sick of it. Her feet hurt, and the straps of her pack had left blisters on her shoulders. “You’ll like it with the Tenders. They have a big house, and there’s lots of room. We’ll get to sleep in a bed again. No more sleeping on the ground.” 
 
    Still Aislin didn’t respond. It didn’t look like she’d even heard Netra. All her attention was fixed on the sea. 
 
    “The city’s not going to come to us. We might as well get moving.” Wearily, Netra picked up the pack and the two of them continued on. She looked down at Aislin as they walked. The child hadn’t spoken a word since they left Seaside. Even for her that was a long time. 
 
    Netra was starting to worry about Aislin. She wanted Aislin to talk about what had happened there. She wanted to make sure the child understood how wrong it was, what she’d almost done. It still gave Netra a panicky feeling when she thought about how close Aislin had come to drowning that boy. She was terrified at the thought that if she couldn’t get through to the child she might do it again, and this time Netra might not be there to stop her. 
 
    But Aislin was a stone wall. She wouldn’t speak. She didn’t respond when Netra spoke. Netra had tried pleading. She’d tried reasoning. She’d cried. She’d even shouted. None of it made the slightest difference. 
 
    Netra was at her wit’s end. How long would this go on? Would Aislin ever pull out of this silent state she’d fallen into? Worst of all was the fear that when Aislin used her power like that it had irrevocably changed her somehow, that some childlike innocence was gone forever. 
 
    Netra knew from her own experience how using power to hurt others could change a person. 
 
    Netra was anxious to get to the Tender estate in Qarath and talk with Cara. Cara was the oldest friend she had. They’d grown up together. Cara was FirstMother of the Tenders of Xochitl now. Maybe she or one of the other Tenders would have some idea what to do. Maybe they could heal what was wrong with her child. Right now that felt like her only hope. Certainly she herself was out of ideas. 
 
    The road they followed was fairly busy. Wagons filled with early spring crops rumbled by heading for the city, the farmer and often his wife sitting huddled on the seat, the children sprawled somewhere in the back of the wagon. Other wagons were loaded with cloth, lumber, metal implements and other goods, accompanied by guards and a well-dressed merchant on horseback. Some were heading south for the city of Thrikyl, others north for Qarath. There were herdsmen driving flocks of sheep and shatren to the market. An army patrol went by at a trot, heading south, the soldiers sitting tall and resolute in the saddle. 
 
    More than once the two of them had been offered rides on passing wagons, but Netra had turned them all down. She didn’t want Aislin around other people any more than necessary for a while. Not until she knew that her daughter wasn’t a threat to anyone. It was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    It was late morning by the time they made it to the gates of the city. There was a line of people, wagons and livestock there, all trying to get into the city. Netra noticed that Aislin was pressed up close to her and looking around at all the people with big eyes. Growing up in Seaside hadn’t prepared her for this at all. She’d never been in a crowd before. When Netra took her hand, Aislin didn’t grip her hand—she never did—but she didn’t pull away either. 
 
    “It will be all right,” Netra told her. “Don’t worry.” But she could feel the tension thrumming in the child and wondered. How much could Aislin take? How would she respond if she was badly frightened? 
 
    The guards at the gates didn’t even glance at them. Their concern was with the merchants and farmers, making sure they declared their goods and paid the tax. It was clear that the woman and child traveling alone had nothing and posed no threat. 
 
    Netra prayed they were right. 
 
    By the time they got inside the city, Netra could feel that Aislin was shaking. Her head turned constantly, looking at everyone, bewildered. “It’s not that much further now,” she said soothingly. “It will be quieter at the Tender estate. You’ll see.” 
 
    Aislin pressed close against her legs but didn’t reply. 
 
    The square they were in was huge and teeming with activity. There were people and animals everywhere, all of them seemingly in a hurry. A cart rolled by carrying a cage filled with chickens, all flapping and squawking loudly. A man drove a massive boar through the crowd, cursing it steadily and smacking it with a stick every few seconds. A wagon filled with manure rolled by in the other direction, leaving the city. Hawkers worked the crowd, selling food and drink. 
 
    “Get out of the way!” someone yelled. 
 
    Netra turned to see a carriage bearing down on them, drawn by a pair of matched black horses. The carriage was painted bright yellow and there were silk curtains in the windows. Unlit lanterns hung from the four corners. The driver was wearing yellow and black livery. 
 
    “Move or get run down!” he yelled and cracked his whip, way too close to Netra’s head. 
 
    Holding Aislin’s hand tightly, Netra pulled her off to the side mere moments before the horses would have run over them. She caught a glimpse of a pale hand on one of the curtains, then the carriage was swallowed up by the crowd. 
 
    “I don’t like it here,” Aislin said, surprising Netra. “I want to go.” 
 
    “But we only just gotten here. We’ve nowhere else to go,” Netra replied. It relieved her to hear Aislin talk. 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “We’ll be at the estate soon. It will be better there.” Netra stood on her tiptoes, trying to see over the crowd. She was tall for a woman, taller than most men, but she could still only barely see and what she saw wasn’t much help. There were at least six streets leading out of the square. Which one led to the estate? It had been so long since she was here last and back then the buildings fronting this square had all been rubble. It looked so different now it might be a different city altogether. 
 
    A man bumped into them. Aislin gave a little cry as she was almost knocked down. The man was clearly drunk, stinking of liquor and reeling. He looked at them through bloodshot eyes and mumbled something before stumbling away. 
 
    “I want to go!” Aislin yelled. 
 
    “Let’s get out of this square and onto one of the smaller streets. It will be better there.” The truth was that Netra felt a little unnerved herself. She’d never spent much time in cities, having grown up in an isolated Haven with a handful of other women and a couple of hours walk from the nearest town. Gripping Aislin’s hand tightly, she pulled her through the crowd. 
 
    The number of people was really unbelievable, Netra thought. They were everywhere. She could barely move. She could feel Aislin’s fear building, and it worried her. She had a feeling the child was building up to some kind of explosion. At least there was no river or sea here so she couldn’t drown anyone. 
 
    All at once Aislin jerked her hand loose from Netra’s grip and darted away into the crowd. 
 
    “Aislin!” Netra yelled and tried to run after her. But the crowd was too thick, and the little girl ducked and dodged through their legs and soon she was out of sight. 
 
    Frantic, Netra called her name again and again while she tried to fight her way through the crowd. A few people looked at her curiously, and one man cursed her, but the rest ignored her. She scanned the crowd, but there was no sign of Aislin. Her mind filled with terrible scenes of finding Aislin’s bleeding body, trampled by a horse or run over by a wagon. What was she thinking? She should have entered the city when the crowds were smaller, or stuck to the edge of the square. 
 
    There was a commotion in the crowd ahead of her. An uneasy murmur arose from a number of throats, and people pressed back, trying to move away from something she couldn’t see. She knew instantly that it had to be Aislin, and she redoubled her efforts to get through the crowd. 
 
    Finally, she fought her way to the source of the disturbance and broke out of the crowd. There was a raised pool with a statue in the middle of it. The water in the pool was bubbling and foaming. No one was near the pool. They had all backed away and were staring at it uneasily. 
 
    Netra ran to the pool and wasn’t surprised to see that Aislin was in the water, only her head sticking out. She was scowling thunderously. Netra scanned the water and was relieved to see there was no one else in there. At least, no one that she could see. 
 
    “Aislin, honey, you have to come out of the water right now!” Netra called. 
 
    Aislin shook her head. Her expression was very dark. 
 
    “Come on, please?” Netra said, uncomfortably aware of all the people staring at them. 
 
    Aislin ignored her. The water bubbled higher. Some spilled over the edge of the pool. Here and there a small geyser rose up a foot or so before subsiding back into the pool.  
 
    Netra took her pack off and climbed into the pool. “That ain’t for swimming in!” a man yelled from the crowd, but Netra ignored him. Hopefully she could get Aislin out of the pool before the city watch arrived. She had no coin, no way to pay a fine. 
 
    “It’s time to get out of the water,” she said firmly to Aislin, anger beginning to replace the fear she’d felt. When Aislin didn’t reply she added, “Right now.” Taking the child’s hand, she tried to pull her out of the water. 
 
    “No!” Aislin yelled. 
 
    A large column of water shot high into the air when she shouted. It rose a dozen feet or more into the air before splashing back down. The crowd moved back a few paces, exclamations of surprise and fear coming from them. 
 
    The water around Netra’s legs was foaming madly, and for the first time she felt fear for herself. Would Aislin turn on her? She would have said there was no chance of it, but the child was clearly badly frightened. In such a state she might do anything. 
 
    She let go of Aislin’s hand and held her own hands up. “Okay, Aislin. I won’t try to force you to leave the water. You can stay in here as long as you like.” 
 
    Aislin stared at her suspiciously. 
 
    “But I’ve decided to go down to the sea. I’ve decided that it would be much nicer there than here in the city.” While she was talking she let some Song seep into her voice, using it to soothe and calm Aislin. “I thought you would rather be there than here, but I can see that I was wrong so I guess I’ll go alone.” 
 
    She waded back to the edge of the pool and climbed out. Picking up her pack, she turned back to Aislin. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” 
 
    “You promise?” Aislin said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I want to come!” Aislin shot through the water with the eerie speed only she could muster and climbed out to stand dripping beside Netra. She looked at the crowd, then took Netra’s hand. “I don’t like them,” she said. “They scare me.” 
 
    “Stay close to me. We’ll be out of here soon.” 
 
    With Aislin pressed so close to her that she was nearly tripping over the child, Netra started for the gates. The crowd melted away as they approached, no one wanting to get too close to the strange little girl. Mutters arose from the people. 
 
    They made it back to the gates in a couple of minutes. The guards there looked at the two dripping figures oddly, but made no move to hinder them. Soon they were outside and heading for the sea. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They were still some distance from the sea when Aislin abruptly pulled her hand out of Netra’s grasp and took off running. Netra started to run after her, then gave it up. It wasn’t like she didn’t know exactly where the child was going. And she was tired and worried. How was she going to get the child to the Tender estate? The food she’d brought from Seaside was gone. Where were they going to get more? 
 
    And, worst of all, how long before the child once again used her power on someone who angered her? Netra realized how close she’d come to experiencing that power firsthand, and it was unnerving. If Aislin seriously injured someone—or the unthinkable happened and she killed someone—Netra wouldn’t be able to protect her. She wouldn’t be able to run off the city watch quite as easily as she ran off a crowd of frightened villagers. 
 
    By the time Netra made it to the beach Aislin was nowhere to be seen. Netra scanned the water looking for sign of her. She usually stayed fairly close to the shore. 
 
    But not this time. When Netra finally spotted her, Aislin was several hundred yards out, only dimly visible. Netra yelled her name again and again, but it did no good. Defeated and depressed, Netra sat down on the sand. She wanted to cry. She had no idea how to manage Aislin, and she had no one to turn to. She’d been very much looking forward to seeing Cara again, but now she didn’t know when that would happen. She couldn’t very well leave Aislin here alone and go find her friend. If she had some money she might be able to pay someone to go and give Cara a message for her, but she didn’t. 
 
    Hours passed and morning turned into afternoon. The sun began to drop toward the horizon. In another hour it would set and still she had not been able to get Aislin to respond to her at all. 
 
    She felt the stranger’s Song approaching along the beach from her right, from the opposite direction of Qarath. She watched him approach slowly. 
 
    “Good day,” the man said to her. He was old and bent. Most of his hair had fallen out, leaving only a ring around his head and what hair remained was pure white. His clothes were badly worn and faded, but clean. There was a leather satchel hanging over his shoulder. His skin was deeply tanned by the sun. He had a very large nose and big ears and his face was seamed with wrinkles. “My name is Treylen.” 
 
    Netra introduced herself. She wished he was younger so she could try and ask him to take word to Cara for her. But he was much too old to ask him to go so far. 
 
    He stood there then without speaking, staring out at Aislin. Netra waited for him to react like people always did when they saw her daughter swimming in the sea, with dismay or fear. Instead he said simply, “She’s quite the swimmer, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Normally I don’t allow her to go out so far,” Netra said. “But today there’s no getting through to her.” 
 
    “It’s uncommon to find someone with such love for the sea,” he said. “Not usual at all.” 
 
    “She’s not your usual child,” Netra responded, eyeing him warily. He didn’t sound worried or upset at all. If anything, he sounded appreciative. But that didn’t make any sense. Nearly everybody feared the sea. “Lately she has become almost unmanageable. I really don’t know what to do.” She wondered at herself, sharing such information with a stranger. 
 
    He nodded and gave her a kindly smile. Then he said something surprising. “She has the Sea in her veins.” 
 
    Netra stood up. Who was this man? “What do you mean by that, ‘the Sea in her veins’?” 
 
    He turned to her and gave her an appraising look. “The Sea runs through her. She belongs to it.” 
 
    Netra bristled. “No. She belongs to me. She is my daughter.” 
 
    “I did not mean to say that she wasn’t. But her heart belongs out there.” 
 
    His words cut deep. She knew in her heart they were true, had known for years, yet still it hurt. She had fought so long for that little girl, and yet none of it made any difference. “What do you know?” she grumbled. “You’ve never even met her.” 
 
    “I don’t need to. Not for this. It is something I can see, even from here.” 
 
    Netra sighed wearily. “Who are you anyway, that you know so much at a single look?” 
 
    “Nobody really. Only old Treylen. But those who don’t know any better would call me a Sounder.” 
 
    Netra’s eyes widened. “You’re a Sounder? But I thought all the Sounders were dead.” Sounders were those people reputed to have an affinity for the sea, to be able to communicate with the creatures that lived in its waters. But Netra had been taught they’d died out centuries before. 
 
    “There’s still a few of us left, though I haven’t seen one since the one who taught me died decades ago. I only know there are others because now and then the echoes of their actions reverberate through the water. Imagine my surprise to suddenly find one so close by.” He looked at Netra. “I’ve known about her for some time, you know. I would have come sooner, but I didn’t think I was strong enough to make the trip.” 
 
    Netra frowned. “You knew about her? How?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I heard her. Sound carries far in the water, and she is very strong. She makes a lot of noise.” 
 
    Netra grappled with his words. She’d never even considered the idea that there might be others with an affinity for the sea like Aislin had. “I always thought she was unique.” 
 
    “She might be,” he admitted, turning to look back out at Aislin again. “She’s far stronger than I thought was possible. And at such a young age.” Then he surprised Netra again. “Where did she come from?” 
 
    “What? I told you, she’s my daughter.” 
 
    “Yes, but you are not her mother.” 
 
    His words hit Netra like a physical blow. Within them was her greatest fear spoken aloud, the fear that no matter what she did Aislin would never look on Netra as her mother. It took a minute before she could reply and then she said, “The Lementh’kal brought her. But I have raised her,” she added defiantly. 
 
    His eyes lit up when she said that, and he swung back to look at her. “Did they come in their floating island?” 
 
    Netra nodded, surprised that he knew anything about the Lementh’kal. 
 
    He smiled. “I was there, waiting for death along with everyone else after the Children broke through the castle defenses, when ki’Loren appeared. It was right over there.” He pointed. Qarath sat on a slope. The highest part of the city, where the castle was, was perched on top of tall cliffs that rose straight out of the sea. “Out of nowhere it appeared,” he said, his voice dreamlike. “I was one of the first to board her. It was the greatest moment of my life. I never dreamed I would ever see the mythical ki’Loren, much less be allowed inside. I would have stayed with the Lementh’kal if they would’ve let me.” He sighed at the memory. “She is a special child indeed, to merit their attention. I look forward to meeting her.” 
 
    “You may have to wait quite a while, I’m afraid. She’s ignoring me. She had a scare in the city, and now I think she’s angry with me. I think she blames me.” 
 
    “Those with the Sea in their veins often find it difficult to be around other people,” he said. “I confess I don’t like it much in the city myself.” 
 
    “I knew it would be hard for her, but I didn’t think it would be that hard.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I call her? Perhaps she will come if I try.” 
 
    “I would be grateful if you did. She’s never been harmed in the sea before, but I’m worried about her being so far out.” Even as she said the words Netra found herself feeling torn between hoping the old man would succeed at calling her daughter in, and hoping he would fail. 
 
    “I will do my best.” He walked into the sea, until the waves were lapping around his shins. From the satchel slung over his shoulder he took out a conch shell. He raised it to his lips and blew a long note. Out in the distance Netra could see Aislin stop swimming and stick her head up out of the water. 
 
    He put the shell away and began to sing. It was a wordless melody, haunting and ethereal. It reminded Netra of the songs Aislin sang sometimes, though hers had words and his didn’t. 
 
    Aislin listened for a minute without moving, then she began to swim for the shore. 
 
    “You did it,” Netra said. She knew there was bitterness and envy in her voice, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Even the Sea born get lonely,” he replied. 
 
    In a short time Aislin was only a few yards out. She stopped there, bobbing in the waves, staring curiously at Treylen. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, child,” he called out to her. “I hope we will be friends.” 
 
    Aislin stared at him expressionlessly. 
 
    “Do you like to play games?” he asked her. Still no response. “Here’s one I like.” He knelt down in the water, unmindful of the way his trousers were getting soaked. He put his hands in the water and began singing again. It was a different song this time, light and melodic. 
 
    Netra saw movement in the water a few feet away from Aislin. There was something there. It grew larger and more solid with every second. It looked something like a small dolphin, but it was bright red and had very large, almost luminous eyes. It swam slowly toward Aislin, who turned to watch it approach. When it leapt over her she smiled. 
 
    “Do it again!” she called. 
 
    The creature circled back and jumped over her again. Aislin cried for more, but Treylen stopped singing. The creature dissolved back into the water. Aislin gave him a reproachful look. 
 
    “I’m sorry, child,” he said. “But I am quite old and such things take a great deal out of me. Much longer and I would have keeled over on the spot.” He looked back over his shoulder at Netra. “I’m afraid I may have to ask your help to rise. I don’t think I can manage it on my own.” 
 
    Netra splashed out into the water and helped him stand up, then held onto his elbow as they walked out of the sea. He sat down on the sand with a sigh. Netra sat down beside him. 
 
    “It’s been some years since I conjured a sea creature,” he said. “It’s good to know I still can.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” Netra wanted to know. From the corner of her eye she was keeping tabs on Aislin and saw that her daughter had come in even closer. 
 
    “You’re a Tender, aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but how did you know that?” 
 
    “I was there during the siege. I saw what you did, how you fought the Children.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago.” For years Netra had hoped that no one would remember her. She wanted to leave all that behind her. 
 
    “You can bend the power of Song to your will. I can bend the power of the Sea to mine.” He chuckled softly. “Though with nothing like the power you possess and definitely not even close to what your child can do.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the power within the Sea,” Netra said. 
 
    “That is exceedingly rare, especially for one of your order, if you will pardon my saying so.” The Sounders had been one of the groups the Tenders of Xochitl persecuted during the days of the Kaetrian Empire, when the Tenders’ power rivaled that of the emperor himself. 
 
    “I even touched it briefly.” 
 
    His jaw dropped. “You did? But you are not Sea born. How did you do it?” 
 
    She thought of the lost cavern beneath the ruined city of Kaetria. “I drank from this pool. There was something unusual about it.” 
 
    “You drank from one of the source pools?” There was awe in his voice. “You have no idea how lucky you are to be alive. Most would be killed instantly if they tried that. I do not believe I could survive it.” 
 
    “I almost didn’t survive it.” 
 
    He looked Netra over, nodding as if she had affirmed something for him. “I think I begin to see now why the Lementh’kal brought her to you to raise. Who else could manage such a feat?” 
 
    Netra looked away. “I fear I haven’t done a very good job of it.” Tears started in her eyes, and she pushed back against them angrily. 
 
    “I think you’ve done more than you realize. It’s not easy to understand the Sea born if you are not one of us. Its touch changes us, makes us different from others.” 
 
    “I don’t understand Aislin at all,” Netra said, her voice breaking slightly. “I thought I did, a little anyway, but now I see I was only being foolish.” She wiped at her eyes, frustrated with herself. “I worry about her so much. I wish I could help her but I…I can’t. Nothing I do seems to make any difference.” 
 
    Treylen touched her arm. His touch was brief and light, no more than the brush of a bird’s wing. “I would like to help. If you will allow me.” 
 
    Netra looked at him, hope surging within her. “You’d be willing to do that? But you don’t even know us.” 
 
    “I know enough,” he said gently, glancing over at Aislin. The little girl was crouched at the waterline now, staring raptly at him. He looked away. “I was in Aislin’s position once, long ago. Though my situation was worse, because I did not have anyone as understanding as you to care for me while I struggled to understand myself. If it were not for Melas, I would not have survived.” 
 
    He shifted on the sand and glanced at Aislin once again. “She is like no other Sea born ever, I think. The Sea is part of her in a way that I do not understand. Truly she must have been born for some great purpose.” 
 
    Netra thought of Ya’Shi’s words: A storm is coming. Nothing you or I, or any of us, can do will stop it. But she might. She and two others. One from each of the spheres, Stone, Sea and Sky. Only the three of them, working together, have any chance in what is to come. 
 
    She shook her head, driving the words away. They might still only be Ya’Shi’s nonsense, she told herself, though the assertion held no more power today than any other time she’d tried to make it. 
 
    “If I am not being too forward,” Treylen said, “I would like to invite the two of you to stay the night with me. I have a small cottage not far from here. I will try to answer all the questions I can.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Netra said, her gratitude immense and sudden. “But we don’t have any food. I was planning on staying in Qarath tonight with my friend.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I should have enough if you don’t mind simple food.” 
 
    Netra turned to Aislin. “Are you hungry? Do you want to get something to eat?” Aislin was still staring at Treylen and paid no attention to her. 
 
    “I suggest we go to my cottage. She will follow when she’s ready.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t like leaving her here alone. What if something happens to her?” 
 
    “Do you really think she will come to harm while she is in the water? I assure you no sea creature will harm her.” 
 
    Netra, thinking of the sharks that swam with Aislin that one day, had to agree with him. 
 
    “My cottage is quite close. I think she will be okay.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Netra followed the old man along the beach back toward the city. A short distance away was the mouth of the river that flowed down from the Eagle Mountains and through the city. His home was on the river bank, no more than a hundred paces from the sea, tucked away in some oak and birch trees. 
 
    “I don’t like to be too far from the water,” Treylen explained, opening the door. His home was a single room with a tiny fireplace. There was a rolled up sleeping mat in the corner, a table, a single chair and not much else. But it was tidy and there was a welcoming feel to it. Before going inside, Netra paused in the doorway and looked back at the beach. Aislin was still in the water, but she had moved to where she could see the cottage, and she wasn’t very far out. 
 
    “It may not seem so,” Treylen said, “but she is watching you, making sure you don’t get too far away. She is more connected to you than you realize.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe that,” Netra said. She took a last look at the beach, then went inside. She left the door open, though, so she could hear if Aislin called for help. “I don’t know if I’ve ever connected with her. I’ve tried so hard, but nothing I do seems to make any difference. I think she sees me as nothing more than an irritation, something to be tolerated in exchange for food.” 
 
    Treylen was puttering about, getting food ready. “I don’t believe that and neither do you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe,” Netra said, rubbing her eyes. She felt tired and frustrated. She’d been so looking forward to seeing Cara again. The last couple of days she’d thought about her old friend a great deal. Now to be so close and be unable to go see her. It was difficult. 
 
    “It’s not just me. She doesn’t connect with anyone. She doesn’t care. For a long time I thought she would grow out of it. I thought that if I stayed patient and calm and showed her how much I love her that I’d start to get through to her, but now I don’t know anymore. She feels further away than ever. I think I’m only making things worse.” 
 
    “Maybe you are.” 
 
    She looked at him angrily. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    He looked up from the potatoes he was slicing. “Do you want to feel better, or do you want to help your daughter?” 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” 
 
    “A simple one, I think.” 
 
    “I want both, of course.” 
 
    “But which is more important to you?” 
 
    Netra started to reply angrily again, then she stopped and considered his words. “It’s more important to help her,” she said softly. 
 
    “Leave yourself and how you feel aside for a moment,” he said, going back to his slicing. “What is it you actually want to help her with? As you see it, what is her problem?” 
 
    The air went out of Netra. She sat down on the chair and put her head in her hands. “She’s getting stronger every day. I can feel it. I’m worried about what she will do with her power. She almost drowned a little boy because he made her mad. She would have drowned him if I wasn’t there to stop her. What happens when I’m not there?” She looked up at Treylen. “For a moment today I thought she was going to attack me. What happens if I’m not strong enough to control her?” 
 
    Treylen stopped what he was doing and fixed her with a sharp look. “You can’t control her. The sooner you realize that, the better.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I should just let her do whatever she wants?” she snapped at him, and then felt bad about letting her frustration out on him. 
 
    “I’m not saying that. I’m saying that you can’t control her, and the more you try the more she’ll slip away from you.” 
 
    “That’s not very helpful at all.” 
 
    “I’m not finished. You can’t control her. Only she can control herself.” 
 
    “If you’d spent as much time around her as I have, you’d realize how little chance there is of that happening. She doesn’t listen to me at all.” 
 
    He pointed the knife at her, punctuating his words with it. “Because what you’re really doing is trying to control her.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. I love her. I’m not controlling her.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You said you lived in a small village. Where there are no real secrets. Where the people were probably afraid of her. I imagine you told her to hide who she is and what she can do, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Don’t you see? Not in so many words, but her whole life you have essentially been telling her that there is something wrong with her, something that she needs to hide from the world. And when she doesn’t heed you, you get upset with her. Doesn’t that sound like control to you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Netra said. 
 
    He continued ruthlessly. “Yet that thing you’ve been telling her to hide, it’s who she is. It is fundamental to her. Do you see the conflict this is causing her? Her mother tells her to be one thing, her nature tells her something else.” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way,” Netra said in a small voice. She wanted to be angry with him, but she had a growing feeling he was right. 
 
    “It is the Sea in her veins that makes her different. Touching Seaforce changes a person. LifeSong, which you have dedicated your life to, is fundamentally nurturing to life. But Seaforce is different. It doesn’t care for us, not really. The Sea is remote, unimaginably ancient and powerful. It is completely alien to humans. When we touch it, it is not the Sea which changes, it is us. We come to see the world differently, and in that viewpoint the lives of people seem small and unimportant.” 
 
    “But you seem okay. I mean, you don’t have to help us, take us in like this, but you are.” 
 
    “You didn’t know me when I was younger. It has taken me many years to achieve this balance. When I was young it was quite a different story.” His face grew troubled. “I didn’t care about anyone. At a young age I began stealing from others. I didn’t need to. My parents, while not wealthy people, were comfortable enough. I always had enough to eat and good clothing. I stole because I saw no reason not to. If someone had something I wanted and I was strong enough and smart enough to take it, why shouldn’t I? If they fought back then I was willing to hurt them. I was big for my age, and good with a knife and my fists. I usually won. 
 
    “As I got older I drifted into bigger crimes. By then my parents had given up on me and thrown me out of the house. So I had no real connections to other people, nothing to rein me in. And my abilities were starting to awaken. Nothing like what Aislin is capable of, but still enough to do real harm. I hurt people. Sometimes I hurt people for no reason, simply because I could. And when I did, I didn’t feel bad. I felt nothing, no more than the average person would feel stepping on an ant. I shudder to think what would have become of me if I hadn’t met Melas, the man who mentored me. He saw instantly who I was, and he set out to help me. 
 
    “Do you realize now why the Sounders have nearly been wiped out? It’s because without guidance we turn into monsters. We use our abilities completely selfishly, and we hurt other people. It doesn’t take long before others turn on us.” 
 
    Netra sat in silence for a few minutes, absorbing what he’d said. Treylen resumed preparing their food. She felt staggered by what he’d told her. The thought of her daughter becoming like that filled her with horror. “Do you think you can help her?” she asked at last. “Will you?” 
 
    He paused what he was doing and stared at her. His gaze was piercing, and it made Netra feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “What?” she said finally. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure.” 
 
    “I must warn you not to take this lightly. Like your daughter, I am different. I don’t have that filter that other people seem to have. I say what I think needs to be said, and it can be hard to hear.” 
 
    “So? That seems like a good thing to me.” 
 
    “You may not think so after a while. It is likely you will become very angry with me. But I cannot help unless I can do it my way. Anything else would be false, and I cannot be false with Aislin. Not if she is to trust me.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Netra repeated. “I’ll put up with whatever you say.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long minute, judging the veracity of her commitment, then nodded. “I will do everything in my power,” he told her. “But ultimately it will be up to her.”  
 
    In time he finished preparing the food. By then the sun had set and darkness was coming. Netra stood up. “I can’t wait anymore. I’m going to go get her.” 
 
    “I don’t think that is a good idea. She will come in on her own.” 
 
    “And what if she doesn’t? What if even now she is hurt?” 
 
    He gave her a penetrating look. “Really? With your abilities, don’t you think you’d know if she was hurt?” 
 
    She sagged back. “You’re right. I just worry about her so.” 
 
    “Let her come in on her own. Remember, no one can force her. If you try to, you’ll only make it worse. She is human. As strong as the Sea is within her, there is still within her the need to be around other humans. But she has to feel that need herself. It’s not something that can be imposed on her. It has to be her decision.” 
 
    “Okay,” Netra said reluctantly. “What you’re saying makes sense. But once it gets dark I’m going to get her regardless.” 
 
    He smiled. It was a gentle smile, filled with warmth. “I would expect nothing else.” 
 
    Just when Netra was sure that she was going to have to go get her daughter, Aislin peeked around the door frame. Netra started to get up and go to her, but Treylen shook his head, and she stayed where she was. He ladled some soup into a bowl and set it down near the fireplace. 
 
    “Don’t stare at her,” he said to Netra. “She has gotten enough of that in her life. People like us, we get tired of being stared at. Tell me about the friend you are here to see.” 
 
    It took an effort, but Netra managed to turn her attention away from Aislin, though she watched her from the corner of her eye. “Her name is Cara. We grew up together in a small Haven some days west of here. She’s more than a friend. She’s a sister. There weren’t any other girls around, and we spent nearly all our time together. I miss her terribly. Now that I’m so close, I can’t imagine why I’ve been away so long. I should have come to see her years ago. But somehow the time slipped away.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go see her tomorrow?” 
 
    “There’s no way Aislin will make it through the city. If I could get her to the Tender estate she would probably be okay there, but unless I put her to sleep and bodily carry her…” 
 
    “In essence, kidnapping her.” 
 
    She frowned. “That’s a harsh word.” 
 
    “And yet, wouldn’t it seem that way to her?” 
 
    Netra shook her head. She could find no response. 
 
    “Why not leave Aislin here, with me?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry, but I still don’t know you all that well.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Let’s give it time and see what happens, shall we?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    The next morning Treylen said to Aislin, “Come, let’s go down to the sea shall we?” 
 
    The words were hardly out of his mouth before Aislin was running for the door. Netra noticed that her daughter didn’t so much as look at her before leaving. It hurt more than she wanted to admit. 
 
    Treylen stood in the doorway and watched Aislin running for the sea. “To have such energy again,” he sighed. “Wouldn’t that be nice?” He looked at Netra, who was sitting disconsolately at the table. “Can you help me with something?” 
 
    “Won’t I just get in the way?” she asked dully. She knew even as she said it that she sounded childish, but she couldn’t seem to help it. Did Aislin need her at all? Did she care about her mother even a little bit? 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” he said sharply. “I haven’t the energy to deal with two children. Now come and give me a hand, please.” 
 
    Netra followed him outside. He led her to a small boat that was tucked away in some thick trees down close to the river. “It gets harder every time to drag it into the water,” he explained, tossing out some small branches that had fallen into it. 
 
    “Is that a boat?” Netra asked. She’d heard of them, but she’d never seen one before. 
 
    “It is,” he replied. 
 
    “Does it work?” 
 
    “If you mean, does it float, then yes. You’ll see.” 
 
    The two of them dragged it down to the river bank. “At one time there were boats of all kinds, including very large ones called ships that could carry hundreds of people,” he told her. 
 
    “I learned about them in my lessons when I was a child, but I still find it hard to believe. What’s the point? Isn’t it better, and safer, to travel on land?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” he conceded. “But there are lands across the sea. The only way to get to them is by boat.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she said, but she could see no reason to go across the sea, no matter how many other lands there were. 
 
    “Once ships were very common,” he said. “People sailed across the sea all the time. Ships carried goods for trade and armies for war. I speak of the time before the wars between the gods of the land and sea, of course.” The wars he spoke of were so long ago that they were little more than myth, though they were myths that everyone in Atria knew. The Book of Xochitl, which was the Tenders’ holy book, spoke of them. According to it, the gods of the sea, who had never loved humans, became angered at mankind for intruding on their domain. Eventually they acted, sinking every boat on the seas. Then they rose up from the sea and attacked coastal towns and cities as well, wiping them out and killing multitudes of people. The gods of the land fought back, and the war raged for decades. Much of the human race was wiped out. 
 
    Finally, a peace was reached. The gods of the sea agreed to leave the humans alone, but in return they decreed that no humans should intrude on their domain again. 
 
    Since then there had been no sign of the gods of the sea. There were rumors that the decree no longer held, that in some distant lands people ventured out onto the sea once again, but in Atria, where the fighting had raged the hardest, people still remembered. They fished in the sea, but only from shore. 
 
    Netra helped Treylen push the craft into the river and was surprised to see that it didn’t sink but instead bobbed there. Oddly, it didn’t move with the current, but sat in one place. She wondered why. “What should I do now?” she asked. She felt useless. 
 
    “The boat will hold two. Would you like to get in?” 
 
    She stepped back. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Come down to the beach and watch,” he suggested. Once in the boat, he leaned over the edge and stuck one hand in the water. After a moment the boat started to move. It floated downstream and out into the sea. 
 
    Netra walked down to the beach and sat on the sand to watch. Treylen floated over to where Aislin was swimming in the water, a few dozen paces from the shore. He still had one hand in the water, but he didn’t paddle or steer with it. Netra thought he must be using Seaforce to move the boat, but she couldn’t be sure. 
 
    The boat rocked in the water beside Aislin. Netra could see that he was talking to the child, but he was too far away for her to hear what he said. He cupped his hands around his mouth and made a strange call. He waited a minute, then repeated it. 
 
    Netra was surprised to see a large creature surface out beyond the two of them. Its back was broad enough that a dozen people could have stood easily on it. As it surfaced it blew a spume of water high into the air. A squeal of delight came from Aislin, and Netra winced. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard her daughter laugh. 
 
    Worried, she stood up and walked to the edge of the water as Aislin swam toward the behemoth. Aislin looked tiny against its bulk. Its fins were large enough that it could have sunk Treylen’s boat with one blow. But the creature seemed to pay no attention to Aislin, even when she clambered up on one of its fins and from there scooted up onto its back. It blew another spume of water into the air, and she clapped her hands and laughed. 
 
    Netra got another fright when the creature began to roll, afraid her daughter would be crushed underneath it, but it rolled slowly and Aislin was able to walk across its back and stay on top of it easily. It rolled over until it was floating on its back. Aislin knelt. It looked like she was rubbing its stomach. The creature made an odd rumbling noise. 
 
    Aislin slithered down off the creature and into the water. She swam over to the boat and climbed in. The creature slid beneath the surface and disappeared. Netra started to relax. She thought about calling out to Treylen to come back to shore, to leave off summoning sea creatures, but then she thought about what he’d said the night before, and she restrained herself. She had to trust that he knew what he was doing. 
 
    Suddenly the huge creature surfaced rapidly a short distance away from the boat and swam straight at it. Netra ran into the water, a cry of warning on her lips, knowing it was too late, that there was nothing anyone could do. 
 
    But instead of ramming the boat the creature leapt clear over it. Aislin held her hands up in the air and yelled with joy. When the creature landed, the wave it made looked like it should have swamped the tiny craft, but instead it bobbed easily on the surface. 
 
    The creature swam away, and Netra sat back down, her heart still racing, thinking that had been a little too nerve-wracking for her. 
 
    Treylen and Aislin spent the entire day out on the sea. Sometimes he called in creatures. Other times Netra saw lights in the water and conjured shapes swimming around, though who made them, whether it was Treylen or Aislin, she couldn’t have said. 
 
    Eventually she stopped worrying so much. She napped on the sand. When she awakened they were still out there, though further out now, so far she could hardly see them. She felt irritated at Treylen for taking her daughter so far from her, but there was nothing she could do about it now. It didn’t matter how loudly she yelled. They wouldn’t be able to hear her. 
 
    Feeling restless, she looked at Qarath, at the high wall that girdled it. She looked at the castle, sitting on the high cliffs that overlooked the sea. Looking at the city brought back a flood of memories. She remembered when she and Shorn first arrived, only a couple of days ahead of the advancing Children. She remembered the siege and their desperate attempts to keep the Children at bay. So many times they’d come so close to complete destruction. Now, more than ten years later, she could clearly see how the smallest event turning out differently could have meant the end of everything. 
 
    She never would have been able to do what she did without Shorn, that enigmatic, alien warrior. He’d been her strength when she had none of her own. He’d saved her life more times than she could remember. After the war ended he stuck around for a while, but she could see he was restless, and when she told him she was going to find a quiet place to settle down he’d told her he would come visit her someday and simply walked away, taking the road that led west. She wondered where he was now, if he would ever return. She hoped he could find his own peace. 
 
    It frightened her to think that someday her daughter might have to face trials as painful and difficult as she’d faced during the war. She had to admit that she hated Ya’Shi sometimes for his words. More than anything she wanted him to be wrong. She didn’t want her daughter to have to go through any of that. Being responsible for saving the world was a terrible burden and one she was familiar with. She would have done anything, sacrificed anything, if she could have taken that burden on herself. 
 
    But she knew she couldn’t and it made her feel small and helpless and angry. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was almost sunset when Treylen finally returned and headed for the mouth of the river. Netra was on her feet, watching as he drew close. There was no sign of Aislin in the boat, and she began scanning the water, wondering where her daughter was. The boat floated up the river, against the current, with no apparent effort from Treylen other than putting his hand in the water. He had come to the spot where he kept the boat before Netra finally saw Aislin. The child was still some distance out to sea, only her head sticking up out of the water. Netra thought the child might be staring at her, but she was too far away to tell for sure. 
 
    Netra went over and pulled Treylen’s boat up out of the water, then helped him get out. He winced as he straightened, rubbing his back. “I’m not as young as I used to be,” he said ruefully. 
 
    “You left her out there,” Netra said, realizing how accusatory she sounded. 
 
    “Short of tying her up, there was nothing else I could do. And if that’s the sort of help you’re looking for, I’m afraid you found the wrong man.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Netra said. “I didn’t mean it to sound like that. How did it go? What did you do? Did you get through to her?” 
 
    “In answer to your first question: I don’t know. As for your second, I can only say, not much,” he admitted. “I spent time with her mostly. I tried to enter her world as much as I could. Your daughter is quite a remarkable person.” He started toward the cottage. “As for whether or not I got through to her? Only time will tell. It was only one day. But it was a good start I think.” 
 
    “Do you think you can cure her?” 
 
    He stopped abruptly and turned on her. When he spoke, his voice was tight with suppressed anger. “Really, I think it’s you who needs a cure, not her.” 
 
    Netra was taken aback by his sudden hostility. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Aislin isn’t sick. She doesn’t need to be cured.” 
 
    “I thought you said you could help her,” Netra snapped. She knew she was being unfair to him, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. There was so much fear and worry knotted up inside her. 
 
    “I said I might be able to help her. But not by curing her. I can’t cure her of who she is.” 
 
    “Then she’ll always be this way?” Netra said hopelessly. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. She has the Sea in her veins, but she is also human. We can encourage that side of her to come out.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Treylen sighed and rubbed his face. His anger seemed to have evaporated. “First, by getting rid of the notion that she is sick. I know you are a healer and that is how you see the world, but some things can’t be healed. Some things have to be accepted.” 
 
    That struck Netra hard. Was that really how she saw the world, in terms of illness and injury, things to be fixed? 
 
    “Think of it like this. If you found a wolf pup, you wouldn’t try to cure it by making it into a dog, would you? No, you would understand that it is a wolf and let it be so. But you would help it learn that if it is going to live around people it needs to learn to not bite them or eat their sheep. What you wouldn’t do is try to make it into something it isn’t. Aislin doesn’t need healing. She needs to learn how to live with her human side.” 
 
    He went inside and left Netra standing there, thinking about his words. Was that really what she’d been doing? After a few minutes she followed him inside. “I never thought of it that way,” Netra admitted. 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” he said with a smile. “You’re her mother. That means you’re too close to see clearly. If she was my daughter, I’d probably have the same problem.” 
 
    Netra helped the old man to prepare some food, and when it was nearly ready she said, “I’m going down to the beach.” She put up her hands to stop him before he could speak. “Don’t worry. I only want to watch.” A chilly evening wind had sprung up, and Netra put on her cloak before leaving the cottage. Out of habit, she grabbed Aislin’s cloak as well. 
 
    Aislin was sitting on the beach, staring out to sea. She was still dripping wet. She didn’t look up as Netra approached. 
 
    Netra started to drape Aislin’s cloak over her, then remembered what Treylen had said and instead dropped it on the sand beside the child. She sat down. For a few minutes she said nothing, only stared at the waves and the sunset. 
 
    “Did you have fun today, Aislin?” she asked. Aislin didn’t reply, and she was tempted to press her, try to make her answer. She’d been apart from her daughter for the entire day. She’d never been apart from her that long before, and it was hard. She missed her. But she resisted the urge. The child would speak when she was ready. 
 
    Or she wouldn’t speak at all. That thought was like a knife in her heart, but Netra knew she would have to deal with it. 
 
    When it started to grow dark, Netra stood up. She picked up Aislin’s cloak, which was still where she’d dropped it. “I’ll see you at the cottage.” It was difficult, but she made herself walk away without looking back. 
 
    She was halfway to the cottage when she heard running feet. Aislin caught up to her. She didn’t walk close to Netra, but she wasn’t too far away either. Without looking at Netra she said, “Treylen can talk to the fish. He knows a lot of them.” 
 
    Then she ran on ahead. Netra stared after her, her heart lifting somewhat. When she got to the cottage it was just in time to hear Aislin finish saying something to Treylen. The little girl’s eyes were lit up. Netra entered the home and Aislin broke off what she was saying. The animation on her face faded and was replaced with her usual impenetrable mask. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next morning Netra said, “I think I will take you up on your offer today, Treylen.” 
 
    “Okay,” the old man replied. 
 
    “I should be back sometime in the afternoon.” 
 
    “You know where to find us.” 
 
    Netra paused, hoping Aislin would ask her where she was going or at least look up at her, but the little girl was intent on her food, and she couldn’t tell if she’d even heard her. She felt a pang of sadness. 
 
    At the doorway, she turned back one more time to look at Aislin. The little girl was watching Treylen expectantly. There was a trace of a smile on her face. 
 
    Netra shoved the door harder than she needed to and stalked away. She was suddenly angry at Treylen and wasn’t sure why. There was a path that led along the river bank toward the gates of the city. The sun had only recently risen, and there were many birds in the trees along the river, singing cheerily. Squirrels darted through the branches. A skunk peered out at her from the cover of some bushes. 
 
    As it usually did, walking in nature lifted Netra’s spirits. By the time the path left the river and started across the open area outside the city walls—a wide swath of land clearly kept bare as part of the city’s defenses—she was feeling well enough to realize that she was angry at Treylen because she was jealous of him. In only one day he’d made more progress with Aislin than Netra, her own mother, had made in eight years. It seemed monstrously unfair, and it hurt. She was smart enough to know it wasn’t Treylen’s fault. He was only doing what she’d asked him to do, after all. But that didn’t make the pain go away, and it didn’t stop her from feeling irrationally angry with him. 
 
    The crowds in the city didn’t seem as thick as they had before. Netra crossed the square inside the city gates without any problem. As she made her way through the city she saw no signs of the terrible devastation that the war had wrought. Qarath looked prosperous and well-fed. She wasn’t surprised. Macht Wulf Rome was a good ruler. Under him all of Atria was thriving. Before Rome had united all the various kingdoms under his rule, the land had been plagued by nearly constant wars. The trade routes had been uncertain and dangerous. But all that had changed. The roads between the cities were bustling with caravans. They’d been improved. They were safe, too. Any bandits that tried to ply their trade soon found themselves with a squad of soldiers hot on their heels. 
 
    Netra only took a couple of wrong turns before she found her way to the Tender estate. There were guards at the gates, but they didn’t bother her, only nodded and smiled as she entered. There were quite a few people coming and going from the estate, which had been given to the Tenders by Rome in the early days of the war, when its owner had died under mysterious circumstances. Once inside, Netra stopped and looked around. Dozens of Tenders, wearing the brown, white or green robes of the various orders, moved about the grounds. The tall estate house still looked much the same as she remembered, but beyond that there were quite a few differences. Besides the main house there were now a half dozen smaller stone buildings. 
 
    That was not the only change, either. The previous FirstMother had been a stern, ascetic woman and much of the landscaping had been torn out or neglected. Now, tall trees and rich, lush gardens covered the grounds. That would be the doing of the Plant Tenders. Netra saw a group of a half dozen girls, all under ten, standing under a tall tree. A Tender in a green robe was with them, pointing at things in the tree as she spoke to them. 
 
    For a moment Netra simply stood there and took it all in. It looked like under Cara’s leadership the Tenders were once again on the path Xochitl, their god, had set them on so many millennia ago. Healing, nurturing, tending to the Mother’s many children wherever they were to be found. It was something she had dreamed of often when she was a child. The only part of Brelisha’s teachings she’d liked had been the ones about how the Tenders used to be, before they grew powerful and corrupt in the days of the Empire. 
 
    Thinking of Brelisha brought a smile to her face. The old woman had driven her crazy with her endless lessons and sharp tongue. But now, with the perspective of years behind her, she saw it all differently. She realized how hard the old Tender had tried to teach her willful student, and how much she had cared for both Netra and Cara, even if she wasn’t very good at showing it. How much Netra wished she could see her now, if only for a moment. 
 
    But she and Siena had both been killed during the war. Thinking of Siena, the woman who’d raised her and been a mother to her, brought a sad smile to Netra’s face. She missed Siena a great deal. 
 
    Netra hurried on then, suddenly desperate to see Cara, struck by a homesickness so strong it hurt. Hopefully she would be able to see the other women she’d grown up with as well, Bronwyn, Karyn, Owina and even Donae. 
 
    After asking a couple of Tenders for direction, she found Cara back behind the main house. There were two young women with her, and she was explaining something to them. As the FirstMother, the leader of all the Tenders, she no longer wore the brown robe of the Arc of Animals which she and Netra had been raised in, but a white robe. Around her neck hung a Reminder, a many-pointed star inside a circle. 
 
    Netra paused off to the side, not wanting to interrupt. Absorbed in what she was saying, Cara didn’t notice her right away, but finally she pushed a lock of blonde hair out of her face and glanced over at her. 
 
    “Can I help—” she started, then broke off with a cry of delight. 
 
    “Netra? Is that you?” She ran to her and threw her arms around her. Netra hugged her back, not fighting the tears that began flowing down her face. Both of them were crying and laughing at the same time when finally they pulled apart to get a look at each other. 
 
    Cara turned to the girls. “That’s all for now, girls. I’ll speak with you more this afternoon.” The girls walked away, and Cara turned back to Netra. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s you! Where have you been all this time? I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought about you. Just yesterday I was talking to Owina and telling her that…oh, it doesn’t matter what it was. Gosh, it’s so good to see you, though I’m cross with you for being gone for so long.” 
 
    She didn’t look cross. Her face was flushed with happiness, and except for a few faint lines on her forehead and around her mouth she was the same girl Netra had grown up with, whispering in their room in the Haven long after they were supposed to be asleep. 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s been so long. I don’t know what happened to the time.” 
 
    “The important thing is that you’re here. How long are you staying? Or have you decided to come live with us? You know there’s always a place for you here.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it. Maybe. I don’t think I can go back to where I was.” 
 
    “Why? What happened? Where have you been living?” Cara put her hand over her mouth, and at that moment she looked very much like the young girl Netra remembered. “Listen to me, peppering you with questions! I’m sorry, I’ll try to slow down.” 
 
    “Same old Cara,” Netra said with a laugh. “Still apologizing for everything I see.” 
 
    “Not true. I’ve changed completely. I never apologize these days,” she said with a wicked smile. “You can ask anyone. I’m the meanest FirstMother ever.” 
 
    “I’ll never believe that.” And Netra meant it. She’d never met anyone with as gentle a heart as Cara had. “I’ve been living in Seaside, a little village down the coast. As for why I can’t go back there…” Netra’s smile faded. “You might want to be sitting down for this.” 
 
    “Let’s go up on the balcony outside my rooms,” Cara said. “I can have someone bring us something to eat and drink. You look tired. I should have offered something already, but here I stand talking away.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s nice out here. How about that bench over there?” There was a bench under the limbs of a weeping willow. Nearby was a small fish pond, the surface covered with lily pads. They sat down on the bench and Netra said, “I love what you’ve done here. It’s so beautiful, so welcoming.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Now stop putting it off. Tell me this news you have. I’m dying to know.” Cara’s eyes were sparkling. 
 
    Before Netra could start a woman wearing a green robe came walking up. She was middle-aged and quite stout, with short brown hair. “There you are, FirstMother. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” She brandished a sheaf of papers she was carrying. “I need your signature on these.” 
 
    “They can wait, Mayva,” Cara said, and Netra marveled at the ring of authority she heard there. Clearly Cara’s time as FirstMother had changed her more than Netra had at first realized. 
 
    Mayva scowled and flounced away. 
 
    “She’s very efficient,” Cara said. “I think she’s half the reason this place runs as well as it does. But she makes me crazy sometimes. Do you know once she tried to get me to sign something while I was in the bath? I almost threw the soap at her!” She brushed her hair out of her face and turned back to Netra. “Now talk.” 
 
    Netra took a deep breath. “There’s no easy way to say this…” 
 
    “Say it already!” 
 
    “I have a daughter.” 
 
    “What?” Cara’s eyes grew very round. “You have a daughter? But…but…how?” She looked around. “Where is she?” 
 
    “There you go again, asking too many questions at once,” Netra said with a smile. 
 
    “You’re really unbelievable, you know that? You disappear for ten years or so and then pop up out of nowhere and casually announce that you have a daughter. Tell me how it happened and no more delays. Did you meet some man and fall in love?” 
 
    “I thought about doing it that way, but then I thought, no that would be too ordinary,” Netra said with a rueful laugh. 
 
    “Of course it would.” 
 
    “You’ll find this hard to believe, but Ya’Shi brought her to me.” 
 
    “Ya’Shi? That crazy old Lementh’kal?” 
 
    “He showed up eight years ago with a baby.” 
 
    “Blessed Mother,” Cara said weakly. “Only you, Netra. Other people have babies the normal way, but not you. No, you have to have yours delivered by floating island. I assume that’s what he came in?” 
 
    Netra nodded. “I was as surprised as you are, believe me.” 
 
    “Did he say why?” 
 
    Netra’s smile faded. “Unfortunately. He said there is a great cataclysm coming. Only Aislin—that’s my daughter—has a chance to stop it. With the help of two other children.” 
 
    Cara leaned back in her seat. “Things are never quiet around you, Netra, you know that?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “A cataclysm? He said that?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Maybe he was joking? You know how he is.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Oh, Netra, I’m so sorry,” Cara said, laying her hand on Netra’s arm. 
 
    “Me too. I was hoping everything would be all right now, with the Children gone and all.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to send word to Macht Rome and Quyloc right away,” Cara said. “They’re going to want to know about this.” She gave Netra a sharp look. “You could have let us know sooner.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. But it seemed like it wasn’t something that was going to happen right away, and then I got busy raising Aislin. Babies are a lot of work, you know. I told myself once she was a toddler I’d come north and tell you, but things never did get easier and somehow the years went by. I think I convinced myself that it couldn’t be real. Certainly there aren’t any signs of anything happening. Not like last time, when the prison was cracking.” 
 
    “I see your point. It could still be years away and hopefully it is. That still doesn’t tell me where your daughter is.” 
 
    “She’s with a…friend.” 
 
    “What made you leave Seaside now?” 
 
    Netra clasped her hands in her lap and looked down. In a small voice she said, “She tried to kill a boy who was picking on her.” 
 
    “No,” Cara cried, scooting closer and taking her hand. “What did she do? Did she hit him with something?” 
 
    “She tried to drown him.” 
 
    “Oh, Netra, I’m so sorry. But she is very young. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.” 
 
    Before Netra knew what was happening she was crying her eyes out, clinging to her old friend like a child and weeping into her shoulder. When the tears slowed down enough to let her talk she explained how Aislin was, the way she was so distant. She told Cara about her child’s growing power as well. 
 
    “It’s been so hard,” Netra said, wiping at her eyes. “Nothing I do seems to matter. I can’t get through to her. I love her so much but it doesn’t seem to make any difference to her. Now with her power growing I don’t think I can control her anymore. I brought her to Qarath hoping there was something you or someone else could do for her.” 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can, I promise you,” Cara said firmly. “We have some amazing healers here.” 
 
    Netra remembered what Treylen had said, and she shook her head. “I don’t think it’s something that can be healed.” She told Cara about meeting the old Sounder and that Aislin was with him right then. 
 
    “I remember him,” Cara said. “He saved the city during the siege, after the Children came in under the wall. I didn’t realize he was still alive.” 
 
    “He’s a bit strange, but I think if anyone can get through to Aislin it’s him. I have hope, anyway.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like she’s in the best place she could be right now. All we can do is be patient and trust in the Mother,” Cara said. She knew as well as Netra did that Xochitl was no more a god than any of the other gods, that she was instead a powerful, immortal being known as a Shaper, one of many. But Netra understood why she still prayed to her. She herself did sometimes. It was comforting to do so. Probably Cara hadn’t spread the truth around to the other Tenders. It was better to let people continue to believe Xochitl was a god. People needed something to believe in. 
 
    “I would like to meet her,” Cara added. “When you think it’s best.” 
 
    “I hope it’s soon,” Netra replied. “But I have no idea. I no longer know what to think at all.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    Netra returned from the city late that afternoon. Treylen and Aislin were both lying on the beach, asleep. One of Aislin’s hands was resting on the old man’s chest. 
 
    Netra stopped, the glow she felt from seeing Cara again gone all at once, extinguished by the sight of her daughter’s hand on someone else. Aislin had never even come close to cuddling with Netra while she was asleep and yet she had only known Treylen two days and already… 
 
    She forced herself to stop. This was what she’d asked Treylen to do. She wanted him to try and make a connection with her daughter. This was a positive sign. 
 
    Except that she still didn’t feel any better. She felt angry. She felt betrayed. 
 
    She felt hurt. 
 
    Netra sat down beside Treylen and nudged him. He opened his eyes, then sat up, carefully moving Aislin’s hand without awakening her. He stood up, and the two of them walked down the beach where they could talk without disturbing her. 
 
    “How did it go?” Netra asked him in a low voice. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s still early.” 
 
    “She clearly feels comfortable around you.” 
 
    “Maybe not comfortable, but she is starting to have some idea who I am. I taught her some of the songs I use to call in the sea creatures. She loved that.” 
 
    “Were you able to talk to her?” 
 
    “I try not to talk to her any more than I have to. She doesn’t like talking.” 
 
    “Then how do you communicate with her?” 
 
    “Right now I’m only trying to see if there is room for me in her world. But I’m not trying to get in. If I try too soon, she’ll pull back. She has to wait until she’s ready.” 
 
    “She was sleeping with her hand on you. That must mean something.” Netra realized she sounded accusatory again, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    “You’re upset with me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I’m grateful for what you’re doing.” 
 
    “You’re jealous because she and I share something the two of you never have.” 
 
    “Can’t you let it be?” Netra snapped. “I said I was grateful. Leave it at that.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. I want you to admit it.” 
 
    “Why?” Netra asked him, the heat rising in her voice. “What do you get out of it?” 
 
    “I get nothing out if it,” he said calmly. “But it will make it harder to get through to her if you are hiding anger towards me.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m angry with you!” Netra all but yelled. “Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
    “Why are you angry?” 
 
    “You know why I’m angry.” 
 
    “I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “You know I don’t believe that. Neither do you.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this, really? It’s not me you’re trying to help, it’s her.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “You have no idea what I’ve done for that child,” Netra said hotly. “You have no idea what I would sacrifice for her.” 
 
    “Then do this for her. Tell me why you’re angry with me.” 
 
    All at once Netra snapped. “Because I’ve raised her for eight years and she’ll barely look at me!” Netra yelled. “You’ve known her for two days and already she…” She broke off, unable to continue, not wanting to say the rest of it. 
 
    “Already she what?” he pressed 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “Already she loves you more than me! Is that what you wanted to hear? Are you happy now?” Netra was practically screaming at him. 
 
    “No, it’s not what I wanted to hear. But I think it’s what you needed to say.” His eyes were piercing, his tone ruthless. “Why do you want me to help her?” 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” 
 
    “Just answer it.” 
 
    “Because I’m worried for her.” 
 
    “Is that really it?” 
 
    “What else would it be?” 
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t all for you? Don’t you want me to fix your daughter so that she will be more like you expect her to be? Isn’t this really because you want her to love you?” 
 
    Netra started crying. His words were relentless, made harsher by the fact that they were true. “Okay,” she mumbled brokenly. “You’re right. I want her to love me. That’s the biggest reason I want you to help her.” 
 
    “So this is all for selfish reasons?” 
 
    “I love her,” Netra said through her tears. “How is that selfish?” 
 
    “It’s selfish if your motives for this are about you and how you feel. People like to talk about love, but as someone who has watched other people’s actions his entire life, I have to say that I think what most people call love is actually just selfishness. They don’t actually love the person they claim to love. They love how that person makes them feel. You want your daughter to show her love for you so that you will feel better, but it seems to me that if you really, truly loved her, your concern would be for how she feels. That would be what’s most important to you.” 
 
    Netra stood there on the sand, her arms wrapped around herself, weeping. “You’re a horrible man,” she said. “You know that?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “I haven’t spent much time around people. I don’t know how to tell.” 
 
    His words made her think, though. She didn’t want to. She wanted to yell at him, to curse him and tell him he was wrong, but she couldn’t. How much of what he said was true? How much of her motivation was actual love for her daughter, and how much was simple selfishness on her part, because she wanted to have a daughter like other people did, one who hugged her and sat in her lap? 
 
    “You may have some points,” she conceded, wiping her eyes. “But I don’t see what difference it makes. This is hard enough for me. What’s the point of making it harder?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to make it harder. I’m trying to help Aislin. Don’t you see? She will never be the person you want her to be. The more you try to make her so the further she will retreat from you and from the world. If you want to ever truly connect with your daughter, it will have to be on her terms. You will have to let her be who she is and not who you want her to be. Otherwise she will never come to peace with her humanity. She will always be separate, lost in her own world.” His voice grew gentler. 
 
    “You don’t realize how much of an impact you have on her. All you see is a little girl who resists every attempt you make to get her to change or do what you want her to do. What you don’t see is how powerfully she is already attached to you.” 
 
    “What? You think she’s attached to me?” Netra stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course she is. Believe it or not, Netra, you are the most important person in her world.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it. She ignores me constantly.” 
 
    He sighed. “You still don’t get it. She’s not like you. She’s not like any of us. She doesn’t show how she feels the same way everyone else does. She can’t. I’m not saying she doesn’t have feelings, but she doesn’t know how to get to them. And even if she could, she doesn’t know how to express them. They’re alien to her. But as long as you keep expecting her to act in the ways you want, you’re the one holding her back. Why? Because she knows she can’t give you what you want, and so she deals with it in the only way she can, by retreating further into her own world.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s too much,” Netra said. She stomped off down the beach. She walked for a long time, Treylen’s words running through her mind over and over. In her mind she argued with him, gave him examples of all the loving things she’d done for Aislin. Who was he to tell her that she was demanding Aislin be someone other than who she was? He hadn’t seen how patient she’d been, how long she’d waited, how gentle she’d been even when she was angry. What did he know anyway? He was only some old man who lived alone on the beach because he couldn’t get along with other people. He didn’t know anything about her or her daughter. 
 
    She was still irritable when she returned. She saw him look at her and note her continued anger, but he said nothing about it. Instead he said, “Let’s go make something to eat. I’m hungry. Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    Aislin, who had awakened and was down by the water’s edge playing in the waves, looked up and said, “I’m hungry. I want to eat.” 
 
    That surprised Netra. Aislin hardly ever said she was hungry. Getting her to eat anything at all was usually a chore. 
 
    The surprise continued when they were making dinner. For the first time ever Aislin actually helped. She chopped some potatoes and even went to fetch water from the river to cook with. 
 
    Netra went to bed that night thinking she didn’t know anything about anything. She wondered if she’d ever felt so lost and confused before. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    The next morning Netra was down by the river washing dishes when a soldier came riding up on a horse. He was leading another horse. He got down and walked over to her. Netra stood up and dried her hands on her dress. 
 
    “Are you Netra?” he asked her. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Macht Rome sent me to ask you to meet with him and Chancellor Quyloc.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “If it suits you,” he replied. “I was instructed to tell you that this is not a command, but a request.” 
 
    She was tempted to tell the man no. She’d been planning on spending the day with her daughter. Though she was still angry with Treylen and still thought much of what he said was wrong, she wanted to try being a little less pushy with Aislin, to see if maybe she could get into her daughter’s world just a little bit, instead of trying to get Aislin to come into hers. 
 
    But then she looked back at the cottage. Treylen was sitting at the table, a bowl of water before him. He was moving his hand, and the water in the bowl was dancing in time to his movements. Aislin was standing there watching intently. Bitterness and hurt welled up inside her. 
 
    “I might as well,” she said, louder than she needed to, loud enough for them to hear. “I’m not needed here anyway.” 
 
    She got her cloak and mounted the spare horse, then followed the soldier back to the city. They arrived at the castle and were ushered through the gates without delay. 
 
    Standing before the doors to the palace, wearing black and white livery with the wolf’s head emblem of Macht Rome sewn on his breast, was a short man she recognized, the chief steward of the palace. He swept down the stairs and gave her his hand to help her dismount, then bowed low. 
 
    “Lady Netra,” he said. “Welcome to the palace.” He was perfectly groomed, every hair oiled in place, his mustache so tightly trimmed it was little more than a line across his upper lip. 
 
    “I’m not really a lady, Opus,” she said. 
 
    “Then how would you prefer I address you?” Opus asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just Netra I guess.” 
 
    He bowed again. His movements were as precise as his grooming, honed by years of practice to very near perfection. “Very well, Netra. May I escort you to the macht? He is waiting for you.” 
 
    She followed him inside. “It’s good to see you’re still around to make sure the place runs smoothly, Opus,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you, La—pardon me, Netra. I do my best.” 
 
    He led her to the third floor of the palace, down a hallway tiled in marble, to a door with a guard standing outside it. He opened the door and bowed her through. 
 
    The room was simple, with a large, round table in the middle, surrounded by chairs. There were double doors leading out onto a balcony that were open, showing a good view of the city below. Standing on the balcony were Macht Wulf Rome and Chancellor Quyloc. They turned when she came in. 
 
    Rome’s bearded face split into a smile when he saw her, and he came over and took her hand in both of his. “Netra!” he boomed, his voice quite loud. He was a big man, with broad shoulders and thick muscles in his arms and chest. “So good to see you again. It’s been too long.” He looked much the same as Netra remembered him, his hair and beard still long and bushy and more than a little wild, though both were flecked generously with gray now. His belly had gotten bigger too, and he had a bit of a limp when he walked. He wore simple clothes, a plain cotton tunic, a pair of breeches with a rip in the knee, and old leather boots with a touch of horse manure on them. In many ways Wulf Rome was still the simple soldier he had once been. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Macht,” she replied. 
 
    “Please, call me Rome when it’s just us,” he said. “We’ve been through a bit too much for formal titles, don’t you think?” Early in Rome’s reign he had come across the title of macht in an old history book from the days of the Kaetrian Empire. It meant supreme military commander rather than king or emperor, but he liked it so much he’d taken it for himself. 
 
    “You look well,” Quyloc said, coming up then. Though he, like Rome, had to be in his fifties now, he looked even more like she remembered, tall and still lean as a whip. If his hair was turning gray she couldn’t tell, since it was still a very light blond and cut so short as to be almost nonexistent. Instead of gripping Netra’s hand like Rome had, he only lightly brushed his fingers across hers, his touch cool and dry. His piercing gaze swept over her, missing nothing. He was the brains to match Rome’s brawn. 
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Rome said. “Have a seat.” They all sat down. There was a pitcher on the table and several mugs. He picked up the pitcher. “Are you thirsty? Do you want something to drink?” Netra said no and he poured himself a generous amount from the pitcher, then took a long drink. Almost immediately he slammed the mug back down and made a face. 
 
    “Bah! This isn’t rum, it’s tea! Curse that woman, she’s been after the servants again.” He pushed the mug away from him with a sour face. “It’s my wife, Bonnie. She thinks I drink too much, and she’s always trying to get the servants to replace my liquor with tea.” 
 
    “She thinks you drink too much because you do drink too much,” Quyloc said softly, raising one eyebrow slightly. 
 
    “Nonsense. I drink exactly the right amount for a man my size. I need more than other people, that’s all. Well, two can play at this game.” Rome pushed back from the table enough so that he could reach into his pocket and take out a flask. He pulled the cork and took a long swig, then coughed and threw the flask across the room. 
 
    “This is tea too!” he yelled. “Will that woman stop at nothing?” He looked at Netra. “What is it about you women, always trying to fix a man up?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” she said, trying to hide a smile. “Not being married myself.” 
 
    “Pay no attention to him,” Quyloc said. “If you let him, he’ll carry on and waste our entire morning, and I for one have plenty of work to do, mostly work that our beloved macht pushes off on me. I’d like to talk to you about why we called you here. The FirstMother said you have been in contact with the Lementh’kal.” 
 
    “I have, but not since they brought my daughter to me, about eight years ago.” 
 
    Quyloc sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “You spoke to Ya’Shi then?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And he said there was some great cataclysm coming?” 
 
    “He did.” As best as she could remember, Netra recounted exactly what happened that day. When she was done Rome and Quyloc looked at each other. Then Quyloc looked back at Netra. 
 
    “Have you sensed something coming? Is that why you returned to Qarath now?” Quyloc asked. 
 
    “No, I came for…personal reasons. But I haven’t heard or felt anything unusual in the flow of Song.” 
 
    “That’s what the FirstMother said too,” Rome said. 
 
    “Nor have I heard anything through my network of informants,” Quyloc said. “Kasai is quiet. There’s been no sign of the Guardian mustering soldiers or seeking to expand beyond his current borders.” He frowned. “I have received some strange reports from a kingdom called Ankhara.” He unrolled a map on the table. “It lies south of the Gur al Krin desert.” The Gur al Krin was where Melekath’s prison was, buried deep beneath the sands. “I don’t have much information about the place. Between the Krin and Ankhara the land is largely unpopulated except for a few wild tribes, and there’s no trade to speak of. But from what I’ve gathered the kingdom is ruled by a priesthood of some type, though they worship no god. They clearly have some power, though how much is hard to ascertain. It’s possible, of course, but I doubt they are the threat Ya’Shi spoke of.” 
 
    “Are you sure Ya’Shi wasn’t just playing one of his games?” Rome rumbled. “You know how he is.” 
 
    “I do,” Netra replied. “And he’s still that way. But he was serious about this. He said that our only chance against what is coming lies with Aislin and two other children.” 
 
    “And he gave you no clues where to find them?” Quyloc asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I will spread the word through my network to look out for children with unusual abilities,” Quyloc said. 
 
    “What can your daughter do?” Rome asked. 
 
    “She has an affinity for the Sea,” Netra said. 
 
    “The Sea?” Quyloc asked, sitting forward, his eyes alight. “She can manipulate Seaforce?” 
 
    Netra nodded. 
 
    “How strong is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but she’s getting stronger.” 
 
    “Hold on here,” Rome said. “Before you get too excited, you mind telling me what Seaforce is?” 
 
    “There are three Spheres at the foundation of our world,” Quyloc said, “Stone, Sea and Sky. Each of them has its own, unique power contained within it. From these Spheres comes Life, which is comprised of elements of all three.” 
 
    “So your daughter can tap into the power contained in the sea?” 
 
    “Not only in the sea,” Quyloc said, “but in all water.” 
 
    “And somewhere out there are kids who can do the same for stone and air too?” Netra nodded. Rome whistled. “It would have been nice to have them on our side during the war.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Quyloc said. “There’s one other place the danger could be coming from that we haven’t talked about yet, the Abyss.” 
 
    “But I thought Xochitl sealed the Abyss,” Rome said. 
 
    “She did,” Netra said, “but I remember her saying that it was taken care of for now. It might not be a permanent fix.” 
 
    Rome swore. “Does that mean that damn vine is going to start growing again?” Netra remembered the vine. The last time she’d seen it the plant had completely covered the tall tower at the rear of the castle grounds. It was not a normal plant, but something that came from the Pente Akka, a sort of shadow world created by the Abyss leaking through into the normal world. 
 
    “It might,” Quyloc said. “I’ll go take a look at it later.” 
 
    “Let me see if I have this straight,” Rome said. “Something bad is coming, but we don’t know when, and we don’t know what it is, or where it is coming from. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “We’re supposed to be counting on children to save us,” Quyloc added. 
 
    “Right. Children.” Rome shook his head. “I’m too old for this, Quyloc.” 
 
    “I believe I know how you feel.” 
 
    “This crap was supposed to be behind us.” 
 
    “I thought so too.” 
 
    “How many times does a man have to save the world in one lifetime anyway?” 
 
    “If Ya’Shi is correct,” Quyloc said, “it’s not up to us.” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t mind I’ll sharpen my axe anyway. Damn, I wish I still had the black axe. That thing proved handy more than once.” He gave Quyloc a baleful look. “Your spear would be nice to have too. Why’d you have to go throw it into the vine?” 
 
    Quyloc shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do at the time.” 
 
    “I’d be willing to bet the Abyss is behind this somehow,” Rome said, drumming his thick fingers on the table. 
 
    “It seems likely.” 
 
    Rome looked at Netra. “Any idea where Shorn is these days? He was handy in a fight.” She shook her head. “I still remember him fighting that big red-skinned bastard singlehandedly. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Rome marveled. “On my best day I wouldn’t have stood up against that brute for two minutes.” He turned back to Quyloc. “So where do we go from here?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much we can do right now except keep our eyes and ears open and stay prepared. We really have no idea when this is coming. It could be years away still,” Quyloc replied. To Netra he said, “You’re sticking around Qarath, right?” 
 
    To Netra it sounded more like an order than a question, but she nodded. 
 
    “That’s good,” Rome said. “If we need her to save the world, then it’s best to have her close where we can keep an eye on her.” He winked at Netra. “Your little girl, saving the world. Like mother, like daughter, eh?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “Are you tired? Do you want to get into the boat?” Treylen asked Aislin one morning. They were fairly far from shore and had been out in the water for hours. 
 
    “I don’t ever get tired in the water,” she replied. She was floating on her back, looking up at the sky. 
 
    “I could show you how to make the boat move.” 
 
    She sat up, bobbing in the water next to the boat. “I want to know how to do that.” 
 
    “Climb in and I’ll show you.” She climbed easily into the boat, so nimble she hardly made it rock. “Put your hand in the water. You can feel the flow of Seaforce, can’t you?” 
 
    “I can always feel it. I don’t need to put my hand in the water.” 
 
    Treylen raised an eyebrow, surprised. “Take hold of it. But not with your hand. You understand?” 
 
    She nodded. Her small brow furrowed as she concentrated. After a moment the boat began to move. Aislin smiled. She looked up at him. “You know everything about the sea.” 
 
    “Not everything. But a lot, I guess. You already know a lot so there’s not that much more to teach you.” 
 
    “It feels funny, being in a boat.” 
 
    “It’s different.” They floated in silence for a while, as Aislin made the boat move this way and that. Then Treylen asked, “Would you like to learn about people too?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “They don’t like me.” 
 
    “No one does?” 
 
    She shook her head again. 
 
    “What about your mother? Doesn’t she like you?” 
 
    Her mouth set in a tight line. “She’s not my mother. The sea is.” 
 
    “She cares for you. She raised you. That’s what a mother is.” 
 
    “She’s afraid of me too, of what I can do.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged and would say no more. After a time she slipped back into the water, so lithe and graceful she raised hardly a ripple. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    They settled into a routine. Aislin would swim out into the surf or wander up and down the beach, exploring, looking at everything. Treylen spent most of his time sitting on the sand patiently. Sometimes he napped. He never bothered her. He knew she would return eventually, and she always did. 
 
    One day she came and sat down near him, not too near, but not too far away either. “Why are you here?” she asked. She wasn’t looking at him. 
 
    “I like it here,” he said, not looking at her either. 
 
    “She always gets tired of it and wants to go.” 
 
    He didn’t ask who she was referring to. He knew. “The sea isn’t the same for everyone.” 
 
    She drew her finger through the sand. “People are afraid of it.” 
 
    “Yes, they are.” He lay down on his back and looked at the sky. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They don’t understand it, maybe.” 
 
    She found a seashell and dug it out. The sand and the surf had worn a hole through it, and she held it up to her eye. “Is that why they’re afraid of me?” 
 
    “You’re different. You have the sea in you.” 
 
    She put the seashell in her mouth, moved it around, then spit it out. “I don’t understand them at all.” 
 
    “I often don’t either.” 
 
    Silence. It lasted for a long time. Treylen had his eyes closed when he said, “Would you like to learn to understand them?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” she said. She got up and ran into the sea where she swam for a long time. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Some days later they went out in the boat again. He let her control it, and she steered them over near the tall cliffs. She craned her neck and stared up at the top of the cliffs. There was a tower standing near the edge, with some kind of thick, green vine growing thickly all over it. The boat drifted closer to the base of the cliffs. Treylen put his hand in the water and backed them away a bit. 
 
    She lowered her gaze and stared at the shoreline. Waves crashed steadily against big, seaweed-encrusted rocks scattered at the base of the cliffs. “There’s a cave,” she said. 
 
    He looked. “So there is.” 
 
    “Have you ever gone in there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Maybe I will someday.” 
 
    “Tell me what you find.” 
 
    When she tired of looking at the cliffs she steered the boat out to the open sea. There was a storm far out to sea, and the waves were picking up, but Treylen noticed that the sea was calmer around the boat. He wondered if she was doing it consciously. 
 
    “How did you learn to understand them?” she asked out of nowhere. 
 
    He was used to her by now, the way she picked up conversations from days earlier with no transition, and he knew she was speaking of people. 
 
    “I had someone to help me.” 
 
    “Did he have the sea in his veins too?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She slid out of the boat and dove out of sight. The waves grew stronger and he had to take control of the boat, steer the bow into the waves to keep from swamping. She was underwater for some time. When she surfaced she had a small, pink shell in her hand. The legs and bright eyes of a crab could be seen sticking out of the opening. 
 
    She climbed back into the boat and set the shell down on the gunwale. More of the crab emerged, and it dragged its home over the side and slid down into the water. 
 
    “Did it take you a long time?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m still learning.” 
 
    “I don’t like them,” she said. “And they don’t like me.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    One evening Treylen and Netra were making dinner. Aislin was still down at the shore. 
 
    “She’s lonely,” he told Netra. 
 
    She gave him a surprised look. “Do you think so?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. She doesn’t know she’s lonely. But she senses something is missing. That’s why she keeps coming back and asking questions.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. She seems further away than ever.” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “I’m glad I have my work with the Tenders. I think I would go crazy here with you two. It makes me feel like a terrible mother to say that, but it’s true.” 
 
    “Not everyone can do nothing,” he agreed. 
 
    “Don’t you get lonely?” 
 
    “I think so. But I can go into the city whenever I like. And I have you and Aislin around.” 
 
    “Have you lived out here for very many years?” 
 
    “I think so. I don’t pay much attention to time.” He looked at the back of his hand. “I think I had fewer wrinkles when I built this place.” 
 
    Netra chuckled softly. “It’s peaceful here.” 
 
    “She has feelings,” he said. “They’re in there somewhere. She just doesn’t know how to get to them.” 
 
    “I hope you can help her find them.” 
 
    Aislin came in a few minutes later. She didn’t look at either of them but went and sat down near the fireplace. She was carrying a handful of sand, and she slowly let it trickle from one hand to the other. 
 
    Netra wanted to go to her. She wanted to ask her about her day. She wanted Aislin to look up at her and smile. But she left her alone. It still hurt, but the pain felt duller these days. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Days passed. The sun came up earlier and stayed later. Spring came on in full force and began to flow into summer. Birds built nests in the trees and argued with each other over nothing. Flowers spread across the rolling plains before the city. 
 
    They fell into a comfortable rhythm. Every morning Netra went into the city and helped the Tenders, while Treylen and Aislin went down to the sea. The days flowed together. 
 
    Treylen waited. Most days when Netra asked him how it had gone he only shrugged. Sometimes Aislin went for days without speaking a single word. He tried not to tell Netra about it. It only made her sad. During one stretch she went five days without speaking or looking at either of them. He could see that Netra couldn’t take it anymore one night, when she started toward Aislin with a determined look on her face. But he was ready and he intercepted her and shook his head. 
 
    “Be patient,” he said. 
 
    “I have been. How much longer will it take?” 
 
    “I don’t know. As long as it takes.” 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I hope so too.” He crooked his finger, and she followed him outside. The night was warm, and the crickets were in full voice. Summer was starting to make itself felt. “I believe she is getting closer. Today there was a man who came down to the beach. She ran and hid in the trees, but she was watching him. I saw her.” 
 
    “I’m frustrated. It seems like you’re not doing anything.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Then why are we here?” 
 
    “Doing isn’t as important as you think it is. Being is important too.” 
 
    “It irritates me when you talk like that.” 
 
    “The time is coming. Until then all we can do is wait and watch.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    One day he was sitting on the sand, enjoying the feel of the wind on his face, when Aislin came running up. 
 
    “There’s people coming.” 
 
    He turned and looked. It was a man pulling a small cart. Behind him came a woman who was carrying a baby. Every few feet the man stopped and scratched around in the sand. Sometimes he picked something up and put it in the cart. 
 
    Aislin started toward the sea, then paused. She looked at Treylen. She looked at the people. She looked at the sea. Then she came back and sat down beside Treylen. 
 
    The people came closer. The man looked up and saw the two of them. He waved. Treylen waved back. The man went back to staring at the ground. 
 
    They came still closer. Their path would take them between Aislin and the sea. At their closest point they would still be twenty or so paces away from the old man and the little girl. Treylen wondered if that was far enough away for Aislin. She was up on her knees, looking from the approaching people to the sea and back again, measuring the distances. Treylen said nothing. 
 
    The baby was fussy. He could hear the mother crooning to her, bouncing her in her arms. When that didn’t work she held her up in the air, craning her neck to look up at the child. Then she brought her close and hugged her, still crooning. 
 
    “What is that?” Aislin asked softly. “What is she doing?” 
 
    “It is love,” he replied. “She cares for the child and wants to help her feel better.” 
 
    Aislin’s brow furrowed. “But why? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Love isn’t something you understand. It’s something you feel. It’s when you care about someone and want them to be happy.” 
 
    “How does she know the baby isn’t happy?” 
 
    “Because it is crying and making unhappy sounds. Listen.” 
 
    Aislin cocked her head to the side and listened. “Those are unhappy sounds?” 
 
    He nodded, careful not to look at her. 
 
    “So when she cries she is unhappy?” 
 
    He knew Aislin was speaking of Netra now, and he nodded again. 
 
    “Why is she unhappy?” 
 
    “She misses you.” 
 
    “She sees me every day.” 
 
    “But you don’t talk to her. You don’t look at her.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “It just does. It shows that you love her.” 
 
    She wrapped her thin arms around her legs. “I don’t know if I do. Love doesn’t make any sense to me.” 
 
    “It will someday.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because you’re human and love is inside all humans.” 
 
    “Maybe I only look human. Maybe I’m something else.” 
 
    “I used to think that when I was young.” 
 
    “You don’t anymore?” 
 
    “Only sometimes,” he admitted. 
 
    “Being human seems like a lot of work.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then why do it? Why not just stay with the sea? The sea doesn’t care what I do.” 
 
    “You might get lonely.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What if I wasn’t here with you? What if your mother went away and didn’t come back?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Do you think she will?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She relaxed perceptibly. “You won’t go away either,” she said. 
 
    “Someday I’ll die.” 
 
    She picked up a hollowed-out crab that the ants had been working on. “You’ll be like this?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “So lonely is when there’s no one around?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Were you lonely before you met me?” 
 
    “Sometimes. But when I was I went into the city.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I hate that place. It’s hard to feel the sea there.” 
 
    “It takes getting used to.” 
 
    “Sometimes when I go off by myself for a long time things don’t seem right. But when I come back things seem better. Is that lonely?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    She frowned. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Most people don’t.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m like them a little bit.” 
 
    The people had moved off down the beach, and Aislin jumped up and ran into the water. She stayed out there until nearly sundown. 
 
    That night after Aislin had fallen asleep Treylen told Netra what had happened. Netra put her hand over her mouth, and her eyes grew moist. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her voice husky. 
 
    “Don’t get impatient now. There’s still a long way to go.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day Treylen could see that something was different with Aislin. She looked bored. She paced back and forth on the beach restlessly. Where usually she would find something to interest her on the sand and stare at it for long periods of time, today she spent almost no time on anything she found. She went into the sea and swam, but gave it up after a few minutes. Finally she came over to where Treylen was sitting and flopped down on her back. 
 
    “I wish those people would come back,” she said. “I want to see the baby again.” 
 
    “There are other people. Not far away.” 
 
    She turned her head and looked at the walls of Qarath. “Not the city,” she said firmly. “I’ll never go there again.” 
 
    “There’s a road. Lots of people walk on the road.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, sitting up. “We saw lots of people on the way here.” She turned and looked over her shoulder as if she would be able to see the road from there. 
 
    “Do you want to go watch them?” 
 
    “Not really.” She flopped back down on the sand. But a few minutes later she was back on her feet, wandering up and down the beach. Treylen closed his eyes and felt the warmth of the sun on his face. Later it would get hot and he’d need to seek shade, but for now it felt good. 
 
    Aislin came back and sat down again. “I don’t like when people look at me.” 
 
    “I don’t either.” He waited. “I know a path. It goes through some trees. There’s a place where you can watch the road, but people on the road can’t see you.” 
 
    She acted like she hadn’t heard him, but he’d seen the signs that said she had. She rolled onto her side and drew lines in the sand. Time passed. 
 
    “Can we go see?” she asked. 
 
    “I think we can. Can you help me up?” 
 
    She stiffened. He’d never asked her for help before. He wasn’t sure what she would do. 
 
    She got up and wandered over to the water. On her hands and knees she watched a beetle walking along the beach. Treylen waited patiently. 
 
    She came back over to him. “Okay.” 
 
    He put out his hand, and she stared at it, unsure. “Just take hold of it and pull.” He could get up by himself, of course, but he thought the physical contact would help her. As would learning to help people who were in need. 
 
    She took hold of his hand. Her touch was as soft as butterfly wings. Almost immediately she let go. 
 
    “Not quite enough,” he told her. “I’m still sitting, right?” 
 
    She turned away and stared out to sea. He lowered his hand. She turned back. 
 
    “Do you still want help?” 
 
    He put his hand up again. This time she took hold of his hand and gave a hard pull, her tongue sticking out slightly to the side as if such an act took a great deal of concentration. 
 
    Treylen came to his feet. “It’s this way.” 
 
    She ran on ahead of him as he veered away from the sea. She missed the path and had to come back. The path was rocky and bordered by low shrubs with sharp spines on them, but even though she was barefoot and her legs were bare she didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    The path led along the bottom of a shallow gully then up onto a little rise with a copse of trees growing on it. There was a large stone under the trees, nicely shaded. Treylen sat down on the stone. The road was only a few dozen paces away. There was already quite a bit of traffic on it. A caravan of half a dozen large freight wagons rolled by, heading for Qarath, each wagon pulled by a team of six horses. The lone guard trailed behind on his horse, looking bored. There was very little danger from bandits these days. 
 
    A farmer passed, his son helping him drive a small herd of sheep to the market. Several smaller wagons filled with produce went by. A carriage pulled by matching white horses rolled by heading south toward Thrikyl. The carriage was painted yellow and red. The driver wore white gloves and blue livery. Two guards rode on the rear of the carriage, their helmets polished to a high sheen and topped with plumes. 
 
    For some time they watched. Aislin stood behind the tree that was closest to the road, peering around it. Her head was tilted to one side, and she stood very still. Her gaze was unwavering. Treylen shifted to a more comfortable spot on the stone. 
 
    Two men came walking by, heading toward Qarath. They were dressed like laborers, with simple, homespun cotton shirts and wool pants. Neither wore shoes. They were arguing in loud voices, gesturing angrily as they spoke. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Aislin whispered without looking away. 
 
    “They are fighting with each other.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They are angry.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Your mother told me there was a boy in the town where you used to live. You tried to hurt him with the water.” 
 
    She turned a dark look on him. “He broke my doll! It was mine!” 
 
    “You were angry.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She looked back at the men. One of them was shaking his fist at the other. “Is he going to hurt him?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe he broke his doll.” 
 
    The other man held up one hand and said something in a lower voice that they couldn’t hear. His companion lowered his fist. They exchanged more words, no longer yelling. Then one of them patted the other on the shoulder, and they continued on. 
 
    “Now what?” Aislin said, perplexed. 
 
    “They got over being angry. Maybe the one said sorry to the other.” 
 
    She looked back at him. “Sorry?” 
 
    “When you hurt someone and you feel bad and tell them you wish you didn’t do it.” 
 
    She stared at the ground for a long time, thinking about this. “The boy who broke my doll,” she said at last, still staring at the ground. “Maybe I’m sorry for hurting him.” 
 
    She went back to watching the road. Treylen moved off the rock and sat beside it. It felt good to lean back against it. He waved some flies away from his face. 
 
    A lone man came walking by. He was walking very slowly and staring at the ground. 
 
    “He is not happy,” Aislin said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Happy people do this.” She bared her teeth in an approximation of a smile. 
 
    “No, he’s not happy.” 
 
    “What is he?” 
 
    “He is sad.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe his friend died.” 
 
    “Will he always be sad?” 
 
    “Probably not. Most people aren’t sad all the time. They change.” 
 
    “It’s confusing,” she said. “Dolphins are always the same. Sea otters are always the same. But people aren’t.” 
 
    “That’s what makes us different.” 
 
    “I’m always the same.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Are you talking about the boy who broke my doll again?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “That was different!” 
 
    “What about when you found that abalone shell, the shiny one?” Several days before she’d found the shell and come running to him with it, exclaiming loudly over it. For a couple of days she carried it everywhere with her. 
 
    “I like that shell.” She said it belligerently, as if daring him to gainsay her. 
 
    “Did it make you happy?” 
 
    She considered this. “I think so.” 
 
    “But you don’t have it with you now.” 
 
    “I got tired of it.” 
 
    “It didn’t make you happy anymore.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I have people to watch.” 
 
    The morning passed, and she spoke no more. At one point several men came riding by on horses. They were passing a bottle between them and talking and laughing very loudly. 
 
    Aislin pointed. “They’re happy.” She glanced back at Treylen. “Right?” 
 
    “Well, mostly drunk. But yes, happy too, I guess.” 
 
    “Happy is better than sad.” 
 
    “Most people think so. Do you like it better?” 
 
    “I don’t get happy or sad,” she announced. “I’m like a dolphin. I want to go back to the sea now.” Without waiting for the old man she took off down the path and was soon gone. He got stiffly to his feet and followed after her. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That evening Netra was later than usual coming back from the city. Treylen was preparing food. Aislin was sitting on the floor trying to catch the flies that buzzed around her. 
 
    Netra hung up her cloak and sat down with a low moan. She leaned her head against the wall and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    Aislin watched her for several minutes and Treylen watched Aislin, wondering what was coming. “You’re sad,” Aislin said to Netra. 
 
    Netra opened her eyes and looked at Aislin strangely. 
 
    “Right?” the little girl asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Netra replied. “And I’m tired too.” 
 
    Aislin looked at Treylen accusingly. “Two feelings at once?” she exclaimed, then got up and stomped outside. 
 
    Netra looked at Treylen. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “We were up by the road watching people today. She was learning about feelings.” 
 
    “She’s never done that before,” Netra said wonderingly. 
 
    “She’s curious. She wants to learn. But she still maintains that she has no feelings. She says she’s always the same.” 
 
    “Well.” 
 
    “I expect it will go more quickly now.” 
 
    “It’s incredible. You’re amazing, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m not actually doing anything at all. She’s the one doing everything.” 
 
    “Whatever you’re not doing, it’s working.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep not doing it then. Doing nothing is one of the things I’m best at.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day they went up to the road again. But clouds had blown in overnight, and it was raining fairly steadily. Travelers on the road were much fewer and further between. Aislin quickly grew bored. She came over to where Treylen was sitting on the rock, the hood of his cloak pulled over this head, trying to stay dry. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” she demanded. “I want to watch them.” 
 
    “It’s raining. Some will stay home today because they don’t want to get wet.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with getting wet?” She wasn’t wearing her cloak. Netra had tried to suggest it to her before she left, but Aislin completely ignored her. Her thin dress was soaked through and water was dripping from her hair. 
 
    “Not everyone likes the water the way you do.” 
 
    Aislin held her arms out and tilted her face up to the sky. “I wish it would rain every day. I feel strong when it rains.” 
 
    “Too much rain and all the plants die.” 
 
    “I don’t care. The sea never cares how much it rains. The dolphins like being wet.” 
 
    “We could go over to the city. There are plenty of people to watch there.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I hate the city. I won’t go.” 
 
    “We don’t have to go inside. We could stand outside the gates and watch.” 
 
    “Is there some place to hide? Like here?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Then I won’t go.” She marched away and went down to the sea. Treylen went back to his cottage. He didn’t think a day spent sitting in the rain would do him any good. 
 
    In the afternoon she showed up at the door. “Are you going to sit here all day?” 
 
    “It’s nice to be dry sometimes.” 
 
    She left without saying another word. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day it rained again and again the traffic on the road was light. “This is too much!” Aislin said angrily. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “I guess you already know that,” Treylen replied. “I told you before.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at him. He shifted his cloak because rainwater was getting in. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll go.” She said it as if it were a great concession. “But if I hate it, I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said mildly. 
 
    The line waiting to get into the city was smaller than usual, but there was still a fairly steady stream of people and animals coming and going. Treylen led Aislin around to the side where they could stand against the wall out of the way. He noticed that Aislin stayed close to him. Her small hands were clenched into fists. 
 
    They stood there for some time. Aislin relaxed somewhat and began pointing out people. “She’s angry,” she pronounced. “He’s happy.” 
 
    At one point her attention swung to the guards. “I can’t tell with them,” she said. “I don’t know what they are.” 
 
    “I think they’re bored.” 
 
    “What is that?” she demanded. 
 
    “It’s when you’re not happy or sad or angry. You’re not really anything.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem fun.” 
 
    “Most people don’t like it.” 
 
    “I don’t get bored.” 
 
    “Not even when no one goes by on the road?” 
 
    She thought about this, her small face scrunching up. “I think I was angry,” she said at last. 
 
    Treylen noticed one of the guards looking at them. Finally, the man approached them. Aislin ducked behind Treylen, poised to run off. 
 
    “Here, what do you two think you’re doing?” the guard said. He was a young man with a weak chin and a long nose. His tone wasn’t unfriendly, but he was somewhat suspicious. 
 
    “Only watching,” Treylen said mildly. “We mean no harm.” 
 
    “Are you waiting for someone?” 
 
    “No one in particular.” 
 
    “Planning on going in at some point?” 
 
    “Maybe. I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “You’re damned peculiar, you know that?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    “Is that your granddaughter?” 
 
    “No, but she is family. We’re related in a way.” 
 
    “You don’t give very good answers.” 
 
    “It’s a failing I have.” 
 
    “She’s a cute little thing. I’ve never seen hair so blond. It’s almost white.” 
 
    “She’s in the water a lot. I think it washes the color away.” 
 
    The young man nodded. “I’ve heard about her. Soldiers say there’s this little girl out swimming in the sea all the time. They see her from on top of the wall.” 
 
    “It’s probably her,” Treylen admitted. 
 
    “The sea’s dangerous, don’t you know that?” 
 
    “It’s hard to keep her away.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on her. You don’t want her to get hurt.” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” 
 
    The other guard called out to the young one then. “Hey, Zaine, quit yapping and get back over here. I’m not doing all this by myself!” 
 
    Zaine went back to his post. Aislin moved back up beside Treylen. 
 
    “I thought he was angry at first. Now I don’t know what he is.” 
 
    “Mostly bored. That’s why he kept talking to me I suppose.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day the rain was mostly gone, but Aislin said she wanted to go to the gates again so they followed the path that led along the river. The crowd was thicker today, and the guards didn’t look quite as bored. Zaine was there again, pulling back tarps to look at what wagons were bringing into the city, questioning people as they shuffled up to the gates. 
 
    He looked over at one point and saw the two of them watching. He waved and smiled. Treylen lifted his hand in response while watching Aislin from the corner of his eye. She looked up at his hand, then did the same. Zaine’s smile got bigger. 
 
    “Is he drunk?” Aislin asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then why did he smile?” 
 
    “I think he’s happy to see you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Lots of people like little kids, especially cute ones.” 
 
    Aislin looked at her arms. Her skin was very brown. She turned her little face up to him. “How do I know if I’m cute?” 
 
    “Maybe when people smile at you for no reason.” 
 
    “I’m more confused than ever.” 
 
    “It gets easier.” 
 
    “I’m going back to the sea now.” 
 
    The young guard looked after her as she ran off, then gave Treylen a questioning look. The old man shrugged and held up his hands. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “I think she’ll be ready to go into the city soon,” Treylen told Netra that night. 
 
    “Should I come with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell with Aislin.” 
 
    The next morning Netra didn’t leave when she usually did. Aislin asked her, “Why are you still here?” 
 
    “I thought maybe I would go to the city with you today. Watch the people at the gates.” 
 
    “I don’t like the city,” Aislin told her. She left without another word and headed down to the sea. 
 
    “There’s your answer,” Treylen said. 
 
    Netra’s shoulders sagged. “It hurts. Every day it hurts.” 
 
    Treylen said nothing. There was nothing to say. 
 
    Netra squared her shoulders and brushed at her eyes. “Take care of her,” she said and left quickly. 
 
    Treylen went down to the beach and sat in the shade under his favorite tree. The tree was clearly ancient, its limbs twisted, its trunk scarred, but its leaves were thick and full and it gave rich shade. The seagulls were extra noisy, wheeling in the sky over the carcass of something that had washed up a ways down the beach. Aislin was squatting by the carcass looking at it. She shouted at the birds a few times, but it made no difference to the sea gulls. 
 
    She walked over and sat down in the shade. “She was sad this morning when she left, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “She was.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” 
 
    Aislin got up and ran down to the sea. She swam out and amused herself for the next hour making waves that crashed onto the beach. Fantastic, brightly-colored creatures played in the waves, skipping along the crest. They winked out when the waves broke. 
 
    Later she came back and sat by him. “I think I’m hungry.” 
 
    “There’s food at the house.” 
 
    She looked down at her stomach, then shook her head. “That’s not it.” 
 
    He waited, saying nothing. 
 
    “I think I feel bad,” she said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I feel…weird inside. Not good.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You ask too many questions,” she said sharply and got up and ran away. 
 
    She wandered down the beach and was gone for hours. He was napping when she returned. She threw herself down and wrapped her arms around her knees. She buried her face in her arms. Treylen lay there with his eyes closed, waiting. 
 
    She said something, but her voice was muffled. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    She raised her head. He could feel her looking at him, but he kept his eyes closed. 
 
    “I made her sad.” She sounded angry. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Always with the questions!” she snapped and ran off again. 
 
    Treylen smiled and sat up. He took a drink from his water flask and ate a little of the food he’d brought with him. It was a hot day, and he went down and floated in the sea for a bit. 
 
    Later, he was back sitting in the shade when Aislin returned. “You’re always here,” she said accusingly. “You never go anywhere.” 
 
    “There’s nowhere I really need to go,” he admitted. 
 
    She flopped down on her back and lay with her arms spread looking up at the sky. “I don’t know why,” she said. “She makes me angry.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s anger?” 
 
    She sat up and turned to him. She pointed at her face. Her expression was dark. “Does this look like a smile to you?” 
 
    “Maybe she frightens you,” he said mildly. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of anything. The sea turtles aren’t afraid of anything. They’re too hard to eat.” 
 
    “Do you think your mother wants to eat you?” He said it lightly, and she grinned a little. 
 
    “No,” she said. “She doesn’t eat meat.” Her smile faded. “I don’t want to make her sad. I don’t like how it feels.” 
 
    “What if you told her that?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She stood up and was gone for the rest of the day. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That evening Aislin showed up right after Netra did, before Treylen had a chance to tell Netra about the day. 
 
    “I don’t want to make you sad,” Aislin informed her, then ran out the door and disappeared. 
 
    Netra turned to Treylen in amazement. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “She’s starting to learn your feelings. And see how she affects them.” 
 
    Netra swallowed hard a couple of times. Tears gathered in her eyes. “I’d always hoped…” 
 
    It was dark when Aislin returned, and she didn’t speak to or look at either of them. She ate some food quickly then went to her sleeping mat and lay down facing the wall. 
 
    She left in the morning before the other two got up. Netra hummed to herself as she made breakfast. “I want to bring you something special today, Treylen. What do you like to eat?” 
 
    “There’s a woman in Emory Square. She sells these little pastries. I haven’t had one in years.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her. I go right by her on my way to the Tenders’ estate.” 
 
    “I know,” he said with a smile. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Treylen didn’t see Aislin all day. She returned after dark again and ate ravenously, then went right to bed. Netra gave her several sidelong looks, but left her alone. He was pleased to see that the mother was learning nearly as fast as the daughter. 
 
    In the morning Aislin left early again. Netra was quiet, subdued. As she was getting ready to leave, Aislin suddenly reappeared. 
 
    “I’ll go to the city with you today,” she said without looking at either of them. “But only for a little bit.” 
 
    Netra looked at Treylen. He could see the hope in her eyes, held carefully in check. 
 
    “Treylen has to come too,” Aislin said. “He doesn’t do anything all day anyway.” 
 
    The three of them followed the path to the gates. Aislin lagged behind. Netra started to turn to look for her, but Treylen shook his head. “She’ll come or she won’t.” 
 
    Netra nodded and faced forward once again. 
 
    Aislin caught up to them at the gates. The guards at the gates recognized Netra and waved her on through, letting her bypass the line. Zaine was there. Treylen and Aislin followed Netra through the gates. One of the other guards opened his mouth to call out to them, but Zaine said, “It’s okay. They’re together.” 
 
    It was early and the square wasn’t too crowded yet. Aislin stared about her with big eyes. Treylen noticed that she was pressed close to Netra. He saw her small hand lift as if to grasp Netra’s, but then it lowered again. 
 
    They hadn’t gone far when Aislin said, “That’s far enough.” They stopped. Treylen saw Aislin scanning the faces around them. Her lips moved as she silently read off their emotions. 
 
    A man on a horse raced by suddenly, hooves clattering on the cobblestones. Startled, Aislin grabbed onto Netra’s hand and pressed her face against Netra’s leg. Netra stood frozen, afraid to move. 
 
    Aislin let go and took a step away. “He frightened me,” she said. 
 
    “Me too,” Netra said. 
 
    “I’m okay now,” Aislin said. She looked around. “They’re not so scary once you get used to them. It’s easier when you understand what’s on their faces.” 
 
    “It is,” Treylen agreed. 
 
    “But I think I’m ready to leave now.” 
 
    Aislin started to walk away, then hesitated and looked back at her mother questioningly. “Are you happy? I can’t tell.” 
 
    A smile broke out on Netra’s face. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Yes, Aislin. I am.” 
 
    Aislin looked at Treylen. “You said people cried when they were sad.” She sounded accusing. Before he could answer she headed for the gates. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    He found her sitting on the beach and sat down beside her. 
 
    “I can go into the city whenever I want now.” She reached out with one hand. A water spout rose out of the sea. She lifted one finger higher, and the water spout rose higher as well. She lowered her hand and the water spout collapsed and disappeared. 
 
    “It might be good if your mother or I go with you for now.” 
 
    “Why?” She flicked her fingers and a single wave rose up suddenly. It swelled, ten or twelve feet high, then crashed onto the beach. It was bigger than any of the waves he’d seen her raise before. 
 
    “You’re still quite young,” he said. 
 
    She looked down at herself. “I won’t always be this small, right?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I want to be bigger.” 
 
    “In time.” 
 
    “Let’s take the boat out. Let’s go far.” 
 
    “There’s a storm coming.” There were dark banks of clouds far out to sea. They were moving toward land. 
 
    “I don’t care about that. The sea won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Not if you’re with me.” 
 
    “I suppose we can get out the boat. Let me rest here for a bit first. That was a lot of walking for my age.” 
 
    “I’ll get the boat,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I have an idea.” 
 
    She stood and faced toward where the boat was pulled up on the shore of the river. It was around the bend and there was a low rise and trees in the way so the boat couldn’t be seen. She raised her hand and concentrated. 
 
    “You can move boats now?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but I can move water and water moves boats.” She concentrated some more. “It’s too far,” she said, and walked away. She walked down to the mouth of the river and faced upstream. The old man watched her. She held out her hand again. He could feel the tingling inside as she tapped into the power of the Sea. 
 
    A minute later the boat appeared, floating down the river on a surge of water. She came walking back. The boat floated into the sea, then bobbed along the shoreline, following her. 
 
    “You’re getting stronger,” he said. 
 
    “It’s only a small boat,” she replied. 
 
    They got in, and she steered the boat far out to sea. He noticed that she didn’t need to put her hand into the water to move the boat as he did. The storm drew closer. Lightning flickered. The line between the sea and the sky disappeared. 
 
    She put her hands to her mouth and gave a call he had never heard before. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. “I never taught you that one.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It came to me.” 
 
    He put his hand in the water and his eyes widened. Something was coming. Something huge. It was not something he was familiar with. 
 
    He saw the eye first. It was yellow and a yard across. He drew back as it rose to the surface. It was all around them. The boat was no longer floating in the water, but resting on its body. It’s skin was a grayish-green color. It had long tentacles. He couldn’t see its head. Only the one eye had surfaced. 
 
    Aislin climbed out of the boat and walked on the creature. She knelt and looked into its eye. It stared back at her, unblinking. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked it. 
 
    She stood and walked away. The eye swiveled and followed her. She walked out onto one of the tentacles. Gradually the creature’s head rose up out of the water. It was huge, with a beaked mouth. The head loomed over Aislin. She was tiny beside it. She looked up at it. 
 
    “There you are. I wondered if you were going to keep hiding.” 
 
    The beaked mouth opened and a strange clicking sound came from it. To Treylen it sounded angry. 
 
    “You weren’t doing anything else,” she said irritably. “No one made you come.” 
 
    More clicking. The eyes rolled in its huge, rubbery head. 
 
    “Okay. I don’t care anyway.” Aislin walked back and climbed into the boat. The sea creature slowly sank and disappeared. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Treylen asked. 
 
    Aislin shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know that creature.” 
 
    “It’s a shliken,” she said casually. She looked east. “Here’s the storm finally.” 
 
    Distracted by the sea creature, Treylen had forgotten about the storm. The clouds were thick and menacing. The waves were very high, their tops splintered by the wind. But the water around the boat was calm. 
 
    The rain began to come down in sheets. Aislin stood in the boat with her arms stretched wide and laughed. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That night when Netra came home Aislin turned and looked at her. “You’re home. Good,” she said. 
 
    Netra’s face lit up, and she spread her arms for a hug. 
 
    Aislin got an odd look on her face and took a step back. She left the cottage a minute later. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Netra said. “It was too soon.” 
 
    “She’s coming along. She saw how you felt this morning.” 
 
    “She’s never done that before.” Netra moved to the table and began to help with the food. 
 
    “She is much stronger than I realized,” Treylen said. 
 
    “What did she do?” He told her and Netra’s eyes grew very round. “I had no idea,” she said when he was finished. 
 
    “Neither did I.” He frowned. “It shouldn’t be possible. To control that much Seaforce…it’s beyond what a human is capable of.” 
 
    “There’s no way to know what a person is capable of,” Netra said, thinking of how she had gone into the River. That wasn’t supposed to be possible either. 
 
    “It’s like Golgath himself inhabits her.” Golgath was one of the Eight, the Shapers who built the prison that held Melekath and his Children for so long. Golgath was the only one of the Eight from the Sphere of Sea. He paused. He’d never considered that before. “Maybe he does,” he said softly. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The next day while Aislin and Treylen were sitting on the beach she said, “She wanted to hug me last night. Why?” 
 
    “Because she loves you. People hug those they love.” 
 
    “You can’t hug the sea.” 
 
    “But you’re a little girl too.” 
 
    She sighed. “I guess I could try it sometime.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt. I promise.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    That night when Netra got home Aislin walked over to her. “Okay.” She was staring at the floor. 
 
    Netra looked to Treylen for guidance. He mimed a hug. She crouched down and wrapped her arms around Aislin. Aislin stood there stiffly, not hugging back, but not pulling away either. 
 
    “That’s enough.” 
 
    Netra let go. There was a big smile on her face, and she was crying. 
 
    “You’re doing it again,” Aislin said crossly. “Crying and laughing. Make up your mind.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Netra said. “I love you, honey.” 
 
    “I know.” Aislin left the cottage and didn’t return until after they were both asleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Aislin got up early the next morning, when it was barely light outside. Treylen and Netra were still asleep. Quietly she made her way to the door and snuck out. Neither of them stirred. 
 
    She went down to the beach and stood there. The sand was cool on her bare feet. The breeze off the sea fluttered her hair. A few seagulls flew overhead, squawking at each other. 
 
    She still felt bothered by what had happened the night before. Treylen had been right. The hug didn’t hurt. Not like stepping on a sharp stone did, anyway. But it sort of hurt in other ways. It made her feel uneasy. It made her feel threatened. At the same time, though, she kind of liked it. She had no idea why. It felt good, but that didn’t make any sense. 
 
    She decided that she was done letting people hug her. It was too confusing. She liked the way things were before better, when people left her alone. 
 
    She walked out into the surf and dove in. She swam out past the breakers, out to the deep water. Out there, where the water was calm, she let herself sink, falling down through the darkness and quiet. She loved it down here, where everything was so peaceful, and it all made so much sense. She was perfectly attuned to the sea. She could feel every current brushing over her skin. She could sense every creature for miles. There was a pod of dolphins in the direction of the rising sun. A school of brightly-colored fish was passing beneath her. Two sharks were following them at a distance. A seagull floated on the surface. 
 
    There was more. She could feel the faintest hint of turbulence in the water that said far out to sea another storm was brewing. She could feel how far away it was and how long it would be before it got here. 
 
    It all made so much sense to her. Not like people at all. Not like the woman who said she was her mother. Why did she cry and laugh at the same time like that? What did that mean? How could someone be happy and sad at the same time? Did that mean her mother was confused? Had Treylen taught her something wrong? 
 
    She was going to stay in the water today, where she felt safe and things made sense. She was done going into the city for a while, maybe forever. There was no reason to go back. What did she care about people and why they did things? They meant nothing to her. She’d been foolish to waste her time on them. She wasn’t even going to think about them anymore. 
 
    She swam back toward the surface and saw that a large number of jellyfish had drifted over her while she’d been down. They were large, bigger than any she’d seen before, their bodies larger than her torso. Their tentacles trailed in the water behind them, a dozen feet or more long. Several small fish were caught in them. She stared up at them. The sun had come up while she was underwater, and it lit them up, the golden light splitting into all the colors of the rainbow. 
 
    Aislin drifted up into their midst. Their tentacles brushed over her but had no effect on her. They tickled a little. At the surface she stroked one of them. It felt strange, soft, like she could push her hand all the way through it. She envied the jellyfish. They could just float in the sea all day. They didn’t have to do anything. They didn’t have to try and figure things out. Life was very simple for a jellyfish. 
 
    Yet even then, caught up as she was in the new discovery of the jellyfish, she couldn’t stop thinking about the hug her mother had given her, and the strange reaction she’d had afterwards. She didn’t want to think about it, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. It kept coming back, no matter what she did. 
 
    She started swimming hard, going as fast as she could. She chose no particular direction other than away from the shore. She wanted to go so far out that she couldn’t see land, far enough that these troubling thoughts would go away. It had worked for her before. It would work again. 
 
    Swimming felt good. The water seemed to part for her, to draw her along. The dolphins saw her go by and joined her, but soon enough they fell behind and veered off. When she felt she’d gone far enough she stopped and floated. The shore was a faint line on the horizon. She could see the cliffs that the castle sat on, the thin finger of the tower jutting up into the sky. All of it was far away. Surely far enough. 
 
    Except that it wasn’t. 
 
    All of it kept running through her mind. Not just her mother’s hug, but all the people she’d seen in the city. Why? Why couldn’t she stop thinking about them? 
 
    Frustrated, she swam back to shore. She walked out of the water and went back to the cottage. Treylen was sitting out front in the shade, a mug of tea in his hand. He glanced at her and nodded, then went back to his contemplation of the morning. There was no sign of her mother. 
 
    “I’m bored,” she said. “I think.” 
 
    He looked at her with raised eyebrows. “I never knew you to be bored before.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing is interesting.” 
 
    “Sounds like boredom to me.” He went back to looking at the river. 
 
    “Let’s go to the city.” 
 
    He sighed. “I think I’m too old for this. Yesterday was a long day for someone as old as me.” 
 
    “I don’t need you. I can go alone.” She meant it, but she was still glad when he climbed to his feet. She felt better, knowing he was coming too. It might be good to have him explain some more things to her. Being around him wasn’t so bad. Treylen didn’t expect things from her she didn’t understand. 
 
    Not like her mother at all. Her mother wanted something from her, she knew that much. The problem was that she didn’t understand what it was her mother wanted from her. She’d thought that maybe the hug would settle things, but now she had a feeling that it wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    “She’s going to want more, isn’t she?” 
 
    As always, Treylen seemed to know exactly what she was talking about. “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    “You said she wanted a hug.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You didn’t say she’d want more.” 
 
    “People always want more. In my experience.” 
 
    “How come you’re still here? Why don’t you go far away from them where they can’t ask you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said simply. “Sometimes I miss them I guess.” 
 
    Aislin thought she knew what he meant. “But why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because I’m human, and it’s my nature to want to be around my kind.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help me.” 
 
    “You don’t think you’re human?” 
 
    “I guess I am. I look like them. But I don’t fit with them.” She frowned. Words only made things worse sometimes. She couldn’t make them say what she wanted them to. 
 
    “I know how that feels.” They were at the spot where the path led away from the river toward the city gates, and he paused. “Let me rest for a minute. Yesterday was a long day for me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m coming anyway.” 
 
    Again Aislin felt glad he’d said that, but she didn’t understand why. Why should she care if he came or not? 
 
    When they got to the gates Aislin skipped the line and went right to the front. One of the guards started to stop her, but Zaine put out his hand and stopped the man. He met Treylen’s eye and waved the old man on through too. 
 
    Aislin stopped once she was inside, overwhelmed by the sheer chaos of it all, as she had been the day before. In the sea everything’s movements made sense. The small fish sought out tiny bits of food floating in the water. The bigger fish chased them and tried to eat them. It was simple. They chased food or fled from things that wanted to eat them. 
 
    But that wasn’t what was happening here at all. She saw people eating as they walked. Why were they walking? They already had their food, didn’t they? There were lots of people moving quickly, but none of them looked like they were being chased by anybody. So why were they fleeing? Lots of people were carrying things. Some were carrying food, but others were carrying things she had no idea what they were for. Why did they carry them around? What was the point of it all? 
 
    Treylen stopped beside her. “There are times they look so silly to me,” he said. “They run this way and that, always hurrying for something, but what? They never catch it, but they never stop trying.” 
 
    Aislin pointed. “What is he doing?” 
 
    A man was making his way slowly through the crowd. He was dressed in rags, and he was carrying a knotted length of rope. Every couple of steps he swung the rope and struck himself on the back. When he did he groaned loudly. His back was red from the lashes. 
 
    “I’m not sure even he knows,” Treylen replied. 
 
    “Do any of them?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Aislin was tempted to turn back and get out of here. This place was so alien to her. She wanted to go back where things made sense. 
 
    But instead she walked deeper into the crowd. She could always go to the sea later. The sea was always there waiting for her. 
 
    She went slowly, giving Treylen a chance to keep up with her. She had to admit it was better to have him there. The crowd was seemingly endless, people of all ages and sizes pressing around her, all looking at something she couldn’t see. Out of the crowd appeared a boy about her size, a woman gripping his hand tightly. He looked at Aislin with big eyes and reached out one hand as if to touch her hair. Before he could, though, he was dragged away and swallowed up by the crowd. 
 
    A man came by pulling a small cart. In the back sat an old woman, her legs dangling over the edge. She had a cloth tied over her hair and knotted under her chin. She looked at Aislin and winked. Moments later she was gone, swallowed by the crowd. 
 
    Through a gap in the crowd, Aislin saw a small street, opening up between two towering stone buildings. There weren’t very many people on the street. She walked up the street, relieved to be out of the crowd. Treylen hobbled after her. 
 
    An old woman stood out front of one of the buildings, sweeping. She smiled at Aislin. Aislin pointed at her and to Treylen she said, “She’s happy.” 
 
    He nodded. The old woman looked confused. 
 
    Further on two men were repairing a wall, taking stones from a pile nearby and carefully placing them. 
 
    “I still say you should have asked for more money,” one of them said to the other, his face dark, his tone harsh. 
 
    “And I still say you’re touched in the head,” the other snapped, glaring at him. “Ask too much and they’ll use the brothers instead of us. You want to make nothing at all?” 
 
    “They are angry,” Aislin said. 
 
    “It sounds like it,” Treylen said. 
 
    The men paid no attention to them as they passed, their argument continuing without ceasing. When they were past, Aislin stopped and looked back. “I don’t think they saw us,” she said. 
 
    “Probably not. When people are angry they stop seeing things around them and only see what they’re angry at.” 
 
    “Sharks don’t get angry. Sharks see everything.” 
 
    The street led to a market with dozens of small stalls filled with leather goods. One stall sold nothing but belts. Another sold only hats. One sold pouches and purses of various sizes. Aislin liked the smell of the leather. She wandered through the stalls, looking wide-eyed at everything. A lot of the stalls sold things she had no idea what they were. 
 
    On the far side of the market was an even smaller street that twisted away downhill. Aislin started down it, but Treylen caught her shoulder. 
 
    “Better to not go down there.” 
 
    She looked down the street. It was narrow and dark. There were piles of garbage, and a wild dog sniffing around in the garbage. “Why?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look safe.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “It’s dark. Dirty. There’s no one down there.” 
 
    “I want to go anyway.” 
 
    “Not today. There are other streets.” 
 
    She let him steer her away from the street, but she looked back over her shoulder at it. It didn’t look bad to her. It looked interesting. She would come back when Treylen wasn’t around to stop her. 
 
    They spent hours walking the streets. Aislin stared at everything. It seemed every corner brought something new to look at. She saw a man trying to push a donkey. The little animal had its front feet set firmly while the man had his shoulder under its butt and was trying to push it forward. She saw two women arguing over a shirt. Each had a hold of one sleeve, and they were shouting at each other while they pulled on the shirt. The shirt tore in half and that made them even angrier. She saw three boys throwing rocks at each other. One got hit in the forehead and started to bleed. He ran at the boy who’d thrown it, fists flying. 
 
    “I need to sit down,” Treylen said finally. He lowered himself onto the steps of a building with a sigh. “It’s a lot to keep up with one as young as you,” he told her. 
 
    “I can go on without you.” 
 
    “Best if you don’t. There’s still a lot you don’t know. Are you hungry? Here.” He handed her a piece of the bread he made over the fire in the cottage, along with a piece of dried fish. She ate it quickly, surprised at how hungry she was. 
 
    When she was done she stood up. “I feel like swimming anyway.” 
 
    Treylen levered himself to his feet, and they left the city. Aislin ran on ahead and left him to make his own way back to the cottage. She went down to the sea and had a long swim, then lay on the beach with her eyes closed, reliving all that she’d seen. There was so much. It was hard to take it all in. So much of it was mysterious to her. On one street she’d seen two men leaning against a wall, their arms folded over their chests. They were smoking a pipe, passing it back and forth and watching her. Closely. When she looked at them she saw no expressions on their faces at all. Were they bored? It didn’t seem like it. What were they feeling? Why were they looking at her? 
 
    She decided to ask Treylen about it, but he wasn’t where he usually sat on the beach. She went to the cottage, but he wasn’t there either. Confused, she headed up the path that led to the city. 
 
    She found him along the river, sitting on the ground, leaning up against a tree. He nodded at her. “I hoped you might come back this way eventually.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “What are you doing here? This isn’t where you sit.” 
 
    “I twisted my ankle. Caught it on that root. Clumsy of me.” 
 
    “A root hurt you?” 
 
    “I tripped on it. Now I can’t put weight on my foot.” He gestured at his foot. 
 
    “How long will you stay here?” 
 
    “I guess that depends on you.” 
 
    “What does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “If you help me. If you don’t, then I’ll wait for your mother.” 
 
    “Help you?” 
 
    “Give me a hand up. Let me lean on you.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay.” He tossed her his water skin. “Fill this for me. I’m thirsty.” 
 
    She held the skin in her hand, thinking. “Okay.” But instead of filling the skin she put out her hand. 
 
    She had to pull as hard as she could, but she got him to his feet. Once on his feet he put one hand on her shoulder and pulled her close. She stiffened and started to pull away. 
 
    “I’ll fall if you run,” he said. 
 
    She tried to relax, but it was hard. He was standing too close to her, and he was heavy. They went a few steps. It was slow, and she had trouble keeping her feet because he was leaning on her so much. 
 
    “You should watch where you’re going,” she told him, irritated that she was having to go through this. 
 
    “I should know that at my age,” he said mildly. 
 
    “You sure you can’t do this by yourself?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    It seemed to take forever to get to the cottage. He sank down on the home’s only chair. “It’s good to be home.” He glanced at her, then looked away. “Why did you come looking for me?” 
 
    “I had a question.” He waited. “I forgot.” She started for the door. 
 
    “Aislin.” She turned back. “I still need water.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin was at the cottage when her mother returned at the end of the day. Netra took one look at Treylen sitting there and said, “What happened?” 
 
    “One of the trees is out to get me,” he said. 
 
    That confused Aislin. How could a tree be out to get someone? She studied his face, looking for a smile. He’d told her about jokes. But he wasn’t smiling. She muttered in frustration. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Aislin?” her mother asked. She was kneeling by Treylen’s foot, touching his ankle. 
 
    Aislin ignored her. “What was that?” she demanded of Treylen. 
 
    He gave her a sheepish smile. 
 
    “It was a joke?” 
 
    “Sort of,” he admitted. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone laughing.” 
 
    “Point taken. I’ll leave the jokes to others.” 
 
    “Will he be better soon?” Aislin asked her mother. 
 
    Netra had her eyes closed. She held up one hand for silence. Aislin felt a strange tugging feeling deep in her gut. She’d felt it before around her mother. It had something to do with her healing. Netra sat back on her heels. 
 
    “You should be back on your feet tomorrow,” she said, patting Treylen’s leg. “But don’t overdo it. Take it easy.” 
 
    “Maybe you can go into the city with your mother tomorrow,” Treylen told Aislin. 
 
    Aislin didn’t like the way Netra looked at her when he said that. She didn’t understand the look, but she knew enough to know that her mother wanted something from her. Her look was almost hungry in a way. It made Aislin uncomfortable. 
 
    “No,” she replied. She quickly left and headed down to the beach, not returning until she was sure both of them were asleep. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    In the morning when Aislin woke up Netra was preparing food. Treylen was gone. 
 
    “Do you want any breakfast, honey?” Netra asked her. 
 
    Aislin saw the same hungry look on her mother’s face so she ignored her, pretending she didn’t hear. She went and sat by the open door of the cottage and stared at the sky. She felt angry at her mother. She didn’t know what she wanted or how to give it to her. Why couldn’t her mother be more like Treylen and leave her alone? Treylen wasn’t so bad. He mostly left her alone. 
 
    Treylen returned a few minutes later, carrying some small sticks for the fireplace. He added them to the fire. Aislin, watching while trying to pretend she wasn’t, saw her mother give Treylen a significant look. She knew something had just passed between them, but she had no idea what, and it only made her more frustrated. 
 
    She watched them surreptitiously while they ate. A couple of times Netra looked over at her, her eyes filled with sadness, and each time Aislin quickly turned away. 
 
    Netra finished eating and got ready to leave. Even though she was careful not to look at her mother, Aislin could feel her gaze on her, and she wanted to yell at her to stop, but instead she kept her head down and stayed quiet. 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to go into the city today,” Treylen said. “There’s still time to go with your mother if you want.” 
 
    “No.” Aislin jumped to her feet and ran out of the cottage. 
 
    She came back awhile later. Treylen was sitting out front, looking at the river. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Aislin demanded. 
 
    He looked up at her and raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “I already said I didn’t want to go with her.” 
 
    “You might have changed your mind.” 
 
    “I don’t know what she wants from me.” 
 
    “The same thing any mother wants. Love. Affection.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what those are. I don’t have any for her or for anyone.” 
 
    “You might someday.” 
 
    “No. I won’t ever.” Aislin stomped down the path that led to the city. 
 
    “You shouldn’t go into the city by yourself,” Treylen called after her, but she ignored him and continued on anyway. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    There was a good-sized line at the city gates. Aislin skipped around it. Zaine saw her coming. He looked past her to see who was with her. When he saw she was alone he looked down at her and held up his hand. 
 
    “Hold on, little lady,” he said. “You’re not going into the city alone, are you?” 
 
    She frowned at him and shook her head. 
 
    “It’s not safe for a child alone.” 
 
    He was blocking her way. She thought she might be able to get around him, but he might grab her and she didn’t like the thought of that at all. She briefly considered turning back but rejected the idea. She’d come all this way, and she was going into the city. She didn’t care what anyone said. 
 
    An idea came to her. 
 
    “My mother is in there.” She pointed, as if she could see her. 
 
    “She is?” Zaine turned to look, and when he did she darted by him. She was quick, and he never so much as touched her. As she ran into the crowd she heard him calling after her, but she ignored him. 
 
    Once she was far enough away from the gates she stopped, trying to remember where the street was that she’d taken the day before. It took her a while, but finally she found it and headed up it. She saw the same old lady out front of the building sweeping. 
 
    “Here now,” the old lady said with a smile. “What’s a sweet little girl like you doing all alone? Where’s your grandfather?” 
 
    “He hurt his ankle.” Aislin hurried by before the old woman could ask any more questions. 
 
    She made it to the leather market and searched around until she found the little alleyway she’d wanted to go down before. She paused at the entrance and looked around. No one seemed to be watching her. A man in one of the shops looked up from the piece of leather he was working on and looked at her, but he showed no expression on his face and soon went back to his work. 
 
    She stepped into the alleyway. It was narrow. It didn’t look like the sun ever shone down here. She took a few more steps. It smelled funny in here, like dead rotting things. But she didn’t mind that so much. She’d seen lots of dead things washed up on the beach. Some of them were pretty interesting. She picked her way around a pile of garbage that was thick with flies. Lying on top of the pile was a dead dog, its stomach bloated. Flies were walking around in its mouth. She bent and peered at it, trying to remember if it was the same one she saw yesterday. 
 
    The alley wasn’t straight. It curved side to side, and when she looked back after a bit she could no longer see the leather market. It was hard to hear it too, only the distant drone of muffled voices all blending together. The alley sloped downward as it went. She came to an intersection, where another alley branched off to the left. There was someone lying in this alley. He muttered and rolled onto his side. She could only barely see his face. There was no way to tell if he was angry or sad or what. 
 
    She continued on. The alley widened somewhat. There was a rickety wooden staircase attached to one of the buildings. She followed it up with her eyes. There was someone up at the top, leaning on the railing, looking down at her. She couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. The person didn’t move, maybe didn’t even see her. 
 
    Further on she saw a window partway up one of the walls. The shutters were open and she could hear voices coming from inside. A woman laughed, high and shrill. Then the sound of something heavy hitting the floor with a thump. 
 
    The alley forked. One fork didn’t go very far before it hit a wall with a closed door in it. The other one continued sloping downward and opened up. She could see people down there. The people were standing around in an open area, twenty paces or so across. Several narrow alleys opened off of it. There were five people there, two of them women. They stopped talking and looked at her as she emerged from the alley. 
 
    Aislin looked them over. Two of the men looked like they might be angry, the way their mouths turned down. The other three people she couldn’t tell. One of the women said, “Here now, sweetie. What’re you doing down in these parts?” She had a lot of small scars on her face, and her dress was torn and very dirty, but she smiled when she spoke. 
 
    Aislin ignored her. They parted to let her pass. One of the men brushed her shoulder with his hand as she went by. 
 
    She entered one of the other alleys. It led down to a small square with several stalls in it filled with woven baskets and straw mats. The buildings fronting the square seemed to be homes. The doors were open on most of them, and on all the floors beyond the lowest one there were windows. There were only a few people in the square. In the middle of the square was a well with a low brick wall around it. 
 
    Aislin went to the well and looked in. It felt good to see water again. The water was only a few feet down, still and placid. She could see her reflection in it. It had been a long time since she’d seen her reflection, and she stared at herself for a while. She touched her face. Was that really her? For the first time it occurred to her that she looked like the people she saw around her. Which meant she really was one of them, as Treylen had told her a number of times. She’d never really believed him. In her mind she was far different from them. But now, faced with her own reflection, she couldn’t deny it. 
 
    A woman came and bent over to fill a clay jug with water. She had fat arms and a red face. She hauled up the full jug and rested it on the wall, then sat down herself. She crossed her legs and started rubbing her calf like it pained her. She looked at Aislin. “Ain’t you something to see, with your hair so blond it’s almost white? Don’t see hair like that much.” She looked around. “Where’s your mama? A cute little thing like you oughtn’t be alone.” 
 
    “I come from the sea,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Now whatever put that idea in your head?” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “Child, the only things that come from the sea are misery and terror. Not little girls.” She quit rubbing her calf and hauled herself to her feet. She picked up her water jug. “Run on back to your mama now, you hear?” She walked away. 
 
    Aislin stared after her. She looked back at the water. It would be nice to get in for a bit. She felt awfully dried out. She leaned over and stretched one hand down. A narrow water spout rose up and splashed into her cupped palm, filling it with water. She drank from it and reached for more. 
 
    “There you are,” a voice said nearby. 
 
    Aislin jerked back and turned. It was one of the angry men she’d seen earlier. He had a small, dark face with a long, thin nose. His mustache and hair were slicked down with oil. There were beads of sweat on his forehead. 
 
    Behind him was the other angry man. He was taller, but very skinny. Black hair grew thickly on his forearms. His shirt was open nearly to his waist, and he stank. 
 
    “We’ve been looking for you,” the sweaty one said. 
 
    He reached for Aislin, but she pulled away and ran off. She ran across the square and down one of the alleys. She glanced back but didn’t see either of the men so she slowed down and walked. 
 
    She wondered why the men had been looking for her. She could think of no reason for it. She didn’t know them. Was it possible they knew Treylen or Netra, and they’d been sent to find her? 
 
    Still puzzling over this, she came to a place where the alley opened up into a street. On one side was a high wall with an iron gate set in it. The iron gate was open and inside could be seen a lush garden thick with green plants and small trees. Outside, against the wall, were lined up a number of clay jars filled with water. A servant came out of the gate, picked up one of the jars, took it into the garden and began watering plants. 
 
    Aislin walked on past. Behind her she heard footsteps and she turned. 
 
    It was the two angry men. They looked even angrier than before. She saw that the sweaty one was holding a rope in his hands. They spread out a little and advanced on her. 
 
    “No more running,” the sweaty one said. “I won’t chase you anymore.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t know what they were angry about, but she knew enough to know that they meant her no good. She took a step back and prepared to run. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” the sweaty man said and darted at her. 
 
    Aislin reacted without thinking. She stretched her hand toward one the clay jars, reaching for the water she could feel inside it… 
 
    The clay jar lifted into the air and flew at the man, striking him solidly in the side. He staggered sideways and stared around in disbelief. “Where did…who threw that?” 
 
    Aislin flicked her fingers. Another clay jar leapt off the ground. It flew through the air and struck the hairy man on the side of the head. He went down to one knee with a cry of pain. “Ouch!” he yelled. “That hurts!” 
 
    The servant stuck his head out the gate then, drawn by the commotion. The sweaty man drew a dagger from his belt and waved it at him. “I don’t know how you did that, but I’m going to cut you for it!” 
 
    The servant yelped and ducked back into the garden, slamming the gate behind him. Aislin saw her chance and took off running. 
 
    She chose one of the streets at random and ran down it. There were running footsteps behind her as the two men gave chase. The street led downhill and opened onto a large market. The footsteps drew closer. She could hear one of the men panting as he ran. Right as she got to the market a cart pulled out in front of her. There was no way to go around it, and she couldn’t stop in time. Instead she went down and slid underneath it. 
 
    The two following her weren’t as lucky. The sweaty man managed to come to a stop, but the tall, hairy man slammed hard into the cart, tipping it over. Potatoes rolled everywhere. The owner of the cart began shouting at the men. 
 
    Aislin darted into the crowd. The men regained their feet and came after her. The small one was swearing as he came. The hairy man had a cut on the side of his face from the clay jar and blood was running down his cheek. 
 
    Aislin cut through the market, dodging side to side around people and carts. She banged into a basket and caused the lady carrying it to drop it. Squash spilled out everywhere, and the lady yelled at her, but Aislin was already past and running hard. 
 
    She saw an alleyway and ran into it. Half a block in she realized her mistake. The alley ended. She turned and started to go back the way she’d come, but the two men appeared and blocked her escape. 
 
    “We got you!” the sweaty man shouted. 
 
    Aislin whirled and ran back down the alley. There were three doors along the alley. The first two were locked. The third one swung open as she ran for it, a man stepping through. He was looking down at a sack he was carrying and didn’t see Aislin until she had already darted by him. He tried to grab her but missed. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled. He started to go after her, but the two men arrived then. The hairy man grabbed him and flung him sprawling to the ground, then they ran in after Aislin. 
 
    Aislin ran down a hallway. It was hard to see in the dim interior. At the end of the hall was a door, but it was locked. Stairs led up, and she took them. The men came pounding down the hallway after her. 
 
    On the next floor she found an unlocked door and ran through it. A woman was in the room beyond, sitting in a chair, while another woman cut her hair with a pair of long scissors. They looked at Aislin in surprise. She ran by them, easily dodging a clumsy attempt to grab her. The women shrieked as the two men barreled into the room. 
 
    “See, Marta!” the one getting her hair cut yelled. “This is why I told you to always bar the door!” 
 
    The men pushed past them while Marta tried to hit them with the brush she was holding in her other hand. 
 
    Aislin ran into the next room and found an open window. She slithered through. There was a short drop to the roof of the next building. She jumped down, landed lightly, and took off running again. 
 
    The sweaty man made the jump fine and came after her, but his companion didn’t do so well. The clay tiles shattered when he hit them, and he fell completely through the roof. 
 
    Aislin came to the edge of the roof and paused, unsure where to go next. There were no nearby buildings she could jump to. Then she realized something and raised her head to look off into the distance. 
 
    There was the river, only a few blocks away, its waters sparkling in the sunlight. Aislin smiled. She didn’t have far to go now. The sweaty man came running up. He was even sweatier than before, the whole front of his shirt dark with it. 
 
    “Out of places to run, aren’t you?” He glared at her. “I’m going to make you pay for leading us on like this. You’re going to be sorry.” 
 
    Aislin turned back around. She was only two stories up. It didn’t look that far. She jumped. 
 
    She hit the ground hard and felt a pain in her ankle, but when she got up she could put weight on it. The sweaty man was at the edge of the roof, shaking his fist at her. She was turning to run when his partner burst out of a nearby doorway and grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “I got her!” he yelled. 
 
    Aislin bit him on the forearm. He swore and let her go. She took off running again. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she said to herself as she ran. “You’re the ones who will be sorry.” 
 
    She could have lost them then. The hairy man wasn’t fast or agile enough to catch her, and the sweaty man still had to make his way down off the roof. But she didn’t. Now she was angry too. She wanted them to catch up to her. 
 
    Once she got to the river. 
 
    There was a narrow footbridge across the river. No one was around. The closest buildings were set back fifty or sixty paces from the river. The slope was fairly steep here and the water in the river was moving fast. Aislin followed a narrow footpath down to the edge of the river and turned around. 
 
    A few moments later the two men came into view. They weren’t moving as fast anymore, she noticed. They were getting tired. They saw her and their faces lit up. They put on a last burst of speed and got to the top of the path. 
 
    “Nowhere to go now, is there?” the sweaty man said. “You led us quite a chase, but now it’s over.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have made this so hard,” the hairy man grumbled. He had scrapes on his arms from falling through the roof and a big rip in his shirt. There was blood on his side. He drew out a knife and held it up. “Now we gotta make it hard on you.” 
 
    Aislin took a couple steps back into the water as they approached. There was a small eddy here, and the water was calm. Beyond the eddy the current picked up considerably. She could sense a drop off and knew that out in the current the river would be over a person’s head. 
 
    “It won’t do you any good,” the sweaty man said. “You go any further, and you’ll drown for sure, swift water like that.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Aislin replied. 
 
    They spread out a little on the river bank to make sure she couldn’t run by them. She backed up some more. She could feel the current tugging gently at her. It would be easy to jump in and swim away. They’d never be able to even get close to her. But she didn’t. They wanted to make it hard on her, but now she wanted to make it hard on them. 
 
    “I don’t like getting my boots wet,” the hairy man said. “They’re already falling apart.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m getting mine wet, you’re getting yours wet,” the sweaty man snapped. “Besides, what we get for her you can buy yourself two pairs of new boots if that’s what you want.” 
 
    The hairy man still looked bothered, but he didn’t argue anymore. “Why not come out and make this easier for all of us?” he asked. Aislin realized then that he was afraid of the water. 
 
    Aislin backed up some more. The water was up past her knees. She smiled at the men. 
 
    “Why is she smiling like that?” the hairy man asked. “It ain’t natural.” 
 
    “She won’t be smiling for long,” his companion replied. “Move up a little there. You don’t want her getting around you, do you?” 
 
    “I give up,” Aislin said. “I won’t run anymore. Come get me.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking sense. This didn’t have to be so much trouble.” The sweaty man glanced around, making sure there was no one nearby, watching. The footbridge was still empty. He splashed forward a few more feet. Another step and he’d be able to grab her. Aislin waited, motionless. 
 
    He took another step and grabbed onto her arm roughly. “Got you,” he snarled. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, and reached for the water. It responded instantly. Though it was not the sea, still the river remembered the sea that it had come from and where it would soon return. She made a swirling motion with her finger. 
 
    The water began swirling around the man’s legs. He looked down with a scowl. “What is this? Is there something in the water?” 
 
    The same thing was happening around the hairy man too. “I can’t see anything!” he yelled. “But I think there’s something in the water. I’m getting out.” 
 
    “Don’t be a baby. There ain’t nothing in this river but a few fish, and they can’t hurt you,” the sweaty man snapped. The sweat on his face looked to be a different kind now. Though he tried to sound brave, his voice was tight with strain. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Aislin asked again. She felt her smile grow bigger. 
 
    The man gave her a shake. “Quit saying that! Wipe that smile off your face too!” 
 
    Aislin twitched her fingers, and the water rose. It rose up his legs, past his knees, over his thighs. He looked down. “What the…?” he quavered, his eyes bulging. “What…what’s going on?” 
 
    “Help!” the hairy man called. “It’s got me!” The water had climbed up past his waist. “I’m getting out of here!” He turned and started thrashing his way toward the bank. 
 
    The water had now passed the sweaty man’s waist as well. He seemed to be having trouble accepting what was happening. At first he only stared disbelieving at it. “Water ain’t supposed to do that,” he said. He let go of Aislin and slapped at the water, but it did no good. 
 
    Another flick of Aislin’s fingers and suddenly the man lost his feet and was jerked underwater. He shot back to the surface, screaming, “Help! Help!” 
 
    But his companion had his own problems. He’d made it to the shore and even gotten one foot out of the river, but Aislin made a fist and the water rose up and enclosed him clear up to his neck. He managed to get an arm free and grab onto a small bush that was growing by the river, but it wasn’t enough. She motioned, and the river pulled him inexorably back. The bush ripped out of the ground, and he slid back into the river. 
 
    The men fought wildly, but it did them no good. There was nothing to fight against. Aislin watched them impassively as their struggles grew weaker. Finally they went under for good. One of the hairy man’s hands broke the surface of the water a final time. His fingers clenched, then his hand went limp and slid back under the water. 
 
    She motioned with her hand, and they were pushed out into the current. They bobbed down the river. She stared after them, wondering what she should feel now. Should she feel happy? Angry? Sad? 
 
    Instead she felt nothing. They had chased her, and now they were dead. That seemed right. 
 
    She looked up and saw an old man on the other side of the river, poised to cross the footbridge. He was staring at her with an alarmed expression. When he saw her looking at him, he turned and hurried back the way he had come. 
 
    She suddenly felt very tired. She’d been too long in the city. It was time to go back to the sea. It would be good to float in the water. She looked around, wondering how to get back to the city gates. It all looked unfamiliar to her now. She couldn’t remember anything except running. 
 
    She looked down at the river. The river always knew the way to the sea. 
 
    She dove out into the current and let it take her. The river was soothing. It didn’t have the deep strength of the sea, but it felt good all the same. It whispered to her of its eagerness to rejoin the deep waters and be lost in them. It comforted her with its tiny hands. She lay on her back and let it take her, closing her eyes. 
 
    The current was swift and chaotic, but it carried her carefully over and around the rocks that choked the river. Not once did she bang into one. Nor did she become entangled in the limbs of the trees that hung down over the river. She floated under a footbridge with people walking on it, oblivious to their stares. She floated past a dog that had come to the river to drink, and a crow perched on a rock. 
 
    The river reached flatter ground and slowed down. There were several women washing their clothes in the shallows, talking and laughing. One looked up as she drew near. She stopped what she was doing and shielded her eyes against the glare off the water to see better. 
 
    “Is that a child floating in the water?” she cried, pointing. 
 
    The others broke off their conversation and stared. “It’s a little girl!” one of them exclaimed. 
 
    Aislin didn’t move or respond to them in any way. She kept floating on her back, her eyes closed. 
 
    “Hold on!” the first one yelled, splashing out into the water. “We’ll save you!” But the water was too deep, and Aislin was past her before she got very far into the water. Aislin was glad when she left the women behind. She didn’t want to be bothered by them. 
 
    She was brought out of her reverie when she bumped against something, something hard and unyielding. She opened her eyes. She was at the wall of the city. There was a hole underneath it, and the river was rushing through it. A rusted metal grate blocked the way. The openings in the grate were almost large enough for her to fit through, but not quite. 
 
    One of the overlapping pieces of metal seemed more rusted than the others. She gathered Seaforce to her, giving it a minute to let it build up. When she felt she had enough, she directed the Seaforce at the weakened piece of metal. 
 
    It resisted at first, but then it bent. She slipped through the hole and continued on. 
 
    When she floated up to the old man’s cottage she saw that Treylen was standing down by the river. His face was dark, his brow furrowed. She had never seen him like this before. 
 
    “What did you do?” he asked her as she emerged from the water, dripping. 
 
    She flinched away from the harshness of his tone. 
 
    “What did you do?” he repeated. “I felt something. I know you used your power. What did you use it for?” 
 
    The calm she’d felt while floating down the river disappeared. In its place came a kind of hard coldness. It was like something clanked down into place between her and the rest of the world. She could see out, but the world couldn’t see in. 
 
    “They chased me,” she said coldly. “I ran to the river.” 
 
    “Who chased you?” He leaned down close to her. His eyes were fierce. 
 
    “Some men. They were angry.” 
 
    “What did you do to them?” he hissed. He grabbed her arm and squeezed it tightly. It hurt a little. 
 
    The cold darkness grew darker and colder. Aislin tried to pull away but couldn’t. Behind her the river began to froth and bubble. “I got rid of them!” she yelled, angry suddenly. 
 
    “You killed them,” he breathed. He let go of her and stepped back. He seemed older all of a sudden. 
 
    “I made them go away.” 
 
    “What have you done, child?” 
 
    “What I had to,” she said defiantly. 
 
    He looked lost for some reason. His breathing sounded very loud. Clumsily he patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sorry to yell. I’m glad you’re safe.” But still there was a troubled look in his eyes. He knelt down in front of her. 
 
    “Do you understand what you did?” he asked her. 
 
    She stared into his eyes. “I killed them.” Then she turned away and ran off. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin stayed in the sea for the rest of the day and didn’t return to the cottage until it was dark. When she walked inside Netra was there, and she immediately came over and grabbed Aislin. She hugged her for a long time and didn’t let go even though Aislin tried to pull away. When Netra finally did stop hugging Aislin she still didn’t let her go, but gripped her shoulders and tried to stare into Aislin’s eyes. Aislin hated that and averted her gaze. 
 
    “Look at me, Aislin.” When Aislin didn’t respond, Netra took her chin and turned her face toward hers. Aislin stared through her, willing herself not to see the woman who called herself her mother. 
 
    “You know you shouldn’t have gone into the city alone. It’s very dangerous in the city. You could have been hurt, maybe even killed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Aislin said. 
 
    “Listen to me. Promise me you’ll never go into the city alone again.” 
 
    “Okay. I promise.” She didn’t mean it. She only wanted this woman to let her go. She wanted to get away from her, from everyone. 
 
    Netra didn’t let her go. She looked up at Treylen. “Help me. I’m not getting through to her at all. She’s only saying what she knows I want to hear.” 
 
    Treylen shifted uncomfortably on his chair. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Talk to her. She listens to you.” 
 
    Treylen stood slowly. He seemed very weak and old as he crossed the room to Aislin. Aislin looked at him long enough to glare, to let him know she was angry, before looking away. 
 
    “Your mother is right. No one wants to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t have a mother. I don’t have anyone.” 
 
    Aislin felt Netra stiffen when she said that, and it made her glad. She hated being held. She hated being forced. 
 
    “You know that’s not true, I hope,” Treylen said sadly. 
 
    Aislin twisted free suddenly and ran for the door. But before she could get it open far enough to get through, Netra chased after her and slammed it shut. Aislin glanced up at her and saw a confusing mix of emotions on Netra’s face—anger, fear, sadness—before quickly looking away. “You’re staying here tonight. You’re not going down to the sea. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Aislin spun away from her and ran to her corner of the cottage. She threw herself down on the floor facing the corner and curled up in a ball, her arms wrapped around her legs, face tucked behind her knees. She sat like that for a long time, filled with rage, hating both of them. Once Netra came over, put her hand on her shoulder and said something. But Aislin was locked inside herself now, safe behind a thick wall, and she barely felt the touch. The words didn’t penetrate. They carried no more meaning than raindrops falling on the roof. Netra went away after a minute. 
 
    It was late when Aislin uncurled herself and stood up. The only light in the cottage came from the dying fire. In its light she could see the faces of Netra and Treylen. They looked unfamiliar to her, as if she’d never seen them before. She never wanted to see them again. 
 
    She went to the door to leave but to her frustration found that a rope had been tied around the bar so she couldn’t lift it out of place. Her anger rising, she tore at the knot for a while but could make no headway and finally gave up. She pounded on the door then, hating how helpless and trapped she felt. 
 
    In the distance came the sound of huge waves crashing on the beach. The river snarled and foamed. A small amount of water came in under the door. But still the door held fast against her. Finally she gave up, went to her corner and fell asleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    In the morning Netra came over and crouched beside Aislin. “Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?” Aislin curled up tighter and ignored her. Netra stroked her hair, and Aislin jerked away. “You don’t have to eat if you don’t want to, but you need to get up. You’re coming with me into the city.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m going to the sea.” 
 
    “Not today. You’re coming with me.” Netra stood and walked away. 
 
    Aislin rolled over so she could see the door. If it was open, she was going to run for it. But it was still tied shut. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough for letting us stay here, Treylen,” Netra said. “I know you’ve helped Aislin a great deal. But we’re going to live with the Tenders now.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said softly. Aislin thought he sounded sad, but how could she know for sure? Maybe she didn’t know him at all. 
 
    Netra gathered her few things and walked back over to Aislin. “Are you bringing any of your shells or other things?” she asked Aislin. Aislin ignored her. Sighing, Netra took hold of her wrist and pulled her to her feet. Aislin tried to pull away, but when she couldn’t she settled for going limp. She hung from Netra’s grasp like a large doll. 
 
    “Goodbye, Treylen,” Netra said. Since Aislin refused to walk, she dragged her to the door. 
 
    When they were outside, Netra lifted Aislin and set her on her feet. Aislin still refused to stand. “Okay, if that’s the way you want it. I’ll drag you the whole way if I have to. But you won’t like it.” She made an irritated noise. “What am I saying? I don’t know anything about you. Maybe you will like it.” 
 
    She hadn’t dragged Aislin far before Aislin realized that she really didn’t like being dragged. It hurt. So she started walking, but she hung back and went as slowly as she could. 
 
    With every step they moved further away from the sea, and Aislin became angrier and angrier. She hated this woman who was always demanding things from her. She wished Netra were floating face-down in the river. Then she’d never have to look at her again. 
 
    The river began to foam and surge against its banks. 
 
    Netra stopped and looked down at Aislin. “Stop that right now.” When the turbulence in the river didn’t subside, she gave her a little shake. “I mean it. Right. Now.” 
 
    Aislin glared up at her. She could feel the power of the water in her grasp. It was eager to answer her call. It would not be hard to throw it at this woman, to wrap it around her and drag her down into the current. She wouldn’t be able to get away. 
 
    But for some reason she couldn’t. Slowly she let the power slip away. The river grumbled and subsided. 
 
    “Thank you,” Netra said. They resumed walking, though still Aislin hung back and had to be pulled. “You might enjoy living there, you know,” Netra said. “If you give it a chance. There are lots of wonderful people who are excited to meet you.” 
 
    Aislin didn’t want to meet any of them. She didn’t care if she ever saw another person ever again. She didn’t care how much she looked like them, it was obvious she wasn’t one of them. She was different. She would always be different. It was better that way. As soon as Netra wasn’t watching, she was going to run away and go back to the sea. She would spend the rest of her life there, far away from people. And if they came and tried to make her be like them, well, she would use the sea on them. She’d pull them down into the depths until they quit moving. 
 
    Zaine was working at the gates again that morning. He smiled when he saw Aislin. He came over and bent over, putting his hands on his knees. “I see you brought your mother today,” he said with a smile. “That’s a good idea, you know.” 
 
    Aislin refused to look at him. He was no better than the rest of them, however he pretended. 
 
    She stayed in her private shell as Netra pulled her through the morning crowds of people. She saw nothing of the city as they passed through it. All her thoughts were of the sea. It was the only place she wanted to be. She hated this city and everyone in it. If she could she would call a giant wave from the sea, the biggest there had ever been, and use it to swallow the city, to drag all of it down into the depths. The thought made her smile a little. 
 
    “This is it,” Netra said after a while. “This is your new home.” 
 
    Aislin kept her eyes turned downward. Netra pulled her through a gate and onto the grounds of the Tender estate. They walked across some grass. Several times people spoke to Netra, but Aislin carefully kept them out of her mind, and their words made no sense to her. 
 
    “Oh, you brought your daughter today!” a woman said. 
 
    “This is Aislin,” Netra said. “Aislin, this is Cara.” Aislin kept her eyes turned down. “Can you say hello?” Netra asked. Still Aislin refused to respond. Netra sighed. “She’s not very happy with me today.” 
 
    “I can see that. What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you, but privately.” Cara said a few words to the other women standing with her, and they walked away. The three of them walked down a footpath away from the estate house. While they walked, Netra told Cara what happened. 
 
    “No wonder you look so upset this morning,” Cara said when Netra was finished. Netra let go of Aislin’s hand, and Aislin sank down onto the ground on the spot. 
 
    “I hardly slept at all. I’m so worried, Cara. I don’t know what to do. I thought we were finally making progress with her and now this.” She lowered her voice, and she and Cara moved a few steps away, as if that would mean Aislin couldn’t hear her. “I’m afraid. Something like this…it changes you. What if she’s gone over some line and doesn’t ever come back?” Her voice broke at the end, and she shook with suppressed sobs. 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Cara said. “And you don’t either. She’s been through a lot. Even though she doesn’t show it, the whole ordeal must have terrified her. Now she doesn’t know how to feel or what to think. She’s overwhelmed by it all, and so she’s doing the only thing she knows how to do, which is to retreat into her shell. She’ll come out of it in time.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Netra said in a broken voice. 
 
    “Of course I’m right. You just need to have a little faith.” 
 
    Netra gave a pained laugh. “Funny that you should speak to me of faith. I’m the one who met Xochitl, remember?” 
 
    “You met our god and found out she isn’t a god. Does that mean you have more faith now, or less?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what it means.” 
 
    “Then maybe trust in your old friend a little. Aislin will come around. She needs time and patience.” 
 
    “I’m not letting her out of my sight. Not after what she did. I won’t yield on that,” Netra said fiercely. 
 
    “And no one is asking you to. Look, she’ll be safe here on the grounds. I’ll speak to the guards at the gate and tell them not to let her leave alone.” 
 
    “I guess that’s all we can do for now.” 
 
    “There’s an empty room in the main house if you two want it,” Cara said. 
 
    “Thank you, but I don’t think Aislin is ready to be in the middle of all that yet. Do you have something more private? What about that hut you were living in when I first saw you here?” 
 
    “That? Netra, that’s a shed for storing tools. I won’t have you living there.” 
 
    “We don’t need much.” 
 
    “There’s a small cabin, tucked into the trees near the back wall of the estate. Nalene—the old FirstMother—lived there for a few years after she resigned her position.” 
 
    “We don’t want to be any trouble.” 
 
    “You’re not,” Cara said firmly. “Will you be eating with us in the main dining hall, or by yourself?” 
 
    “I think by ourselves is best.” 
 
    “Then I will send someone out with food. Blankets and such too.” Cara looked down at Aislin. “Maybe some new dresses too? How about a pair of shoes?” 
 
    “We’ll take the dresses,” Netra said, “but the shoes would be a waste of time. I can barely get them on her, and almost immediately she manages to lose them somewhere.” 
 
    They went to the cabin, and Cara left them there to attend to her duties. “This isn’t so bad now, is it, Aislin?” Netra asked, but Aislin ignored her. “Come on, let’s go look around.” When Aislin didn’t respond, Netra took hold of her wrist and pulled her along behind her. 
 
    They walked around the grounds. People called out greetings to Netra, and she answered. Aislin was introduced to lots of them, but she ignored them all and stared at the ground. The only thing on the whole tour that drew her interest was when Netra took her to the well. Aislin tried to climb in, but Netra stopped her. 
 
    “You can’t swim in there. People drink that water.” 
 
    Aislin tried to pull away and get in anyway, but Netra kept a firm grip on her. 
 
    “Come with me,” Netra said. “I have an idea.” Pulling Aislin behind her, she went and talked to some workmen who were building something in one corner of the estate. The workmen went and got a copper tub and carried it up by the well. One of them worked the pump until the tub was full. 
 
    “There,” Netra said. “You can swim in that as much as you like.” 
 
    Aislin climbed in, but it did nothing to improve her mood. If anything, it made her even more irritable. The tub was too small. She couldn’t move around. It was nothing like the sea, where she had unlimited freedom. 
 
    The whole day Aislin waited for Netra to get bored and walk away so she could try and escape down to the sea, but she never did. Netra paced and stared off into the distance, but she stayed close. 
 
    The next day Aislin refused the tub and sat on the ground outside the cabin, staring at nothing. After a few hours of this, Netra finally said, “I’m going to go check on some things. Will you be okay without me?” Aislin ignored her and a minute later she left. 
 
    Aislin waited until Netra was out of sight, then she took off running for the gate. There were two guards working there, and people were coming and going. She waited until they were both distracted, talking to other people, then she made her break for freedom. 
 
    She made it through the gate, but not much further. One of the guards chased her down and caught hold of her arm. 
 
    “Not so fast,” he said, giving her a smile. She tried to bite his arm, but he stopped her. “You’re a feisty one, aren’t you? It won’t work, though. The big boss says you’re to stay on the grounds, and that’s where you’ll stay. It’s a plum job and I’d rather not lose it, you know?” 
 
    She fought wildly and tried to scratch him, but he pulled her back through the gate anyway. Once on the other side he crouched down in front of her. He was a young man with long, sandy hair and a goatee. His smile was friendly. “The city’s no place for a little thing like you. Trust me on this.” When he tried to tousle her hair she ran away. 
 
    Having failed there, she walked the entire perimeter of the estate, thinking that surely there was another way out. She found another gate, but it was securely barred and locked. The wall itself was tall and made of stone. She tried, but she wasn’t able to climb it. There were trees whose limbs reached over the wall in places, but she wasn’t able to climb them either. 
 
    Finally, she threw herself down in frustration and sulked. She could hear the sea in the distance, calling to her. But it was too far away, and she couldn’t reach it. As she sat there, her rage grew until she could sit no more. 
 
    She stomped down to the gate. If they would not let her leave, she would force her way out. The guards both saw her coming this time, and they turned to stop her, but she was ready for them. Each man had a water skin tied to his belt. She reached out with one hand and the water in the skins responded. The skins began flopping on their belts. The guards looked down, alarmed. 
 
    With a sudden, fierce yank, Aislin ripped the skins away, breaking the leather thongs that tied them in place. She flicked her fingers, and the skins flew up and struck the men in the head. They yelped and swatted at the skins, and she took her chance and ran for the open gate. 
 
    But the water skins were made of leather. They weren’t like the clay pots she’d used on the other men at all. The guards weren’t even slowed. They grabbed her before she could make it through the gate. 
 
    The same one who had caught her before took her arm and gently, but firmly, led her away from the gate. “That hurt, you know,” he said, rubbing the side of his head with a rueful smile. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    One eyebrow rose. “So you speak, do you?” He crouched down in front of her. He had an honest, open face and lines at the edges of his mouth that said he smiled a lot. “Why do you want out there so bad anyway?” 
 
    Aislin scowled and turned her face away. 
 
    “So we’re back to that, are we? Okay, have it your way. I learned a valuable lesson today. You want to know what it is?” He waited, but she didn’t reply. “I learned not to bring water to work. The FirstMother said you have some unusual abilities. Well, I guess I know something about them now.” 
 
    “I want to go to the sea,” Aislin muttered. 
 
    “The sea, is it?” He scratched his jaw. “That makes sense, I suppose. There’s nowhere with more water in it than the sea. I wish I could let you go. I really do. But I have my orders and I have to follow them. Maybe if you stop trying to escape for a while they’ll let you go. Have you thought about that?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you,” Aislin yelled suddenly and ran away. She looked back over her shoulder once she’d gotten far away and saw that he was standing there, looking after her with a smile on his face. 
 
    That confused her. She’d hit him with his water skin. She’d yelled at him. She’d ignored him. Why was he still smiling? He should be mad by now. She turned away, feeling confused. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Days passed. Though Netra spoke to her, not once did Aislin look at her or speak to her. She spent a lot of time roaming the estate aimlessly. She was restless and nowhere felt right. At night she dreamed of the sea. During the day she thought about it. Other people spoke to her also, but she ignored them too. She often felt as if there was a wall around her, just like there was around the estate. She couldn’t get over it, but neither could they. She told herself she didn’t want them to come in. She didn’t want to see them or hear them. 
 
    But at the same time she felt bad. She thought about Treylen and wondered if he was sitting there on the beach, under his shade tree. Did he think about her? Why did he let Netra take her away? 
 
    One day she saw the young guard with the goatee again. He was drinking a mug of water. “There she is,” he said with a smile. He held out the mug and turned it upside down. “See? It’s empty. There’s no need to try and hit me in the head with it now, is there?” 
 
    Aislin looked past him at the gate. He shook his head sadly. 
 
    “Sorry, little miss, but my orders are still the same.” 
 
    She started to turn away. 
 
    “Did you try what I suggested?” he asked her. She paused, but didn’t look back at him. “Did you try being nice and seeing if your mother would let you go? Have you asked her?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head and ran away. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    “This has gone on long enough,” Netra said to Aislin one morning as she put a bowl of soup down on the table in front of her. “It’s been almost two weeks now. Are you planning on ignoring me for the rest of your life?” 
 
    Aislin made no reply. She didn’t look up. She simply sat there, hunched in on herself. 
 
    “Why are you so mad at me anyway? Surely you’re old enough to realize that I am only trying to protect you. I just don’t want you to get hurt. Why is that so bad?” 
 
    Still Aislin did not respond. At least not in any way Netra was hoping. But the bowl of soup began to bubble as Aislin let some of her anger and frustration seep into it. 
 
    Netra sat down at the table across from her. “I can’t take much more of this,” she said brokenly, putting her head in her hands. “I just can’t. Please talk to me, Aislin. Look at me. Do something.” 
 
    Aislin released more of her anger, and the soup bubbled harder. It was a thin soup, mostly broth. A column of liquid rose up from the bowl. In the column clawed hands appeared and misshapen creatures with lots of teeth. Aislin was not creating those shapes deliberately. They were simply happening, outward expressions of the darkness in her thoughts. She wanted to spray the hot liquid all over her mother and only the barest self-control kept it from happening. 
 
    “Stop that,” Netra said. 
 
    Aislin ignored her. The soup bubbled harder. 
 
    “I said stop that!” Netra stood up suddenly and slapped the bowl. It flew off the table and smashed against the wall. Aislin looked up at her. There were tears running down Netra’s face, and her features were contorted with pain. “Why are you doing this, Aislin?” she yelled. “Why?” 
 
    Aislin only glared at her. Somewhere deep inside she responded to the hurt she saw on her mother’s face. She could tell that she was very sad and part of her wanted to do something about that sadness, to make it go away. But she couldn’t get to that part. It was buried too far down inside an iron box. She could never get to it. Her anger controlled her completely. She hated this woman standing before her. She hated everyone and everything. 
 
    “I want to go to the sea,” she growled. 
 
    Netra snapped, “You’re not going to the sea, do you hear me? You’re not going until you prove to me that you can be trusted.” 
 
    “I want to go to the sea,” Aislin said, biting off each word. 
 
    “Come here,” Netra said, leaning over the table and grabbing her wrist. “You’re coming with me right now.” 
 
    She pulled Aislin out the door. She didn’t have to drag her. Aislin had already learned that she didn’t like being dragged, and so she walked on her own, but she hung back and resisted as much as she could. 
 
    Netra marched them across the grounds of the estate and up to the gate. A handful of Tenders had just passed through. They gave the two surprised looks as Netra pulled Aislin by them, but they didn’t say anything. 
 
    Netra was tightlipped as she pulled Aislin through the city. It was early still, the sun close to rising. “I’m taking you to the temple,” she muttered, more to herself than to Aislin. “It’s almost time for morning services. Maybe Xochitl can get through to you where I can’t.” 
 
    Aislin got angrier and angrier as they walked. Her forearm hurt from Netra’s tight grip. Her shoulder was starting to hurt from being jerked around. She was sick of this. Sick of being forced to do things she didn’t want to do and not being allowed to do what she did want to do. She’d never been away from the sea for so long before, and she was miserable. She could feel it in the distance calling to her, and with every fiber of her being she wanted to go to it, but she wasn’t allowed to. 
 
    And she wasn’t allowed to because of this woman. She wasn’t allowed to because of this stupid city and all the stupid people who lived in it. She hated them all. She wanted to wipe every one of them, the entire city, from the face of the earth. 
 
    At some point she realized she was getting closer to the sea. It took a minute to figure out that they were headed toward the high cliffs that the upper reaches of Qarath sat on. She could feel her connection to the sea growing stronger with each step. 
 
    A plan began to form in Aislin’s mind. 
 
    She jerked and twisted at the same time and managed to pull free of Netra’s grasp. As Netra turned toward her, Aislin cupped her hands around her mouth and sent out a call. A very specific call, for a creature she had only seen once before. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Netra asked. “Stop that.” 
 
    Aislin sent out the call once again. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Netra said, and grabbed her wrist once again. “Come on.” 
 
    She started pulling Aislin down the street once again. This time Aislin came willingly, and there was on her face a small, dark smile. 
 
    She would be free of all this soon. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The Temple of Xochitl stood facing Seafast Square. One side of the square was a waist-high stone wall that was built on the edge of the cliffs that rose up out of the sea. 
 
    The Temple was large, but it was a simple building, in keeping with the beliefs of Nalene, who had been FirstMother when it was begun, during the war against Melekath and his Children. It had a large dome topped by a spire, and it had been built to hold thousands of people. Every morning a service was held there at sunrise, to greet the new day. When Netra and Aislin arrived at Seafast Square there were scores of people visible, most walking toward the temple entrance. 
 
    “It’s here,” Aislin said, and pointed. “The shliken is here.” 
 
    Coming out of the depths of her thoughts, Netra looked down at her daughter. “What are you talking about?” Then she raised her head, following the line of Aislin’s pointing finger. “Dear Mother,” she whispered. 
 
    A huge, grayish-green tentacle appeared over the wall. It reached blindly about, then wrapped around a metal lamppost. The tentacle tightened, and the lamppost was ripped out of the ground. The sound was loud enough that a number of people in the square heard it, and they turned to look. The first few sounds of confusion were quickly replaced by cries of alarm as two more tentacles appeared. One slapped down into the square itself, so long that it stretched halfway across it. The other waved blindly around until it slapped against one of the pillars that marked the entryway to the temple. It wrapped around the pillar. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Netra said, taking a step back. 
 
    “It’s my friend. It’s here to rescue me,” Aislin said, jerking her arm free. 
 
    Netra’s eyes grew very wide. “What have you done, child?” 
 
    There was more screaming, and now people began to run in terror as more tentacles and the head of the monstrous thing rose up over the wall. The shliken’s skin was smooth and shiny. Its head was as big as a wagon. It had a huge, beaked mouth, and its eyes were yellow pools several feet across. The beak opened and a loud clicking sound filled the air. 
 
    The tentacle that was wrapped around the pillar flexed, and the pillar came tumbling down in a cloud of rock dust. Another tentacle slapped across the face of a building on the far side of the square from the temple, the tip of the tentacle smashing through closed shutters and into the room beyond. The tentacle tightened and a whole section of the wall was torn away. 
 
    Two tentacles writhed on the ground, and when they tightened and pulled back, whole sections of cobblestone were torn up. Another tentacle wrapped around a wagon loaded with pottery. The wagon was lifted into the air, the driver tumbling from the seat. The horses pulling it were lifted partway into the air, and then the harness broke and they fell to the ground and ran squealing in fear. The tentacle tightened, crushing the wagon to bits. Pottery rained down, shattering on the ground. A falling pot struck a man on the head, and he fell to his knees, bleeding. 
 
    The shliken heaved itself upward still further. A whole section of wall was turned to rubble under its bulk. It squirmed forward into the square, awkward and ungainly on land. More tentacles swarmed over the wall. 
 
    “No, Aislin,” Netra moaned. She’d been trying to keep hold of Aislin, but now she gave up. “I have to stop this,” she said. She faced the creature and went very still. Her eyes grew distant, unfocused. Her hands rose slowly before her, fingers outstretched as if she were trying to take hold of something. 
 
    People were running everywhere, screaming, trying to get away. Aislin looked on greedily, taking it all in. Now they would all see that they should leave her alone. Now she would finally be free to do as she pleased. 
 
    But at the same time a small, irritating part of her was crying out, telling her not to do this, that people would be hurt, and she would be sorry. She hated that part and tried to push it away. 
 
    One flailing tentacle struck the statue in the center of the square and it exploded, chunks of stone flying everywhere. Several of the fleeing people were struck by pieces of stone and went down. Another tentacle landed on top of a two-story building fronting the square. It flexed, ripping away roof tiles and tearing a large hole in the roof. It continued pulling and part of the front of the building was ripped away as well. Debris rained down on fleeing citizens. 
 
    Aislin’s attention was drawn to a woman on the far side of the square, in a corner formed by the wall and a building. Why wasn’t she running like the others? Aislin wondered. Chunks of stone and twisted timbers had fallen around her, forming a barrier, it was true. But she didn’t appear injured. Surely she could climb over the debris and escape. Why didn’t she? If she stayed where she was, she was going to get crushed for sure. 
 
    Then Aislin looked closer and saw that the woman was holding a bundle in her arms, a bundle that moved. 
 
    It was a baby. That was why she wasn’t fleeing. She couldn’t climb to freedom and hold onto the baby too. 
 
    The small part inside Aislin cried out. 
 
    As Aislin watched, a tentacle came for the woman. Surely now she would flee to safety, even if it meant leaving the baby behind. 
 
    But instead she pulled a knife from the pocket of her dress. Teeth bared in a feral snarl, she stabbed the tentacle. 
 
    Suddenly something clicked into place inside Aislin. She understood now. The mother was trying to protect her baby because it couldn’t protect itself. She was willing to die if that was what it took, because there was no way she was going to abandon her child. 
 
    That was what Treylen meant when he spoke of love. It was caring about someone else more than caring about oneself. 
 
    And she remembered something then. The villagers storming up to the cottage in Seaside. Her mother standing up against them. 
 
    To protect her child. 
 
    To protect Aislin. 
 
    Aislin realized then that she’d done a terrible thing. She had to fix it. 
 
    Just then the shliken began to scream. It was a scream of pain. It was the scream of a dying thing. 
 
    Aislin turned and saw her mother standing there, frozen in place. Her hands were outstretched before her, her fingers become claws as she gripped something only she could see. Her lips were pulled back from her teeth in a snarl. 
 
    Her hands closed a little more, and the shliken screamed again. Its tentacles began flailing wildly as it tried to fight back against this foe it could not see. The other entryway pillar was shattered. More pieces were torn from nearby buildings. Broken timbers and chunks of stone were flung into the air. Two men were struck by a tentacle and knocked head over heels. 
 
    Aislin ran to her mother and grabbed her arm. “No, Mama!” she cried. “Don’t kill it! I’ll send it away, I promise!” 
 
    For a few more seconds Netra stood there frozen, her hands slowly closing. The shliken screamed again. Aislin kept yelling and tugging on her arm. 
 
    Slowly Netra looked down at Aislin. There was no sign of recognition in her eyes. They were cold and far away. 
 
    “Let it go, please!” Aislin begged. “I’ll send it away. It won’t hurt anyone anymore.” 
 
    Netra blinked and the cold, distant look faded. She nodded. Her hands slowly opened. She took a deep breath and lowered her arms. 
 
    Aislin cupped her hands around her mouth and cried out, telling the shliken to go back to its home. Its huge head swiveled and the yellow eyes fixed on her. She yelled at it again, sending it away. Then its tentacles began to retract. It pushed itself back through the gap it had torn in the wall and slid over the edge. In moments it was gone from view. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mama,” Aislin cried, holding her arms up. Netra went to her knees and took her in her arms. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Mama. That’s enough,” Aislin said, pulling out of the hug. She liked the hug, more than she’d thought she would. It felt good. But she wasn’t sure she liked how it made her feel. Her stomach felt funny, and her eyes were all watery. She didn’t think she was ready for crying yet. She needed to think about it some more first. 
 
    Netra wiped her eyes. “Oh, Aislin, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No, Mama,” Aislin corrected her. “I called the shliken here. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But I drove you to it. I should never have kept you from the sea for so long. It’s too important to you.” 
 
    Aislin’s eyes got very wide. “I can go to the sea again?” 
 
    “Soon,” her mother said. She stroked her cheek once, then stood up. “Stay close to me, honey. I need to help. There are people here who need healing.” 
 
    Aislin followed her mother—and she was her mother, she saw that now—as she moved around the square, checking on the wounded. There were some broken bones and lots of cuts and scrapes, but no one had been killed, and no one was seriously wounded. The mother and her baby came through without a scratch. Aislin was glad about that, glad that no one had been hurt badly. It wasn’t surprising, really. The shliken wasn’t at heart a cruel creature. It had obeyed her summons, but there was no malice in it. As large as it was, it fed on small fish and shelled creatures. It wouldn’t have eaten a person even if it were hungry. 
 
    An hour or so later Netra and Aislin left the square and headed back for the Tender estate. “I’m going to have to tell the macht you did this,” Netra said. “He needs to know.” 
 
    “I know,” Aislin said quietly. “Will he be very angry?” 
 
    Netra squeezed her shoulder gently. “I don’t think so. You’ll have to promise him you’ll never do it again. Can you do that?” 
 
    Aislin thought about this. “I think so.” A few minutes passed. Aislin asked, “When can I go down to the sea? I want to see Treylen again too.” 
 
    “Soon. Maybe this afternoon. I’m going to talk to the FirstMother when we get back to the estate. We’ll see what she says.” 
 
    They were approaching the estate. There were a number of Tenders about, some going in, some coming out. Aislin looked at her mother and realized something for the first time. 
 
    “You dress like them now.” Netra was no longer wearing one of her dresses, but was wearing a brown robe. 
 
    “I am one of them,” Netra replied. “I wasn’t sure if I still was, but now I am.” 
 
    “What are they? What are you?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it when we get a chance, okay? But I’ll tell you this much right now. Tenders help people. They help animals and plants too.” 
 
    “How about fish? Do they help fish?” 
 
    “Long ago there were Tenders who did. That ended during the great wars between land and sea.” 
 
    “Fish can use help too.” 
 
    “You’re right. Maybe if you decide to become a Tender someday that’s what you can do.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I don’t like the robes. Not at all.” 
 
    Netra laughed. Aislin decided she liked the sound of her laughter more than the sound of her tears. Maybe being a person like everyone else wasn’t so bad. 
 
    “Not quite like everyone else,” she corrected. 
 
    “What was that?” Netra asked her. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    They found the FirstMother a few minutes later. Her mother cried some more while telling Cara everything that had happened, which confused Aislin. She thought the crying was supposed to be over for now. It seemed she still had a lot to learn. 
 
    “Macht Rome and Quyloc will want to know right away,” Cara said, when Netra was finished. 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that. I’d rather do it tomorrow, but I guess there’s no getting out of it.” 
 
    “It’s not every day a sea monster attacks the city. They’ll want to avoid a panic.” 
 
    Aislin spoke up then. “It’s not.” 
 
    Cara looked at her. “What’s not?” 
 
    “It’s not a sea monster. It’s a shliken.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Cara said. “I misspoke. Thank you for correcting me. It is one of the Mother’s creatures, just like you and me.” 
 
    Aislin doubted that. Clearly this woman hadn’t seen the shliken, or she wouldn’t be saying such a foolish thing. But she didn’t say so. It was probably better to keep that thought to herself. 
 
    “I guess I’ll head on up to the palace then,” Netra said. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Cara said. “We’ll take a carriage.” 
 
    A few minutes later all three of them were in a carriage and rolling up the hill toward the castle. Aislin sat quietly, looking out the window, while the two women talked. 
 
    “You’re sure she summoned it?” Cara said. 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “She’s so young still,” Cara breathed. “Truly she is an exceptional child.” 
 
    “That’s why Ya’Shi brought her to me,” Netra said. 
 
    “I wish we knew more about her origins,” Cara said. 
 
    “Next time I see Ya’Shi I’ll be sure to ask,” Netra said sarcastically. “I’m sure he’ll be very forthcoming.” 
 
    “Have you talked to her yet about…you know?” 
 
    “About her role in what’s to come? No. We haven’t been doing much communicating since…well, forever really.” 
 
    “What role?” Aislin wanted to know. “What is that?” 
 
    The two women exchanged looks. “You’ll have to tell her eventually,” Cara said. 
 
    “But she’s so young still.” 
 
    “We don’t know how far away it is. We might have less time than we think before it hits us.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Netra turned to Aislin and took one of her hands in hers. Aislin started to pull away, then reminded herself that it was okay now and relaxed as much as she could. 
 
    “There’s a bad time coming,” Netra said. “When a lot of people could…” She trailed off. 
 
    “Die?” Aislin asked. 
 
    Netra nodded. 
 
    “You can say the word, Mama. I know what it means.” 
 
    “All right. A lot of people could die. But if you are very brave, you might be able to stop it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aislin said simply. 
 
    Netra smiled a little. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that. I don’t want lots of people to die. Some of them have babies they need to take care of.” 
 
    “Yes, they do,” Netra replied. 
 
    Tears started again in Netra’s eyes, and Aislin turned back to the window shaking her head. “I hope you’re not going to cry all the time. I don’t like it very much, you know,” she said crossly. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Netra said softly. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin had never seen a building as big as the palace. Or one with so much stuff in it. As they walked through it, their footsteps echoing on the marble floor, she craned her neck back, staring at the ceiling high above. There was a picture painted on it and lots of gold too, which she liked because it was shiny. She kept her head moving the whole time, trying to see it all, but they were moving too quickly for that, and when she tried to pull away from her mother to go look at something interesting, her mother told her no and they kept going. 
 
    The man who was leading them was short and wearing black pants and a little black vest. His hair was very shiny. He looked back when she tried to pull away and said, “Perhaps later, after your meeting with the macht, if you still want, I could give you a short tour of the palace. Would you like that?” 
 
    Aislin nodded, but didn’t speak. She wasn’t sure what to make of him. She didn’t know him well enough yet. 
 
    “Thank you for the offer, Opus,” her mother said. “It’s very kind.” 
 
    “I have children of my own, Lady,” Opus replied. 
 
    Aislin liked the macht right away when she met him. There was a twinkle in his eye and a smile on his bearded face when he held out his hand. Aislin stared suspiciously at the hand, not sure what it meant. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Netra said. “Put your hand out and shake his.” 
 
    Tentatively, she did so and he laughed. She found herself smiling as well, which surprised her. The smile felt weird on her face. She touched her cheeks, trying to imagine what it looked like. 
 
    The other man, Quyloc, she wasn’t so sure of. He had a grim look on his face, and he was so tall. She was glad he didn’t put his hand out. 
 
    Rome sat down at the table and pulled out a chair for Aislin. “Here. Sit down beside me. Let’s talk.” 
 
    Aislin looked at her mother, who nodded. She sat down in the proffered chair, and everyone else sat as well. It was a big table, with maps all over it and a few mugs. She’d never seen such a big table before. She didn’t know they made them so big. She wondered why. Maybe Rome had lots of children to feed. 
 
    Rome leaned forward and rested his thick forearms on his thighs. “Aislin, can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    Aislin frowned. “All of it?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “I was very angry,” she said, looking down at her hands. “Mama wouldn’t let me go to the sea. I hated her. I hated everyone. Then I thought of the shliken. I thought I could use it to hurt everyone and get back at them.” Her hands were shaking, and she clasped them together, trying to make them stop. It didn’t work. 
 
    “I called it to come and save me.” Her voice broke, and she could feel tears in her eyes. They frightened her. She didn’t want to cry. She wasn’t ready for it. She wiped at her eyes fiercely. “I was glad at first, but then I saw the woman with her baby.” She peeked at Rome, then looked quickly away. “She stabbed the shliken. She wanted to protect her baby. That’s when I knew it was wrong what I did. I told it to go away.” 
 
    “That’s quite a story,” Rome said when she was done. “Do you think it will happen again the next time you get angry?” 
 
    Aislin shook her head. 
 
    “Are you sure? What if I was mean to you right now? What if I told you that you couldn’t go down to the sea?” 
 
    “I’d be sad,” Aislin said in a small voice. “But I won’t call the shliken again. I promise. The shliken was hurt by Mama. It’s probably mad at me too.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Rome said. “Can I ask you some more questions?” 
 
    Aislin shrugged. She wanted to run away, but she told herself she had to quit doing that. She needed to be a big girl now. 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    “I called it.” She didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “Can you call other creatures as well?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve been told that you can makes waves and things to swim in the waves. How do you do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think about it, and it happens.” 
 
    “How big of a wave can you make?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Really big.” 
 
    “What else can you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Lots of things.” 
 
    “Aislin,” Quyloc said. She glanced at him and then away. “Have you felt anything in the sea? Anything wrong, like something bad that’s coming?” 
 
    Aislin’s brow furrowed as she thought about this. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “But you’d know, wouldn’t you?” he pressed. “If there was something big that was wrong, you’d be able to feel it, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I think so.” 
 
    “Will you tell us if you feel something wrong in the sea? Right away?” Rome asked. 
 
    “Okay.” The urge to climb down off the chair and run away was becoming overwhelming, but she forced herself to sit there. There was something she wanted to ask first. “Can I go to the sea again soon?” 
 
    Rome and Quyloc exchanged looks. “I don’t see why not,” Rome said. “But I want someone to go with you. Whenever you leave the Tender estate, I want you to have someone with you. Every time. Can you promise me that?” 
 
    Aislin nodded. “I promise.” 
 
    Rome looked at Netra. “I want you two to check in with me regularly. I want to know everything. If Ya’Shi is right, and I believe we have to assume he is, then something is coming. We need to be ready for it when it does.” He looked at Quyloc. “Have you heard anything through your informants? About the other two children?” 
 
    Quyloc shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. But I’ve put the word out to be on the lookout for children with unusual powers, especially ones that pertain to the earth and the air.” He paused, thinking. “I’m worried that the reason we haven’t heard anything is because one or more of them are across the sea. If that’s where this is coming from, then we’re not going to have any advance warning.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    The carriage dropped Cara off at the estate and then continued on down to the city gates. There, Aislin and her mother got out and walked the path that led down to the sea. 
 
    Treylen was in his usual spot, under the ash tree not too far from the mouth of the river. He looked up at Aislin’s shout. She waved to him as she ran, but she didn’t slow down to talk to him. She headed straight for the water and dove in. 
 
    Netra came over and sat down on the sand beside Treylen. “Did you know she could do that, call that thing in?” 
 
    Treylen got a pained look on his face. “Yes. She did it once before, when we were out in the boat.” 
 
    “It would have been nice to know that.” 
 
    “Would it have changed anything? Would you have done anything different?” 
 
    “No,” Netra admitted. She turned to look up at the cliffs. From here she could see the destroyed section of wall. “You saw it all then?” 
 
    He nodded. “Was anyone killed?” 
 
    “Fortunately, no. But someone very easily could have been.” 
 
    “Despite its ferocious appearance, the shliken is fundamentally a peaceful creature of the deeps. Believe me when I tell you that while I knew she could summon the thing, I never dreamed she could force it to attack like that. To make it go against its nature in such a way…it speaks of her strength. I truly had no idea she was so strong.” 
 
    “I don’t believe even she realizes how strong she is.” 
 
    “Someday we’re going to be glad she is that strong.” 
 
    “I know.” Netra sighed. “I hope that day is far away.” 
 
    Treylen looked out at Aislin. She was barely visible far out in the water. “I think you’re going to be here for a while.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Netra said. “It’s worth it.” 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    It was getting dark when Netra and Aislin got out of the carriage in front of the Tender estate. “Feel better now, honey?” Netra asked her. 
 
    “I do.” Aislin’s eyes were shining. She looked rejuvenated. “Can I go again tomorrow?” 
 
    “You can go every day if you want,” Netra said, touching her hair. “But I won’t always be able to come with you. I have responsibilities now that I have to attend to. But you can’t go alone. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What we need to do is to find someone who can go with you when I can’t. I can talk to Cara and see if one of the Tenders—” 
 
    “Nope,” Aislin said, interrupting her. She pointed at the young guard with the goatee. “I want him to go with me.” 
 
    “Go with you where?” the young man said. “Do I get a say in this or not?” He sounded upset, but there was a half-smile on his face that gave him away. 
 
    “My daughter needs someone who can accompany her when she leaves the estate,” Netra said. 
 
    The young man drew himself up straight and saluted. “Randel at your service, ma’am.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Netra asked him. “Most of the time you’re going to spend down on the beach waiting for her while she swims.” 
 
    “You mean I’d have to leave my favorite gate behind, and all the excitement that goes with it, to lie around on the sand?” he asked, his smile getting bigger. “I don’t know if I could manage that.” 
 
    “So you’ll do it?” Aislin asked. She’d been watching and listening, but she still wasn’t sure if this was going her way or not. Why couldn’t people be clearer about what they were actually feeling? 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” he said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    “C’mon, hurry!” Aislin said. “I’m ready to go!” She was standing by the gates, practically hopping from one foot to the other, she was so eager to go down to the sea. But Randel was taking forever to get ready. 
 
    “Almost ready,” Randel said, sticking his head out of the little hut that the guards used to store weapons and personal items. “I just need to grab my lunch. Or do you want me to starve out there?” 
 
    “You won’t starve,” Aislin said. “You’re just saying that!” 
 
    “I nearly starved yesterday,” Randel said. He pulled up his tunic to show her his ribs. “Look at how skinny I am.” 
 
    “You were always that skinny! Hurry! You’re wasting time.” 
 
    “All right, all right. I think I have everything now.” He paused in the doorway of the hut and put one finger to the tip of his nose. “Wait a minute. I think I might have forgotten…” He started to turn to go back into the hut, but Aislin grabbed his hand and started tugging on him. 
 
    They’d gone down to the sea every day for weeks now, but still Aislin couldn’t get enough of it. The time away from the sea had depleted her in a way she didn’t understand. All she knew was that she had a burning need to go there as often as possible. She wanted to be there before the sun rose, and when it set at the end of the day she didn’t want to leave. 
 
    When they got down to the beach, Treylen was waiting for them, sitting under his tree. Fall was in the air and the leaves on the tree were starting to turn, but the days were still warm out in the sun. 
 
    “Did she let you bring some food today?” Treylen asked Randel as the young man plopped down on the sand next to him. 
 
    “Barely. She about pulled my arm off.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t!” Aislin yelled. “And you were taking forever.” 
 
    “Do you want to take the boat out again today?” Treylen asked Aislin. 
 
    Aislin started to say yes, but then she saw the look on Randel’s face. Yesterday she’d insisted Randel come out in the boat with her, and she’d taken him pretty far out. There were a lot of waves too. He looked bad the whole time and finally got sick over the edge. She didn’t think he liked the boat all that much. 
 
    “No, I’m going to swim.” She left the two of them talking and waded out into the water. She floated on her back for a while, staring up at the birds wheeling in the sky over her. When she looked around some time later, she saw that she’d drifted over close to the high cliffs. The tide was out and she could see the cave in the base of the cliffs. On a whim, she swam over to take a closer look. She got out of the water and walked up to peer inside. 
 
    She was surprised to see that the cave went back pretty far. Far enough that she couldn’t see where it ended. She took a step inside and paused, looking around. The floor of the cave was covered with rotting seaweed. She could only dimly see the ceiling of the cave above her. Something scurried across the rocks. Feeling a thrill of excitement, she went in a little further. 
 
    It was getting hard to see. She should probably turn back. If only she had a candle. She decided to go just a little further. Right when she was about to turn back because it was getting too dark, she got to the end of the cave. Then she saw something interesting. 
 
    There were steps cut into the stone. Where did they go? she wondered. She thought about it, trying to remember where the cave was in relation to the castle. If she recalled right, the cave was roughly underneath the vine-covered tower that stood behind the palace. Did the steps lead up to that? It was an exciting thought. She wished even more that she’d brought a candle, though she didn’t know how she would light it by herself anyway. 
 
    She reached the foot of the stairs and looked up. They were steep, narrow steps, crudely carved out of the raw stone. They led up into pure blackness. It would be foolish to go up there. 
 
    She put a foot on the bottom step. Nothing terrible happened. She took another step, then several more. It was completely dark now. She turned and looked back the way she’d come. She could see the glow from the sunlight. She should turn back now. If Mama found out she came in here she would be worried. But she really wanted to know where the steps led. 
 
    Putting a hand on the wall to guide her, she began to climb. She went slowly, feeling blindly for each step, always keeping her hand on the wall. She’d been in blackness like this before, when she dove deep into the sea, down where sunlight never came. But that was different. She was never really blind when she was in the water. She could sense everything around her, know what creatures were nearby, how far away they were, what direction they were swimming. She didn’t have any of that here. There could be something sneaking up on her right now, and she’d never know it. 
 
    For the first time she felt a small spark of fear. It was a strange feeling for her. She’d never really been afraid before. Well, she’d been afraid when those two men chased her, but that was different. That was more of an animal thing, like the deer running from the wolf. She ran because she had to. 
 
    But this was different. There was no obvious danger here to run from. She was afraid of something she couldn’t even see, something that might not even be there at all. After all, it was only darkness, and she was in the darkness every night. 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” she said. Her voice sounded very small in the darkness. She really should leave, she thought, and even turned around to do so. 
 
    But then she turned right back around and took a couple more steps. She wanted to see where these stairs led, and she wasn’t going to run away like a rabbit before she even found out anything. 
 
    Slowly she made her way upward, one careful step at a time. Some of the steps had crumbled mostly away, and there was loose rock and dirt in a number of places so she had to be very careful. Having bare feet was good here, because she could feel what was under her foot before she put her weight on it. 
 
    As she went, she gradually became aware of a growing malice in the distance. At first she thought it was only her imagination, but it kept growing and getting stronger. She stopped and listened carefully. It was completely quiet. She couldn’t even hear the sea anymore. There was no sign of any danger at all. But the hair on the back of her neck was standing up, and she had goose bumps on her arms. 
 
    It felt like something was waiting for her up there in the darkness, preparing for the moment when she would be close enough… 
 
    “No,” she said crossly. “I am not afraid.” The echoes of her voice died away into the darkness, and she felt even more alone and vulnerable than before. 
 
    But still she did not turn back. She’d climbed quite a ways now. She must be getting close to the top of the cliff. She thought that maybe when she got there, to the tower or wherever, she might leave that way, rather than try and go back down all these stairs again. Someone would have to go tell Randel not to wait for her, but surely that wouldn’t be too much trouble. 
 
    With each step the sense of malice grew ever stronger. She was shaking now. She stopped to listen again. For the first time, she heard something. Or thought she did anyway. It sounded like leaves rustling against stone. She frowned. Leaves? Here in the dark? That made no sense at all. And if it was, well, she wasn’t afraid of leaves. That was silly. 
 
    She resumed climbing. More time passed. Then, above her, she saw what looked like a faint glimmer of light. She climbed a few more steps, and it grew stronger. It was light. She speeded up, suddenly badly wanting to see light again. She hoped she was at the top now. 
 
    But the light was coming from a corridor that branched off to the side. She looked up the stairs again, then took the side corridor. It went about twenty paces and ended at a door. The door was slightly ajar, and the light was coming from around it. She pushed the door open. 
 
    The sunlight was terribly bright after her time in the darkness, and she squeezed her eyes shut, then blinked a lot until she was able to see clearly once again. 
 
    She was in a small room. A narrow cot was against one wall. There was a simple desk and a chair against another wall. Several books lay on the desk. A small window let in the light. 
 
    She went to the window and looked out. All she could see was the sea, far down below her. It looked like the window was cut right out of the cliffs under the castle. This was some kind of secret room or something. She looked around. Everything had a thick layer of dust on it. The books were moldy and falling apart. No one had been in here for a long time. She wondered whose room it was, and what happened to them. Why didn’t they come back anymore? If she had a secret room like this she’d use it all the time. 
 
    She left the room and headed back to the stairs. She had to be close to the top now. Not too much further to go. 
 
    But when she got back to the stairs, she stopped. She’d left the door to the secret room open, and in the light coming from it she could see the stairs clearly for the first time. 
 
    There was something on them, only a half-dozen steps further up. 
 
    It was a thick vine of some kind. The leaves were large and bright green, the edges crimson, as if they’d been dipped in blood. The vine choked the entire stairway. While Aislin stared at it in fascination, the leaves rustled, as if from some unfelt wind. The sound they made was the same sound she’d heard earlier. 
 
    She knew then, with utter certainty, that this vine was her enemy. It wasn’t a conscious thought; it was a feeling. She felt it the same way a rabbit feels that the coyote wants to eat it, even if the rabbit has never seen a coyote before. Without realizing it, she went into a crouch, all her attention fixed on the vine. The leaves rustled again. She caught a hint of movement from within their depths and stared unblinking at the spot. 
 
    A moment later two glowing red spots appeared. They looked like eyes. 
 
    Instinctively, Aislin reached for the power of the sea. But it was too far away here, there was too much stone between, and so she was only to grasp the merest trickle of power. 
 
    She could not fight this vine here, so far from the sea. Her enemy would have to wait until later. 
 
    She began to back down the stairs, keeping her eyes fixed on the vine. The leaves rustled again, and this time she heard the unmistakable sound of claws on stone. Then whatever was behind the eyes hissed at her. Automatically, she bared her teeth and hissed back. 
 
    She kept backing down the stairs, and soon she went around a bend and could no longer see the strange vine. Darkness once again swallowed her world. She paused, wiping sweat from her face. What was that thing? Why was it there? 
 
    It was time to leave. She didn’t like it here anymore. 
 
    She turned and began making her way down the stairs as quickly as she could without falling. She didn’t hear anything more from upstairs, but she could still feel the vine’s malignant presence. 
 
    Then it happened. She went too fast and put her weight on a step without checking it first. The step crumbled under her, and she fell and tumbled down the stairs. She stopped herself after a little ways and lay sprawled on the stairs, breathing hard. She’d scraped her forearm and banged her knee pretty hard. There was also a sore spot on her head, though she didn’t remember hitting it. But she seemed to be okay. 
 
    Cautiously, she started to get to her feet, and that’s when she saw something peculiar. 
 
    A faint reddish glow was coming from a crack in the wall. It was barely noticeable, and then only if she looked right at it, which explained why she hadn’t seen it on the way up. She felt around on the wall and discovered that the crack here was just wide enough for her to fit into, if she turned sideways. 
 
    She looked back up the stairs. She could still sense the vine up there, but it didn’t seem to be getting any closer. She didn’t think it could come down this far. Plants didn’t move like that anyway, even weird ones like the vine. She was probably safe from it now. 
 
    She wedged herself into the crack. It was a pretty tight fit. If she was any bigger, she wouldn’t be able to make it. As it was she scraped herself up a little bit more, but it wasn’t too bad. Not bad enough to stop her from exploring anyway. She badly wanted to know where that glow was coming from. It clearly wasn’t daylight. It was close to the same color as fire, but it wasn’t flickering at all. 
 
    The crack turned to the side and opened up a tiny bit. Now the glow was stronger. She could see where she was putting her feet and that let her move faster, though she was still careful. She could feel something in the air. The air buzzed with it. It was kind of the way the air felt right before lightning started. But she didn’t sense anything bad, like with the vine. Intrigued, she speed up. 
 
    She followed the crack for a few more minutes. Sometimes it got so narrow she thought she wasn’t going to make it. Once she had to crawl. But it never closed off completely, and with every step the reddish glow grew stronger. 
 
    Finally, after squeezing through the tightest fit of all, she popped out into a sudden opening. It was a chamber carved out of solid rock, about ten paces across and roughly as high. But the far wall was what drew her attention. It was made of some kind of black, glossy stone, as smooth as glass. 
 
    Set in the middle of the black stone wall was a pair of circular double doors, made of the same black stone. Across the front of them, spanning both doors, was an elongated depression about five feet long and six inches or so wide. It looked like at one time something had been set into the depression, but whatever it was was gone now. 
 
    The doors were slightly ajar. The red light was coming from beyond them. 
 
    Aislin walked across the cavern, her eyes wide. Never had she imagined she would find something like this. What was it? What was it doing here? 
 
    What was beyond those doors? 
 
    Gingerly, she touched one of the doors. Nothing happened. She hooked her fingers around the edge of it and pulled. 
 
    It swung open easily, silently. 
 
    Filled with awe and wonder, she stepped through the doorway. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the doors was a spherical room about twenty paces across, all made out of the same glossy black stone. In the center of the room was a pedestal. It looked like it was made out of smooth, milky crystal. 
 
    On top of the pedestal was the source of the red glow. 
 
    When Aislin entered the room a humming sound started. She looked around, wondering where it was coming from. Seeing no obvious source, she made her way over to the pedestal. The humming grew slightly louder. The pedestal was almost too tall for her and she had to stand on tiptoe to get a closer look at what was on top of it. When she did, she gave off a little gasp and put her hand to her mouth. It was beautiful. 
 
    It looked like a ruby, but its surface was smooth and perfect, not faceted like a gem. It was about the size of one of Aislin’s hands. One side was curved. The other two sides were jagged, as if whatever it was had been broken from a larger piece. 
 
    Aislin stared at it in wonder. Who put it here? Why? 
 
    She reached out with one finger. The humming sound grew louder, but she ignored it. 
 
    She touched it. 
 
    When she did, the background hum suddenly grew much stronger. Her vision wavered and then changed. 
 
    She saw a figure before her. It was tall and slender with pale, almost translucent skin. The figure seemed to be male, but he was definitely not human. He had too many arms, four instead of two. His eyes were much larger than a human’s, and his nose almost nonexistent. He had no hair. 
 
    He was injured. There was a long cut on his side and pale green blood was leaking from it. He was standing bent over, two hands pressed against the cut. She thought he was dying. 
 
    He was speaking urgently, trying to tell her something, but there was no sound. 
 
    All at once a blinding flash of light came from the object, and a pulse of energy flared. The vision disappeared and Aislin was thrown backwards. She slid across the floor and came to a stop against the wall, shaken, but unharmed. She sat there blinking, trying to see past the sudden stars in her vision. Her hand and arm tingled. 
 
    The room was silent. Even the background hum was gone now. 
 
    Aislin got up and went back over to the pedestal. She stood on tiptoe and looked at the object again, though she made no move to touch it. She hadn’t liked how that felt at all. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. “Who are you? What are you trying to tell me?” 
 
    She frowned, thinking. She had the strangest feeling that she’d seen him before. But where? When? 
 
    “You’re one of the masters, aren’t you?” she asked. She didn’t know where the words came from, but they felt right. 
 
    “But you’ve been dead for a long time, dead and forgotten.” She thought some more. Pieces of the distant past were breaking loose from somewhere deep inside her and floating to the surface. It was hard to catch hold of them, and the ones she did catch mostly made no sense. 
 
    “There’s something that we were supposed to do, but you died before you could tell us.” What was it? It felt so close. Why couldn’t she remember? 
 
    She stood there for some time but got no closer to understanding. The strange memories grew dimmer, then faded away altogether. 
 
    She thought about taking the glowing red thing with her when she left the strange room but decided not to. Whatever it was, it was important that it be protected. It was important to keep it safe from enemies. 
 
    ╬             ╬             ╬ 
 
    Aislin left the spherical room, made her way through the crack and down the stairs. When she got to the sea she swam straight back to the beach where Randel and Treylen were waiting. 
 
    Randel looked at her as she approached. “You’re back early. You want to dig up some clams or chase crabs or something?” Randel was like that, cheerful and always game for whatever silly thing Aislin wanted to do. 
 
    “No, I’m okay,” Aislin said, sitting down on the sand. 
 
    Treylen was looking at her oddly. “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing there. You’re imagining it,” she said sharply, turning away from him. “I’m tired of swimming is all.” 
 
    Aislin had thought about it the whole way back. At first she’d planned to tell them about the strange room she discovered and the glowing object. She couldn’t wait to tell them. 
 
    But then it occurred to her that it might not be such a good idea. She’d have to explain what she was doing there. Mama would probably get mad, and Aislin would probably get in trouble for it. She might even not be allowed to come down to the sea again for a while. She couldn’t bear the thought of that. 
 
    On top of that was the strange feeling that what she’d found needed to stay hidden. She didn’t want the Devourers to find it. She didn’t know who, or what, the Devourers were, but she knew it was vital they not find the glowing object. 
 
    So she decided not to tell anyone. 
 
    Not yet anyway. Maybe later. 
 
    For now it would be her little secret. 
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    Sea Born Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Aislin stopped, confused. This wasn’t the same street she’d taken earlier. That street had a big, gray, stone building on the corner. She remembered running her hand over the snarling faces carved into some of the stones, thinking how scary it would be if they came to life. There was no sign of the stone building. Instead there was a small pottery shop, the racks set out front covered with clay bowls, cups and vases for sale. She turned around and looked back the way she'd come. No sign of the stone building there either. 
 
    She clenched her small fists and gritted her teeth, angry at herself, angry at her situation. She should have paid more attention to where she was going. She shouldn’t have followed that procession. She should have gone straight to the shop and straight home. This was going to make her late getting home. If she was late, Mama would get mad and Aislin probably wouldn't be allowed to go out again by herself. 
 
    And after she’d worked so hard to earn the right to leave the Tender estate alone. She’d spent months wearing her mother down, arguing that she was old enough and responsible enough to go into the city by herself. After all, she was ten now, almost eleven. She wasn’t a little girl any more, even if she hadn’t grown very much taller. She didn’t need Randel following her every time she went somewhere. She was old enough to go out alone once in a while. 
 
    Her breakthrough had come that morning when Mama said she needed some new candles for the house. Aislin volunteered right away. “It’s not very far and I know the way,” she begged. “Please?” 
 
    “No,” her mother replied. “You promised Macht Rome you wouldn’t go into the city unaccompanied. We both promised him.” 
 
    “But that was so long ago. And I’ve been a good girl. You know I have.” 
 
    For the first time her mother had hesitated before refusing and Aislin knew right then that her time had come. She’d spent the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon following her mother around, pestering her to change her mind. Finally, late in the afternoon, her mother threw up her hands in surrender. 
 
    “You’ll go straight there and come straight back?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course, Mama. I promise.” 
 
    “We’re going up to the palace tonight to have dinner with Macht Rome and Chancellor Quyloc tonight. You remember that, right? We can’t be late.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama, I know.” They went up to the palace every month, usually with FirstMother Cara. Every time Rome and Quyloc asked Aislin if she’d sensed anything bad coming and every time she told them no. She’d never told them about the glowing red thing she found in the secret cave underneath the vine-covered tower. She’d thought about it several times, but every time she’d decided to keep it to herself. She still wasn’t completely sure why she didn’t tell them, only that she had a strong feeling that whatever it was needed to be kept safe and hidden. 
 
    “Okay,” Netra said with a sigh. “You’re right. You’ve been doing well. I suppose it’s only fair to give you a chance to prove yourself. But I’m going to tell the macht about it tonight. If he says no—” she shook her finger at Aislin “—or if you’re late or you get into any trouble…” 
 
    “I know, Mama. I’ll be good. You’ll see.” 
 
    And so, amazingly, her mother had let her go by herself to buy candles. 
 
    Only now Aislin had gone and ruined everything. She would have been fine if the procession wouldn’t have shown up. She was just about to go into the candle shop when she heard it coming down the street toward her. The sounds of drums beating, bells jingling, and over it all a man chanting in a low, dolorous voice. She’d stood there with her hand on the doorknob, staring openmouthed in fascination as it drew closer and closer. 
 
    The procession was made up of about two dozen people and was led by a man in a long, red robe. He was the one chanting. He had his hood pulled up over his head so she couldn’t see his face, and he was swinging a censer as he walked, weaving a pattern of bluish smoke. Behind him others were carrying a closed coffin on poles resting on their shoulders. All them were wearing hooded robes as well, though theirs were white. To the sides were people who were naked except for loincloths, their bodies painted white with strange symbols drawn on over the paint. They were dancing strangely, flinging their arms and legs around wildly. 
 
    How could she not follow the procession once it passed? She’d never seen anything like it. She completely forgot about the candles and chased after the strange spectacle. She wasn’t the only one either. Other people, scores of them, trailed along behind. They followed the procession until it went into a building made of dark stone, with tall, narrow doors and a pointed roof that had an odd symbol on top of it. 
 
    The doors of the building closed behind the procession, shutting out the followers, and that was when Aislin looked around and realized she didn’t recognize the street she was on. 
 
    At first she wasn’t too worried. All she had to do was go back the way she’d come and she’d find the candle shop. From there it would be easy to get back to the Tender estate. 
 
    Except that it had proven to be anything but easy. In fact, she had a feeling that she was more lost than ever. 
 
    She had to figure out the way back to home and she had to figure it out soon. Mama was probably already worried about her. 
 
    Aislin turned around and retraced her steps. She got to the next corner and looked around. Still nothing looked familiar. Another block down was a busy intersection. Maybe she’d see something from there. 
 
    Only that didn’t help either. Now Aislin was getting really mad. Under her breath she used some bad words she’d heard the guards say when they were mad, but they didn’t seem to really help. 
 
    While she was standing there, looking up and down the street, a carriage pulled to a halt in front of her. It was a nice carriage, painted bright red with silver trim. The driver wore white gloves and the two black horses pulling it had shiny coats and harnesses worked with silver. The door of the carriage opened and a fat man leaned out and smiled at her. He was wearing a long, white coat with frills on the sleeves and red satin pants. 
 
    “My apologies, young miss, but you appear to be lost. May I perhaps be of service? My carriage is at your disposal. We can take you anywhere you need to go.” He reached out a pudgy hand, rings glittering on every finger, and beckoned her to come closer. 
 
    Aislin hesitated. She knew she was supposed to stay away from strangers. She remembered all too well what happened that day when the two men had chased her through the city. Even though she took care of them, still it had caused a lot of problems for her. She didn’t want to go through something like that again. 
 
    But those men never smiled and this man had a nice smile. A smile meant that he was friendly, right? And it was a very nice carriage. Carriages often came to the Tender estate and the people in them never chased her or caused problems. So probably it would be okay to accept a ride from the man. She badly needed a ride. She didn’t know what else to do and she didn’t want Mama angry with her. 
 
    She took a couple steps closer. “You better not be a bad man,” she said, giving the man a dark look. “You’ll be sorry.” 
 
    The fat man held up his hands and shook his head vigorously. “I assure you, young miss,” he said in a breathless voice, “I have nothing but the best of intentions. My only concern is for your welfare. The day is drawing on and this is not the best of neighborhoods for a young lady alone. Only accept my offer of help and I will whisk you away quickly and safely to your home, wherever that may be.” 
 
    The quickly part was what convinced Aislin. Surely Mama had already realized she was late. Her only chance to salvage this whole mess was to get back home as fast as possible. 
 
    Besides, if he was planning something bad, well, she would have a surprise for him. One he wouldn’t forget. 
 
    She walked the last steps to the carriage and took the man's hand. His hand was slick with sweat and she almost lost hold when he pulled her up the steps and into the carriage. 
 
    The carriage door closed, the driver cracked the whip, and the carriage lurched forward. 
 
    “Where is it you need to go, young miss?” he asked. His black hair was heavily greased into thick curls that framed his round face. A drop of oil was running down the side of his face. 
 
    “I need to go to the Tender estate. You know where that is, don’t you? And we have to hurry. I'm already late and my mother will be angry.” 
 
    “We certainly don't want your mother to be angry,” he said with a smile that pulled his fleshy lips back from small, white teeth. “Lucky for you that I came by when I did. I’ll have you there in no time at all. You can trust me.” He wiped at the oil running down the side of his face with one thick thumb. 
 
    He kept talking, but Aislin had already quit listening. She'd been living in Qarath for two years now and she’d learned that there were lots of people who talked and talked without really saying anything worth listening to. Even when they stopped talking and waited for her to respond, she could never figure out what they wanted her to say. Nor did she really care to figure it out. To her most people were nothing more than obstacles to be navigated around. She sat back in the seat and looked out the window of the carriage. 
 
    “It certainly is hot today isn’t it?” he said, taking a small handkerchief out of his pocket and wiping his forehead with it. “I don't know when I've ever seen it this hot so early in the year. Are you hot?” 
 
    Aislin flicked a quick look at him and then went back to looking out the window. If she ignored him, probably he’d shut up after a while. Most people did. 
 
    “You know what I like on hot days like this? I like to have a cool drink. What about you? Do you like cool drinks too?” 
 
    He waited. Aislin said nothing. She wondered how long it would take to get to the estate. 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a small bottle. He pulled the cork out of the top and held it up to his lips. He tilted his head back, drank noisily, then lowered the bottle. “That sure is good,” he said, licking his lips. He held a bottle out to her. “Do you want some?” 
 
    Aislin looked at the bottle suspiciously. She shook her head. 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s really very good.” He took another drink from it and held it out to her again. 
 
    Aislin had to admit that she was thirsty. And it was hot in the carriage. Maybe one little drink. She didn’t want much. 
 
    She took the bottle and had a little sip. Hmm. That was pretty good. It tasted like it had honey in it. She glanced cautiously at the man. He smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Go ahead. Have as much as you like. I have plenty more.” 
 
    Aislin finished the rest of the bottle and handed it back to the man. His smile got a lot bigger. 
 
    “See? I told you. I told you that you could trust me.” 
 
    The carriage continued on. The horses’ hooves were loud on the cobblestones. The carriage turned, then turned again. It came to a halt and Aislin heard the driver yell something. There was an answering shout and the sound of a gate being dragged open. That was strange, Aislin thought. Why were they going through a gate? Her vision got a little blurry and she tried to blink it away, but it didn’t seem to help. 
 
    The carriage rolled through the gate and then she could hear the gate closing behind them. Were they already home? she wondered. She took hold of the door handle and opened the carriage door. 
 
    It took her a few seconds to get her eyes to focus properly, but when she did she frowned. She turned back to the fat man. “Hey, this isn’t my home,” she said. She scowled at him. “You better not have tricked me.” 
 
    The fat man was smiling, but there was something different about his smile now. It didn’t seem friendly at all. There were too many teeth. Also the blurriness was getting worse. His face kept fading in and out. 
 
    “I’m starting to get mad,” she said. Her words sounded muffled. 
 
    She could sense water nearby. It was a pond, with fish swimming in it and plants floating on the surface. She reached for the water and gathered it to her. She would show this man why he shouldn’t have tricked her. She would make him sorry. 
 
    But something was wrong. 
 
    She couldn't seem to take hold of the water. It kept slipping through her grasp. And why was she so sleepy all of a sudden? 
 
    She started to get out of the carriage, but her legs failed her and she fell on the ground. Her eyelids were so heavy. She could barely keep them open. She tried to get up, but she couldn’t seem to make her arms or her legs work. 
 
    As if from a great distance she heard the fat man say, “Be careful with her. With hair and eyes like that she will fetch a great price in Ankhara, but not if she is damaged.” She heard his raspy breathing as he leaned close and felt his hand on her hair, stroking it. “Sleep, little miss. By the time you wake up we will be far from here.” 
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