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Chapter One

“We'rehere” Iryssaid.

| looked around. The surrounding jungle bulged with life. Overgrown green bushes blocked our path,
vines hung from the tree canopy, and the constant chatter and trill of jungle birds beat a my ears. Small
furry creatures, who had been following us through the jungle, peeked at us from their hiding spots behind
huge leaves.

“Where?’ | asked, glancing at the three other girls. They shrugged in unison, equally confused. In the
thick humid air, their thin cotton dresses were soaked in sweat. My own black pants and white shirt clung
to my clammy skin. We were tired from lugging our heavy backpacks aong snake-thin jungle paths, and
itchy from hosting unnamesable insects on our skins.

“The Zdtanahomestead,” Irys said. “ Quite possibly your home.”

| surveyed the lush greenery and saw nothing that resembled a settlement. During the course of our
travel s south, whenever Irys had declared that we had arrived, we were usudly in the midst of asmal
town or village, with houses made of wood, stone or brick, hemmed in by fields and farms.

The brightly dressed inhabitants would welcome us, feed us and, amid a cacophony of voices and spicy
aromas, listen to our story. Then certain familieswould be summoned with great haste. In awhirlwind of
excitement and babble, one of the children in our party, who had lived in the orphanage in the north,
would be reunited with afamily they hadn’t known existed.

Asaresult, our group had grown ever smaler aswe d traveled farther into the southern land of Sitia.
Soon, we had |eft the cold northern air far behind, and were now cooking in the steamy warmth of the
junglewith no 9gn of atownin sght.

“Homestead?’ | asked.

Irys sighed. Wisps of her black hair had sprung from her tight bun, and her stern expression didn’t quite
match the dight humor in her emerald eyes.

“Y elena, appearances can be deceiving. Seek with your mind, not your senses,” sheinstructed.

| rubbed my dick hands aong the grain of my wooden staff, concentrating on its smooth surface. My
mind emptied, and the buzz of the jungle faded as| sent out my mental awareness. Inmy mind’'seye, |
dithered through the underbrush with a snake, searching for apatch of sunlight. | scrambled through the
tree branches with along-limbed anima with such easethat it felt asif weflew.

Then, above, | moved with people among the treetops. Their minds were open and relaxed, deciding
what to eat for dinner, and discussing the news from the city. But one mind worried about the sounds
from the jungle below. Something was't right. Someone strange was there. Possible danger. Who'sin
my mind?



| snapped back to mysdlf. Irys stared at me.
“They liveinthetrees?’ | asked.

She nodded. “But remember Y elena, just because someone' s mind is receptive to your probing doesn't
mean you' re permitted to dive into their deeper thoughts. That's a breach of our Ethical Code.”

Her words were harsh, the master level magician scolding her student.
“Sorry,” | said.

She shook her head. “| forget that you're till learning. We need to get to the Citadel and begin your
training, but I'm afraid this stop will take sometime.”

“Why?

“I can't leave you with your family like | did for the other children, and it would be cruel to take you
away too soon.”

Just then, aloud voice from above cdled out, “Venettaden.”

Irys swung her arm up and mumbled something, but my muscles froze before | could repel the magic that
engulfed us. | couldn’'t move. After afrantic moment of panic, | camed my mind. | tried to build amenta
wall of defense, but the magic that ensnared me knocked down my mental bricks asfast as| could stack
them.

Irys, however, was unaffected. She ydlled into the treetops. “We re friends of the Zdtanas. I’ m Irys of
the Jawdrose Clan, Fourth Magician in the Council.”

Another strange word echoed from the trees. My legs trembled as the magic released me and | sank to
the ground to wait for the faintness to pass. The twins, Gracenaand Nickedly collapsed together,
moaning. May rubbed her legs.

“Why have you come, Irys Jawelrose?’ the voice above asked.

“I believe | may have found your lost daughter,” shereplied.

A rope ladder descended through the branches.

“Let’sgo, girls” Iryssad. “Here, Y ena, hold the bottom while we climb.”

A peevish thought about who would hold the ladder for me flashed through my mind. Irys s annoyed
voice admonished mein my own head. Yelena, you will have no trouble getting into the trees.
Perhaps | should have them raise the ladder when it’s your turn to climb, as you might prefer to
use your grapple and rope.

Shewasright, of course. | had used the trees to hide from my enemiesin Ixiawithout the convenience of
aladder. And even now, I’d enjoyed an occasional “walk” through the treetops to keep my skills honed.

Iryssmiled a me. Perhapsit’sin your blood.

My stomach filled with unease as | remembered Mogkan. He had said | was cursed with Zaltana blood.
I’d no reason to trust the now dead southern magician, though, and I’ d been avoiding asking Irys
guestions about the Zatanas so | wouldn’t get my hopes up about being a part of their family. Even while
dying, | knew Mogkan would have been cagpable of pulling one last spiteful trick.



Mogkan and Genera Brazell’s son, Reyad, had kidnapped me along with over thirty other children from
Sitia. Averaging two children ayear, they had brought the girls and boys north to Brazdll’ s orphanage”
inthe Territory of Ixiafor usein ther twisted plans. All of the children had the potentid of becoming
magicians because they had been born to families with strong magic.

Irys had explained to me that magica powerswere agift, and only ahandful of magicians camefrom
each clan. * Of course, the more magiciansin afamily,” Iryshad said, “the greater chance of having more
in the next generation. Mogkan took arisk kidnapping children so young; magica powers don’t manifest
until achild reeches maturity.”

“Why were there more girlsthan boys?’ | had asked.

“Only thirty percent of our magicians are males, and Bain Bloodgood isthe only oneto achieve master
level satus”

Asl| steadied the rope ladder that hung from the jungl€’ s canopy, | now wondered how many Zatanas
were magicians. Besde me, the three girlstucked the hems of their dressesinto their belts. Iryshelped
May start up the rope rungs, and then Gracena and Nickedly followed.

When we had crossed the border into Sitia, the girls hadn’t hesitated to exchange their northern uniforms
for the bright multicolored, cotton dresses worn by some of the southern women. The boys switched
their uniforms for smple cotton pants and tunics. I, on the other hand, had kept my food taster’ suniform
on until the heat and humidity had driven meto purchase apair of boy’s cotton pants and a shirt.

After Irys disappeared into the green canopy, | set my boot on the bottom rung. My feet felt asif they
were swollen with water, weighing me down. Reluctance clung to my legs as| dragged them up the
ladder. In midair, | paused. What if these people didn’t want me? What if they didn't believe | wastheir
lost daughter? What if | were too old to be bothered with?

All the children who had dready found their homes had been immediately accepted. Between the ages of
seven and thirteen, they had been separated from their familiesfor only afew years. Physical
resemblances, ages, and even names had made it easy to place them. Now, we were down to four. The
identical twins, Gracena and Nickedly were thirteen. May was the youngest a twelve, and | wasthe
oldest of the group at twenty.

According to Irys, the Zatanas had lost a six-year-old girl over fourteen years prior. That wasalong
timeto beaway. | wasno longer achild.

Yet | wasthe oldest one who had survived Brazdll’ s plans and remained whole. When the other
kidnapped children reach maturity, those who had developed magica powers had been tortured until
they surrendered their soulsto Mogkan and Reyad. Mogkan had then used the magic of these now
mindless captives to enhance his own, making the children nothing more than living bodies without souls.

Irys bore the burden of informing the families of these children, but | felt some guilt by being the only one
to survive Mogkan' s efforts to capture my soul. The effort, though, cost me agresat dedl.

Thinking about my strugglesin Ixialed to thoughts of Vaek. An ache for him chewed at my heart.
Hooking an arm around the ladder, | fingered the butterfly pendant he had carved for me. Perhaps|
could devise away to returnto Ixia. After al, the magic in my body no longer flared out of control, and |
would much rather be with him than among these strange southernerswho lived in the trees. Even the
name of the south, Sitig, felt thick asrancid syrup in my mouth.

“Yelena, comeon,” Iryscaled down to me. “We rewaiting.”



| swallowed hard and ran ahand over my long braid, smoothing my black hair and pulling out the few
viney tendrilsthat clung to it. Despite the long trek through the jungle, | wasn't too tired. While shorter
than most Ixians at five feet four inches, my body had transformed from emaciated to muscular during my
lagt year in Ixia. The difference had been in my living arrangements. From starving in the dungeon to
tasting food for Commander Ambrose, my situation had improved for my physica well-being, but |
couldn’t say the same for my menta well-being during that time,

| shook my head, banishing those thoughts and concentrating on my immediate circumstances. Climbing
up the rest of the ladder, | expected it to end at awide branch or aplatform inthetreelike alanding on a
staircase. Instead, | entered aroom.

| looked around in amazement. Thewalls and celling of the room were formed by branches and limbs
that had been roped together. Sunlight leaked in between the gaps. Bundled sticks had been worked into
charsthat had cushions made of leaves. The smdl room held only four seats.

“Isthisher?’ atall man asked Irys. His cotton tunic and short pants were the color of the tree’ s leaves.
Green gel had been combed into his hair and smeared over dl his exposed skin. A bow and a quiver of
arrows hung over his shoulder. | guessed he was the guard. Why, though, would he need awegpon if he
were the magician who had frozen us? Then again, Irys had deflected that spell with ease. Could sheturn
asdean arow aswdl?

“Yes” Iryssaid to the man.

“We ve heard rumors at the market, and wondered if you would pay usavist, Fourth Magician. Please,
day here” hesaid. “I'll get the Elder.”

Irys sank into one of the chairs, and the girls explored the room, exclaiming over the view from the single
window. | paced the narrow space. The guard seemed to disappear through the wall, but upon
investigation, | discovered agap that led to a bridge a so made of branches.

“Stdown,” Iryssaid to me. “Relax. You're safe here.”
“Even with that heartwarming reception?’ | countered.

“Standard procedure. Unaccompanied visitors are extremely rare. With the constant danger of jungle
predators, most travelers hire aZdtanaguide. Y ou' ve been edgy and defensive ever sincel told you we
were headed to the Zatana svillage.”

Irys pointed at my legs. “ Y ou'rein afighting stance, prepared for atack. These people are your family.
Why would they want to hurt you?’

| redized that | had pulled my wegpon off my back, and was clutching it in the ready position. With
effort, | relaxed my posture.

“Sorry.” | threaded the bow, afive-foot wooden staff, back into its holder on the side of my backpack.

Fear of the unknown had caused meto clench. For aslong as| could remember in Ixia, | had been told
my family was dead. Lost to me forever. Even o, | used to dream of finding an adopted family who
would love and care for me. | had only given up that fantasy when | had been turned into Mogkan and
Reyad’ s experiment, and now that | had Vaek, | fdt | didn’'t need afamily.

“That'snot true, Yelena,” Iryssaid doud. “Y our family will help you discover who you are and why.
Y ou need them more than you know.”



“I thought you said it was against your Ethical Code to read someone smind.” | rankled at her intrusion
on my private thoughts.

“We are linked as teacher and student. Y ou freely gave me a pathway to your mind by accepting me as
your mentor. It would be eesier to divert awaterfal than to break our link.”

“I don't remember creating a pathway,” | grumbled.

“If there was aconscious effort in making alink, it wouldn’t have happened.” She watched my facefor a
while. *Y ou gave me your trust and your loydty. That was dl that was needed to forge abond. Whilel
won't pry into your intimate thoughts and memories, | can pick up on your surface emotions.”

| opened my mouth to reply, but the green-haired guard returned.
“Follow me” hesaid.

Wewound our way through the treetops. Hallways and bridges connected room after room high above
theland. There had been no hint of this maze of dwellings from the ground. We didn’t see or meet a soul
as we passed around bedrooms and through living areas. From glimpses into the rooms, | saw they were
decorated with itemsfound in the jungle. Coconut shells, nuts, berries, grasses, twigs and leaveswere all
artfully arranged into wall hangings, book covers, boxes and statues. Someone had even fashioned an
exact replicaof one of those long-tailed anima s by using white and black stones glued together.

“Irys,” | said, pointing to the Satue, “what are those animals?’

“Vamurs. Very intelligent and playful. There are millions of them in the jungle. They’ re curious, too.
Remember how they spied on usfrom the trees?’

| nodded, recaling the little creatures that never stood till long enough for me to study. In other rooms, |
spotted more animd replicas made from different colored stones. A hollowness touched my throat as|
thought of Vaek and the animals he carved out of rocks. | knew he would appreciate the craftsmanship
of these stone statues. Perhaps | could send oneto him.

| didn’t know when I"d ever be able to see him again. The Commander had exiled meto Sitiawhen he
had discovered | possessed magica powers. If | returned to Ixia, the Commander’ s order of execution
would bein effect, but he had never said | couldn’t communicate with my friendsin Ixia

| soon found out why we hadn’t encountered anyone on our journey through the village. We entered a
large, round common room where about two hundred people gathered. It appeared the entire settlement
was here. Peoplefilled the benches of carved wood that circled a huge fire pit made of stone.

Tak ceased the minute we entered. All eyesfocused on me. My skin crawled. | felt asif they were
examining every inch of my face, my clothes and my muddy boots. From their expressions, | gathered |
wasn't meeting expectations. | stifled the desire to hide behind Irys. Regret that | hadn't asked Irys more
questions about the Zatanas thumped in my chest.

At last, an older man stepped forward. “I’ m Bavol Cacao Zdtana, Elder Councilman for the Zadtana
family. Areyou YdenaLianaZdtana?’

| hesitated. That name sounded so formal, so connected, so foreign. “My nameisYdena” | sad.

A young man afew years older than | pushed through the crowd. He stopped next to the Elder.
Squinting hard, his jade-eyed gaze bore into mine. A mixture of hatred and revulsion creased hisface. |
felt adight touch of magic brush my body.



“Shehaskilled,” he caled out. “ She reeks of blood.”

Chapter Two

A collective gasp sounded from the crowd of Zatanas. Abhorrence and outrage gripped the now hogtile
facesin theroom. | found mysalf behind Irys, hoping to block the negative force emanating from so many

eyes.

“Lef, you awaystend toward the dramatic,” Irys admonished the young man. “ Y eend shad ahard life.
Don't judge what you don’'t know.”

Lef wilted before Irys sgaze.
“I reek of blood, too. Do | not?” she asked.
“But you're the Fourth Magician,” Leif said.

“So you know what I’ ve done and why. | suggest you find out what your sister has had to dedl within
Ixia before you accuse her.”

Hisjaw tightened. The muscles on his neck pulled taut as he swallowed what might have been areply. |
risked another peek around the room. Now contemplative, worried and even sheepish |ooks peppered
the group. The Zatana women wore deeveless dresses or skirts and short-deeved blouses with bright
flora patterns on them. The hemlines reached to their knees. The men of the clan wore light-colored
tunicsand plain pants. All the Zaltanas were barefoot, and most had lean builds and bronze skin.

Then Irys swords sank in. | grabbed her arm. Brother? | have a brother?

One side of her mouth quirked up. Yes. A brother. Your only sibling. You would have known thisif
you hadn’t changed the subject every time | tried to tell you about the Zaltanas.

Great. My luck was holding steady. | had thought my troubles were over when | had |eft the Territory of
Ixia. Why should any of this surprise me? While dl the other Sitianslived in villages on the ground, my
family resded inthetrees. | sudied Leif, searching for aresemblance. His stocky muscular build and
square face stood out compared to the rest of the lithe clan. Only hisblack hair and green eyes matched
my own features.

During the awkward momentsthat followed, | wished for an invighility spdl, and reminded mysdf to ask
Irysif there were such aspdll.

An older woman about my height approached us. As she neared she shot Leif a powerful glance, and he
hung his head. Without warning, she embraced me. | flinched for a heartbeat, uncertain. Her hair smelled
likelilacs.

“I’vewanted to do thisfor fourteen years,” she said, hugging metighter. “How my arms have ached for
my littlegirl.”

Those words trangported me back in time, shrunk me down into a six-year-old child. Wrapping my arms
around thiswoman, | bawled. Fourteen years without a mother had made me believe | could be stoic
when | findly met her. During the journey south, | had imagined | would be curious and unemotiond.
Nice to make your acquaintance, but we really need to get to the Citadel. But | waswoefully
unprepared for the torrent of emotions that racked my body. | clung to her asif she aone kept me from
drowning.



From adistance, | heard Bavol Cacao. “Everyone get back to work. The Fourth Magician is our guest.
We need a proper feast for tonight. Petal, make up the guest rooms. WE Il need five beds.”

The buzz of voicesfilling the common area disbursed. The room was dmost empty when the
woman—my mother—released me from her arms. It was il difficult to match her oval faceto thetitle of
“Mother.” After al, she might not be my real mother. And if shewere, did | havetheright to call her by
that name after so many years away?

“Y our father will be so pleased,” she said. She pulled astrand of black hair from her face. Stregks of
gray painted her long braids, and her pale green eyes shone with unshed tears.

“How do you know?’ | asked. “I may not be your—"

“Y our soul fitsthe void in my soul perfectly. I’ ve no doubt you' re mine. | hopeyou'll call me Mother, but
if you can’t you can cal me Perl.”

| wiped at my face with the handkerchief Irys handed me. Glancing around, | looked for my father.
Father. Another word that threatened to ruin what little dignity | had remaining.

“Y our father’ s out collecting samples,” Perl said, seeming to read my mind. “He Il be back as soon as
word reaches him.” Perl turned her head. | followed her gaze and saw Lef standing near us; hisarms
crossed over his chest and his hands bunched into fists. “Y ou’ ve met your brother. Don't just stand
there, Leif. Come give your Sister aproper greeting.”

“I can't tand the smell,” he said. He turned his back on us and stalked away.

“Don’'t mind him,” my mother said. “He soverly senstive. He had trouble dealing with your
disappearance. He was blessed with strong magic, but hismagicis...” She paused. “Unique. He can
sense where and what a person has been doing. Not specifics, but generd fedings. The Council calson
him to help solve crimes and disputes, and to determine if apersonisguilty or not.” She shook her head.
“Those Zatanas with magica powers have unusua abilities. What about you, Y elena? | fed the magic
coursing through you.” A brief smiletouched her lips. “My own limited ability. What isyour tlent?’

| glanced at Irysfor help.

“Her magic was forced from her and was uncontrolled until recently. We have yet to determine her
Speciaty.”

Color drained from my mother’ sface. “Forced?’
| touched her deeve. “It' sdl right.”
Perl bit her lip. “Could she flame out?’ she asked Irys.

“No. | have taken her under my wing. She has gained some measure of control. Although, she must
cometo the Magician’sKeep so | can teach her more about her magic.”

My mother grabbed my arms hard. “Y ou must tell me everything that has happened to you since you
were taken from us.”

“I..." A trapped feding seized my throat.

Bavol Cacap stepped to my rescue. “ The Zatanas are honored that you have chosen one of ours as your
student, Fourth Magician. Please let me escort your party to your rooms so you may freshen up and rest



beforethe feast.”

Relief coursed through me, athough the determined set to my mother’sjaw warned that she was not yet
finished with me. Her grip tightened when Irys and the three girls moved to follow Bavol Cacao to our
rooms.

“Perl, you'll have plenty of time to spend with your daughter,” he said. “ She’ shome now.”

She released me, stepping back. “1’1l see you tonight. I’ ask your cousin, Nutty, to lend you some
decent clothesfor the feast.”

| grinned as we worked our way to the guest rooms. With al that had happened today, my mother had
gtill managed to notice the clothes | wore,

The feast that night began as a sedate dinner, but then transformed into a party despite the fact that |
might have offended my hosts by first tasting the many fruit dishes and seasoned cold mests for poisons
beforel ate. Old habits die hard.

Thenight air filled with the scent of burning citronellamixed with adamp earthy smell. After themed,
various Zdtanas pulled out musical instruments made of bamboo and twine, some jumped up to dance
and others sang with the music. All the while, petite furry vamurs swung from the ceiling rafters and
hopped from table to table. Some of my cousins had made pets of them. Splashes of black and white
and orange and brown sat on their shoulders and heads. Other valmurs tumbled in the corners or stole
food from the tables. May and the twins were ddighted with the animas long-tailed antics. Gracenatried
to tempt alittle tan-and-gold vamur to eat from her hand.

My mother sat next to me. Leif hadn’t cometo thefeast. | wore abright yellow and purple lily-patterned
dressthat Nutty had loaned me. The only reason | wore the obnoxious thing was to please Perl.

| thanked fate that Ari and Janco, my soldier friendsfrom Ixia, weren't here. They would berolling with
laughter to see me wearing such agaudy outfit. But oh, how | missed them. | changed my mind, wishing
they were here; it would be worth the embarrassment just to seethe glint in Janco’ s eyes.

“Weneedto leavein afew days,” Irys said to Bavol over the din of voices and music. Her comment
caused amood-dampening ripplein those around us.

“Why do you haveto leave so soon?” my mother asked. Dismay creased her eyebrowstight together.
“I need to get the other girls home, and I’ ve been away from the Citaddl and the Keep for too long.”

Thetired sadnessin Irys svoice reminded me that she hadn’t seen her family for nearly ayear. Hiding
and spying in the Territory of Ixiahad drained her.

Our table was quiet for awhile. Then my mother brightened. “Y ou can leave Y elena here while you take
thegirlshome.”

“It will be out of her way to come back for Yeena,” Bavol Cacao said.

Mother frowned at him. | could see her thoughts whirling behind her eyes. “Ahal Lef cantake Yeenato
the Citadel. He has business with the First Magician in two weeks.”

Emotionsrolled through my chest. | wanted to Stay, but | feared being separated from Irys. They were



my family, yet they were strangers. | couldn’t help being wary; it was askill learned in Ixia. And traveling
with Leif seemed as unpdatable as drinking awine laced with poison.

Before anyone could agree or disagree, Mother said, “Yes. That will do.” She ended dl discussion on
the matter.

The next morning | had asmall panic attack when Irys pulled on her backpack. “Don’t leave me here
aone” | pleaded.

“You'renot done. | counted thirty-five cousins and awhole mess of aunts and uncles.” She laughed.
“Besides, you should spend some time with your family. Y ou need to learn not to distrust them. I'll meet
you at the Magician’s Keep. It' swithin the Citadd’ swalls. In the meantime, keep practicing your
control.”

“Yes, gar.”

May gave meabig hug. “Y our family isso much fun. I hope my family livesin the trees, too,” she said.

| smoothed her braids. “I’ll try to visit you sometime.”

Iryssaid, “May might be at the Citadel’ s school this cooling season if she can access the power source.”
“That would be great!” May cried out with delight. The twins both gave me a quick hug.

“Good luck,” Gracenasaid with agrin. “You' regoing to need it.”

| followed them down the rope ladder and into the cooler air of the jungle floor to say goodbye.
Watching Irys and the girlsfight their way through thetight trail, | kept my eyes on them until they were
out of sght. In their absence, my body felt paper-thin and in danger of being shredded by the light
breeze.

In order to delay my return to the treetops, | studied my surroundings. The jungle' s canopy above
showed no evidence of the Zaltana dwellings, and the thick vegetation al around prevented me from
seeing too far in any direction. Even with theloud clamor of insects, | could hear the faint sound of water
rushing and lapping nearby. But | couldn’t push past the growth to find the source.

Frustrated, swesaty and tired of being ameal for every mosquito, | gave up and climbed the rope ladder.
Back in thewarm and dry forest canopy, and among the labyrinth of rooms, | quickly becamelogt.

Unrecognizable faces nodded or smiled at me. Others frowned and turned away. | had no ideawhere my
room was, or what | was supposed to be doing and | didn’t want to ask. The thought of telling my
mother my life story was ungppeding. Inevitable, | knew, but too much to bear at this moment. It had
taken me amost ayesr to trust Vaek with my history—how could | divulge my strugglesto someonel’d
just met?

So | wandered here and there, searching for aview of the“river” | had heard on the junglefloor. Large
expanses of green filled every vista. Severd times, | spotted the gray smoothness of amountainsde. Irys
had told me the Illiais Jungle grew in adeep valley. Tucked into the crooks of the Daviian Plateau’ s edge,
the odd-shaped jungle was below the plateau’ s rim, leaving only one side open for travelers.

“Very defengble” Iryshad said. “I1t’ simpossible to scae the walls to reach the plateau.”



| was fooling around and testing my balance on arope bridge when avoice startled me and | had to grab
the handrall.

“What?’ | tried to reestablish my footing.
“| said, what are you doing?’ Nutty stood at the end of the bridge.
Sweeping anamout, | said, “Taking inthe view.”

| could tell by her dubious expression that | hadn’t convinced her. “Follow meif you want to see ared
view.” Nutty bounded away.

| scrambled to keep up with her as she took shortcuts through the tree branches. Her thin arms and legs
reached and grabbed vineswith such flexibility that she reminded me of avamur. When she entered a
spot of sunlight, her maple-colored hair and skin glowed.

| had to admit there was one good thing about staying in the south. Instead of being the only person with
tan skin, | finally looked asif | belonged. Living in the north with the pale-skinned Ixians for so long,
though, had not prepared me for such avariety of brown skin tones. Much to my embarrassment, | had
found mysdf gawking a the degper mahogany skin colors when we had firgt entered Sitia.

Nutty stopped suddenly, and | dmost knocked into her. We stood on asquare platform in the tallest tree
inthejungle. Nothing blocked the view.

An emerald carpet stretched out below us, ending at two sheer rock faces that angled toward each other.
Wherethetwo diffsjoined, avast waterfall poured forth, ending in acloud of mist. Beyond the top edge
of therock dliffs, | saw aflat expanse. A mixture of tans, yellows, golds and browns painted the smooth

landscape.

“Isthat the Daviian Platesu?” | asked.

“Y ep. Nothing lives there but wild prairie grass. They don’t get alot of rain. Beautiful, huh?’
“An undergatement.”

Nutty nodded, and we stood for awhilein silence. Findly, my curiosity brokethelull in conversation. |
asked Nutty questions about the jungle, and eventualy wove the conversation around to the Zaltana
family.

“Why do they call you Nutty?’ | asked.

She shrugged. “My red name is Hazelnut PAlm Zdtana, but everybody’ s called me Nutty sincel was
litle”

“So PAmisyour middlie name.”

“No.” Nutty siwvung down over the edge of the platform and into the tree branches that supported it. The
leaves shook and after amoment, she climbed back. She handed me agroup of brown nuts. “Palm, asin
pam tree, ismy family’s name. Zdtanaisthe clan name. Everyone who marries us hasto take that name,
but within the clan there are different families. Here, crack them likethis...” Nutty took one of the nuts
and banged it on anearby branch, reveaing an inner nib.

“Your family isLiana, whichmeans‘vine’ Yedenameans‘shining one.’” Everyoneis either named after
something in the jungle or their name means something in the old Illiais language, which we reforced to



learn.” Nutty rolled her eyesin exasperation. “Y ou’ re lucky you missed that.” She poked mewith a
finger. “ And you missed having to deal with obnoxious older brothers, too! | once got into trouble for
tying mine up in avine and leaving him hanging. ..Oh, snake spit! | forgot. Comeon.” She hurried back
through the trees.

“Forgot what?’ | asked, scrambling after her.

“| was supposed to take you to your mother. She' s been looking for you al morning.” Nutty sowed only
dightly to negotiate arope bridge. “ Uncle Esau’ s back from expedition.”

Another family member to meet. | consdered “ accidentaly” losing her. But remembering the hostile
glaresthat | had received from some of my cousins, | stayed with Nutty. When | caught up to her, |
grabbed her arm.

“Wait,” | panted. “I want to know why so many Zatanasfrown at me. Isit the blood smell?’

“No. Everyone knows Leif can see gloom and doom in everything. He saways|ooking for attention.”
She gestured at me. “Most of them think you' re not redlly a Zatana, but aspy from Ixia”

Chapter Three

“You'rejoking right?’ | asked. “They don't redly believe’'m aspy.”

Nutty nodded. Her ponytails, one on each side of her head, bobbed in contrast to her serious face.
“That’ sthe gossip. Although, no one would dare breathe aword of that to Aunt Perl or Uncle Esau.”

“Why would they think such athing?’

Her light brown eyeswidened asif she couldn’t believe my stupidity. “Look a your clothes.” She
gestured at my black pants and white shirt. “We al know northerners are forced to wear uniforms. They
say if you were truly from the south, you wouldn’t want to wear pants ever again.”

| glanced at Nutty’ s orange skirt. The hem wastucked up into her brown fur belt and she wore apair of
short yellow pants underneath.

Ignoring my stare, she said, “And you carry awesgpon.”

That much wastrue. | had my bow with mein case | found aplace to practice, but, so far, the only space
big enough had been the common room and that was aways too crowded. Now was probably not the
best timeto tell Nutty about the switchblade strapped to my thigh.

“Who' s been saying thesethings?’ | asked.
She shrugged. “ Different people.”
| waited. The slence drove theinformation out of her.

“Lef stdling everyonethat you don't fed right to him. He says he would know hisown sister.” She
fidgeted with her deeve, rolling up the bright cotton fabric. “ Sitians are dways worried that the
Commander will attack us someday, and we think northern spies are gathering information on our ability
to defend oursaves. Even though Leif tendsto overreact, hismagic is strong, so dmost everyone
believesyou'reaspy.”

“What do you think?’



“I don't know. | was going to wait and see.” Shelooked down at her bare feet. They were tanned and
callused.

Another reason | stood out among the Zdtanas. | till wore my leather boots.
“That'svery smart,” | sad.

“Do you think so?’

“yes”

Nutty smiled. Her light brown eyeslit up. | noticed a sprinkle of freckles across her smdl nose. She
continued to lead the way to my mother.

Asl followed, | thought about the accusationsthat | was an Ixian spy. | wasn't aspy, but | couldn’t say
that | was atrue southerner, either. And | wasn't sure | wanted to be called a Sitian. My reasons for
being in the south were twofold: to avoid being executed and to learn how to use my magic. Meeting my
family had been abonus, and | wasn't going to let some petty rumorsruin my time here. | decided to
ignore any more sSdelong glances for now.

There was no ignoring my mother’ s fury, though, when Nutty and | reached her residence. Every muscle
in her thin arms and long neck was pulled taut. Waves of unspoken anger pulsed from the petite woman.

“Where have you been?’ she demanded.
“Waell, | saw Irysoff, and then...” The explanation seemed weak in the face of her outrage, so | stopped.

“Y ou’ ve been gone from me for fourteen years, and we have only two weeks together before you go
again. How could you be so sdfish?” Without warning she crumpled into achair asif al her energy had
been pulled from her.

“I'msorry..." | started.

“No, I'msorry,” shesaid. “It’ sjust that your speech and manners are so foreign. And your father’ s back
and anxiousto seeyou. Leif’s been driving me crazy, and | don’t want my daughter to leave herefedling
like she' still agtranger.”

| hugged mysdlf, fedling guilty and inadequate. She was asking for agreeat dedl; | was sureto fall her in
someway.

“Y our father wanted to wake you in the middle of the night. I made him wait, and he’ s been searching the
homestead dl morning,” Perl explained. “I finaly sent him upstairs with something to do.” She swung her
armswide. “You'll haveto forgive usif we go too fast for you. Y our arrival was so unexpected and |
should have inssted you stay with uslast night, but Iryswarned us not to smother you.” Shetook a deep
breath. “But it' skilling me. All I want to do iswrap you inmy arms.” Instead, her arms dropped into her
lap, resting on the blue-and-white fabric of her deeveless dress.

| couldn’t reply. Irys had been right; | needed time before | would fed comfortable with the whole family
dynamic, but | could aso empathize with my mother. Each day, | missed Vaek more than the day
before. Losing achild had to be much worse.

Standing by the door, Nutty pulled a her ponytails. My mother seemed to redize she was there. “Nuitty,
can you fetch Y dend sthings from the guest quarters and bring them here?’



“Surething, Aunt Perl. I'll have them here fagter than acurari bat can paralyze avamur.” In aflash of
orange, Nutty was gone.

“You can Stay in our extraroom.” My mother pressed her hand to her throat. “It’s your room actualy.”

My room. It sounded so normal. | had never had a place of my own before. | tried to imagine how |
might have decorated it and made it my own, but | came up with ablank. My lifein Ixiahadn’t included
gpecid items such astoys, giftsor art. | sifled abark of laughter. My only private room had been my
dungeon cell.

Perl jumped from her segt. “Y elena, please sit down. I'll get us some lunch. Y ou have no mest on your
bones.” As she hurried away, she called toward the ceiling, “Esau, Y elend s here. Come down for tea.”

Alone, | glanced around the Sitting area. Thewarm air smelled faintly of apples. The couch and two
armchairs appeared to be made from ropes woven together, yet they were hard to the touch. The
furniture was unlike the other Zaltana chairs | had seen, which were constructed with branches and sticks
tied together.

| settled into an armchair; the red leaf-patterned cushions crunched under my weight, and | wondered
what had been stuffed inside them. My gaze lingered on a black wooden bowl on asmall glass-topped
tablein front of the couch. The bowl looked to be hand carved. | tried to relax, which worked until | saw
along counter againgt the back wall.

Stretching across the length of the countertop was a series of odd-shaped bottles connected by loops of
tubes. Unlit candles sat under some of the containers. The configuration reminded me of Reyad'slab.
The memory of hiscollection of glassjars and metd instruments unnerved me. Visons of being chained
to abed while Reyad searched for the perfect torture device caused swest to roll down my neck and my
heart to squeeze. | berated mysdlf for my overactive imagination. It wasridiculousthat asimilar
contraption could make me recoil after two years.

| forced mysalf closer. Amber liquid pooled in afew bottles. | picked up one and swirled the contents. A
strong gpple scent filled my nose. The memory of swinging and laughter floated into my mind. Theimage
disappeared when | focused on it. Frustrated, | set the bottle down.

The shelves behind the table were lined with rows of more bottles. The contraption looked like atill for
making acohol. Perhapsthe liquid was an apple brandy like Genera Rasmussen’s of Military Didtrict 7 in
Ixia

| heard my mother return, and turned around. She held atray full of cut fruit, berries and some tea.
Placing the lunch on the small table before the couch, she gestured for meto join her.

“Found my didtillery, | see” shesaid asif every Zdtanahad onein their living room. “ Smell anything
familia?

“Brandy?’ | guessed.
Her shoulders drooped just abit, but her smiledidn’t waver. “Try again.”

Putting my nose over one of the amber-filled bottles, | inhaed. The scent blanketed mein feglings of
comfort and safety. It also choked and smothered. Memories of bouncing mixed with theimage of lying
on my back, clawing at my throat. | suddenly felt light-headed.

“Yeena, st down.” My mother’ s hand was on my elbow, guiding meto achair. “Y ou shouldn’'t have
breathed in so deeply. It'svery concentrated.” She kept her hand on my shoulder.



“What isit?’ | asked.
“My Apple Berry perfume.”
“Pearfume?

“Y ou don't remember.” Thistime her disappointment showed as her smile faded from her lips. “1 woreit
al thetime when you were achild. It smy best-selling perfume—very popular with the magicians at the
Keep. When you disappeared, | couldn’t wear it anymore.” Her hand touched her throat again asif she
weretrying to block either her words or emotions.

With the word “magicians’ my windpipe tightened. The scene of my brief abduction at the Fire Festival
the previous year played in my mind. The tents, the darkness and the smell of Apple Berry mixed with the
taste of ashes and the image of Irys ordering four men to strangle me to death.

“Does Iryswear your perfumes?’ | asked.

“Oh, yes. Apple Berry isher favorite. In fact, she asked me last night to make her more. Does the scent
remind you of her?’

“She must haveworn it the first timewe met,” | said, choosing not to say more. If it hadn’t been for
Vaek' stimdy arivd, Iryswould have succeeded in killing me. It wasironic how both my relationships
with Irysand VVaek began badly.

“I have found that certain smells are linked to specific memories. It's something Leif and | have been
working on as part of his project with First Magician. We ve created a variety of scents and odors that
we useto help victims of crime remember. These memories are very powerful, and they help Leif get a
clearer picture of what happened to them.” She moved away from me. Sitting down, she spooned fruit
into three bowls. “1 had hoped the Apple Berry would trigger your memories of us.”

“I did get something, but...” | stopped, unable to put the brief impressonsinto words. | quelled my
growing aggravation a being unableto recdl anything from my six years of living here. Instead, | asked,
“Do you make many perfumes?’

“Oh, yes” shesaid. “Esau brings me wonderful flowers and plantsto use. | enjoy making new perfumes
and scents”

“And she' sthe best in theland,” abooming male voice said behind me. | turned to see asmadl, stout man
enter the room. His resemblance to Leif was unmistakable.

“Her perfumes have been worn by Master Magicians, aswell asthe Queen and Princess of Ixiawhen
they weredive,” Esau boasted. He grabbed my wrists and pulled me upright. “Y eena, my child, look
how you’ ve grown.” He squeezed mein abear hug that |asted severa seconds.

A gtrong odor of earth filled my nose. He released me, sat down with abowl of fruit in hislap and acup
of teain hishand before | could react. Perl handed me the other bowl as| resumed my sest.

Esau’ suncombed gray hair fell to his shoulders. Ashe ate, | saw that the lines on his hands were stained
dark green.

“Esau, have you been playing with that leaf oil again?’ Perl asked. “No wonder you took so long to
come down. Trying to scrub it off so you wouldn’t smeer it everywhere.”

| could tell by the way he ducked his head without responding that thiswas an old argument. Esau stared



at mein silence, squinting and cocking his head from sideto Sde asif deciding on something. His
complexion resembled teawithout the milk. Deep lines etched his forehead and fanned out from his eyes.
He had akind face used to laughing and crying.

“Now | want areport on what you' ve been doing al these years,” Esau said.

| suppressed a sigh. No more chancesto avoid it. Used to obeying ordersin the north, | told them about
growing up in Generd Brazell’ s orphanage in Military Digtrict 5. | glossed over the unpleasant years
when | had reached maturity and become Reyad and Mogkan' slaboratory rat. My parents were
distressed enough just hearing about their plansto use their kidnapped victims magica power to help
Brazdl overthrow the Commander; | saw no reason to tell them the bruta details of how they had erased
the southern children’ sminds.

When | mentioned becoming Commander Ambrose sfood taster, | failed to tell them that | had beenin
the Commander’ s dungeon awaiting execution for killing Reyad. And after | had spent ayear there, | had
been given the choice of the noose or the poison taster’ s position.

“I bet you weretheir best taster,” my father said.
“What aterriblething to say,” Perl admonished. “What if she were poisoned?’

“We Lianas have agreat sense of smell and taste. The girl’shere and safe, Perl. If shewasn't good at
detecting poisons, | doubt she would have lasted thislong.”

“It' snot like someone was trying to poison the Commander dl thetime,” | said. “Only once, redly.”

Perl’shand flew to her neck. “Oh, my. | bet it was his pet assassin that tried to poison him. That
loathsome cresture.”

| stared at her uncomprehending.

“Y ou know, hisspy, Vdek? Every Sitian would love to see that man’s head on apike. He murdered
amodg the entire royd family. Only one nephew survived. Without Valek, that usurper would have never
gained power and upset Sitia s good relationship with Ixia. And those poor northern children who are
born with magic. Saughtered by Vdek inther cribsl”

While she shuddered with revulsion, | gaped. My fingers sought the chain around my neck, and found the
butterfly pendant Vaek had carved for me. | squeezed it. Guess | wouldn’t be telling her about my
relaionship with him. And | decided not to enlighten her about the Commander’ s palicy on Ixians
discovered with magica abilities. Not as gruesome askilling babies, but usualy ending in death for the
unfortunate man or woman. Vaek had not been afan of that policy, but he wouldn’t disobey an order
from the Commander. Perhaps, intime, Vaek would hel p the Commander see the benefits of having
magicians on his saff.

“Vaek isn't ashorribleasyou think,” 1 said, trying to redeem his reputation. “ He was insrumenta in
uncovering Brazell and Mogkan’s plans. In fact, he helped to stop them.” | wanted to add “ he saved my
lifetwice,” but the twin grimaces of loathing on my parents faces stopped me.

So much for my effort. Hewas the villain of Sitia, and it would take more than words to change his
gatus. | couldn’t say | blamed my parents. When | had first met Vaek, | feared hisreputation, having no
clue about the fierce loydty, sense of fairness and willingnessto sacrifice himsdlf for othersthat lurked
benegth his reputation.

| thanked fate when Nutty barged in with my backpack swinging from her hands.



Esau took it from her. “Thanks, Nut,” he said, tugging one of her ponytails.

“Welcome, Saw.” She punched him lightly in the somach, and then danced out of reach as he swung to
grab her. Sticking her tongue out at him, she skipped toward the door.

“Next time, Nut, I’m going to crack you.”

Her laugh echoed. “Y ou can try.” And she was gone.

“Let me show you to your room,” Esau said to me.

Asl turned to follow him, Perl said, “Y elena, wait. Tell me what happened to Brazdll’ s plans?’
“Thwarted. He sin the Commander’ s dungeon.”

“And Reyad and Mogkan?’

| took abreath. “Dead.” | waited for her to ask me who had killed them, and | wondered if | would tell
her about my rolein both of their deaths.

She nodded with satisfaction. “Good.”

Esau and Perl’ sliving quarters had two floors, and instead of aladder or staircase to connect them, Esau
used what he caled alift. | had never seen anything likeit before. We stood in a closet-sze room. Two
thick ropes went through holesin the floor and ceiling. Esau pulled on one of the ropes, and the wooden
room rose. | put my hand on thewall, but the motion was smooth. Eventually, we ascended to the
second floor.

Esau poked his head back into thelift when | failed to follow him out. “Likeit?” he asked.
“It'sgreat.”

“Oneof my designs. Pulleysarethekey,” he explained. “'Y ou won't find many in the Zatana homestead.
The others are dow to change, but I’ ve sold aton at the market.”

“Does Perl sdl her perfumes at the market, aswell?’ | asked as| stepped onto the landing.

“Yep. Most of the Zdtanas either sdll or exchange goods at the llliais Market. It sopen dl year. My
inventions and Perl’ s perfumes have provided us with a plentiful source of income.” Esau talked aswe
walked down the halway. “ A group of Zdtanas will make atrip to the market when enough items have
been made or when aspecid order’ sdue. We aren’t the only oneswho sdll there either, so if we want
something, we' Il go and buy. Unfortunately, not everything we need can be found in thejungle. Like your
mother’ s glass bottles and the hardware for my chairs.”

“Y ou designed the rope furniture, too?’

“Y ep. Except they’ re not ropes. They'relianas.” When understanding failed to brighten my face, he
explaned, “Vinesfrom thejungle.”

“Oh.”

“Thelianas are acongtant source of trouble. Probably why they’re our family name.” Esau grinned.
“They grow everywhere, and they can pull trees over. We have to keep them trimmed or cut them down.



Oneday, ingtead of burning them, | took abunch home and tried working with them.” Esau pulled back
acotton curtain that covered an entrance on the right side of the halway. He gestured for me to precede
him into aroom.

“The vines become very strong when dried. While they’re pliable, they can be woven into dmost
anything.”

At firg, | thought we had entered astoreroom. The air held adight musty odor, and rows and rows of
shelves holding glass containers of every size obscured the walls. The bottleswerefilled with various
tinted substances. Only when | pulled my gaze away from the colorful collection did | sseasmall bed
made from lianas and awooden bureavl.

Esau ducked his head. He ran a green-stained hand through his hair. “ Sorry. I’ ve been using thisroom to
store my samples. But | cleaned off the bed and desk thismorning.” He pointed to a Blackwood desk
tucked into acorner.

“It'sfine” | said, trying to mask my disappointment. | had been hoping that this room would help me
remember something, anything of my life before Brazell’ s orphanage.

Laying my backpack on the bed, | asked, “What other rooms are up here?’
“Our bedroom and my workroom. Come on, I’ll show you.”

We continued down the hall. There was another curtained doorway on the left, which led to abig
bedroom. Thisroom had alarge bed with a purple flowered quilt, two end tables and shelvesfilled with
booksinstead of containers.

Esau pointed to the celling, which was made of |eather hides stretched over branches. “I coated it with ail
sotherain runsoff,” he explained. “No water dripsin here, but it does get hot.”

Hanging from the middle of the ceiling was alarge flower-shaped fixture made of wood planks. Ropes
wrapped around the base, crossed the celling and trailed down thewalls. “What' sthat?’ | asked.

He amiled. “ Another invention. Pulleys again and some weights make the flower spin, cooling the room.”

We went out into the hallway. Across from Esau’ s bedroom was another bedroom. A plain single bed,
dresser and nightstand were negtly arranged insde. No decorations, inventions or other signs of its
occupant were evident.

“Lef livesat the Magician's Keep most of the year,” Esau said. “ So | added his room to my work area.”

We continued down the hall, which ended in a spacious room. | grinned as | looked around. Esau’s
workroom was stuffed full with plants, containers, piles of leaves and tools. Shelves groaned under the
weight of many jarsfilled with strange items and variousliquids. Walking into the room without bumping a
shin seemed impossible. The clutter reminded me of Vaek’ s office and apartment. While Vaek had
books, papers and rocks piled everywhere, Esau had invited the jungle to resde with him.

| stood in the doorway for amoment.
“Comein, comein.” Hewaked past me. “1 want to show you something.”
Taking my time, | threaded my way toward him. “What do you do here?’

“Thisand that,” he said as he searched through a pile of paperson atable. “| liketo collect samplesfrom



the jungle and see what | can cook up. Found some medicines. Found some foods. FHlowersfor your
mother. Ahal” He held up awhite notebook. “Here.”

| took the book, but my attention was on the room as | searched for something familiar. The words* my
mother” had triggered the fegling of doubt that had plagued me since my arriva at the Zatana homestead.
Findly, | asked Esau the same question | had asked Perl. “How do you know I’'m your daughter? Y ou
Seem so certain.”

Esau smiled. “Look in that book.”
| opened the cover. On thefirst page was a charcoa drawing of ababy.
“Keepturning.”

The next page had adrawing of asmal child. As| turned the pages, the girl grew from achild to an
adolescent into someone | recognized. Me. A hard knot gripped my throat as tears threatened to gush
from my eyes. My father had loved me even when | was gone and | couldn’t even remember anything
from my time here. The pictures showed my childhood asit should have been, living here with Esau and
Perl.

“It'sredlly fun to flip through the book fast. Watch yoursdlf grow twenty yearsin afew seconds” Esau
took the sketchbook from my hands, and held it open. “ See? Thisishow | know you' re mine. | drew
your picture every year after your birth, and even after you disappeared.” He turned to the last page and
studied the portrait there. “1 wasn’'t too far off. It's not perfect, but now that I’ ve seen you | can make
corrections.”

He tapped the book on his chest. “When you first disappeared, your mother carried this book with her,
looking through the pictures all day long. Eventually she stopped, but after a couple years, she saw me

drawing another picture, and she asked meto destroy it.” Esau handed the book to me. “| told her she
would never seeit again. Asfar as| know, she hasn't. So let’ skeep it between usfor now. Okay?’

“Sure” | gave each page my full atention. “Thisiswonderful.”

All doubts of my lineage vanished as | took note of the details that my father had put into these pictures.
In that moment | knew | was part of the Zaltana clan. A fedling of rdlief washed through me. | vowed to
try harder to make a connection with my parents. Leif, though, was another story.

“Y ou should show your sketchbook to Leif,” | said, giving the book back to Esau. “Maybe then he
would believeI’'m hissgter.”

“Don’t worry about Leif. He doesn’t need to see a picture. He knowswho you are. It's the shock of
your arriva that’ sthrown him off balance. He had adifficult time with your disappearance.”

“Oh, yes. | forgot; I've had it so easy in the north.”
Esau grimaced, and | regretted my sarcasm.

“Lef waswith you the day you weretaken fromus,” hesaid in aquiet voice. “Y ou had begged him to
take you down to play on the jungle floor. He was eight, which may sound young, but Zatana children
aretaught to survive in the jungle as soon as they can walk. Nutty was climbing trees before she took her
first Steps; it drove my sister crazy.”

Esau sat in one of hisvine chairs and weariness seemed to settle on him like a coating of dust. “When
Leaf came home without you, our concern was minimal. A lost child had dways been found within an



hour or two. After dl, thellliais Jungleisn’t that big. Predators are not as active during the daytime, and
at night we have afew tricksto keep them from our homestead. But we grew more frantic as the day
wore on and we still hadn’t located you. Y ou had disappeared so completely that everyone thought you
had been caught by a necklace snake or atree leopard.”

“Necklace snake?’

He grinned, and an gppreciative glint flashed in hiseyes. “ A green-and-brown predator that livesin the
trees. Sometimesfifty feet long, it loopsits body over the branches, blending in with thejungle. Whenits
prey comes close, it wrapsitsdf around the victim’s neck and squeezes.” Esau demondgtrated with his
hands. “Then it swallows the body whole and feeds on the carcass for weeks.”

“Not pleasant.”

“No, and it simpossible to see what isingde the snake unless you kill them. But their hides are too thick
for arrows, and it’ ssuicide to get close to one. Same with the tree leopard. The cat dragsitskill into its
den, another ungpproachable site. Inthe end, only Leif believed that you were till dive. He thought you
might be hiding somewhere, playing agame. Astherest of usgrieved, Lef searched thejunglefor you
day after day.”

“When did hefinaly stop?’ | asked.
“Yedterday.”

Chapter Four

No wonder Leif was so angry. Fourteen years spent searching, and | hadn’t had the decency to let him
find me. He alone had believed | was till dive. | regretted every harsh thought | had entertained about
him. Until he showed up at the door to Esau’ s workroom.

“Father,” Lef sad, ignoringme. “Tell that girl, if shewantsto go to the Citadd, I'm leaving in two hours.”
“Why so soon?’ Esau asked. “Y ou' re not due for two weeks!”

“Bavol has received amessage from First Magician. Something has happened. I’ m needed right away.”
Lef’schest seemed to inflate with his own sense of importance.

| suppressed the desireto jab him in his solar plexus and knock some of his ego out of him.

When Leif turned on hished and left, | asked Esau, “Isthere anyone e se going to the Citadd in the next
couple weeks?’

He shook hishead. “It'salong journey. Many days walk. And most Zdtanas prefer the jungle.”

“What about Bavol Cacao? Isn't he our Councilman at the Citadel? Doesn’'t he have to be there?’ Irys
had explained that the Council conssted of the four Master Magicians plus a representative from each of
the eleven clans. Together they ruled the southern lands.

“No. The Council disbands during the hot season.”

“Oh.” It was hard to believe they were just starting their hot season. Coming from Ixiaduring its cold
season, the whole southern territory felt asif it were dready scorching.

“Canyou give medirections?’ | asked.



“Yeena, you'll be safer with Leif. Come now, let’ s pack. Two hoursisn't...” Esau stopped, and shot me
aglance. “Isthat backpack al you have?’

“And my bow.”
“Then you need some provisons.” Esau began to search hisroom.

“I don't—" My words were cut short as he handed me a book. It was white like his sketchbook, but
insde were drawings of plants and trees with written descriptions benesth.

“What' sthis?’ | asked.
“A fiedd guide. | planned to reteach you how to survive in the jungle, but thiswill have to do for now.”

| found apage with anillugtration of an ova-shaped leaf. The ingtructions below the picture explained
that boiling the Tilipi Leaf in water would make adraught that would reduce afever.

Next, Esau gave me aset of smal bowls and some bizarre-looking utensls. “ That guideis of little use
without the proper equipment. Now let’ s find your mother.” He paused and sighed. “ Sheis not going to

be happy.”
Hewasright. We found her working at her distillery and fussing at Leif.

“It'snot my fault,” Leif said. “If you want her to stay so badly, why don’'t you take her to the Citadel ?
Oh, that’ sright—you haven't set your precious little feet on the jungle floor in fourteen years.”

Perl spun on Lef with abottle of perfume clenched in her hand poised to throw. He stepped back. When
she spotted Esau and me standing in the doorway, she went back to filling the bottle.

“Tell that girl I'll be at the bottom of the Palm ladder in two hours” Lef said to Esau. “If she' snot there,
I’m leaving without her.”

When Leif |ft the room, the silence continued to thicken.
“You'll need somefood,” my father said, retreating into the kitchen.

Bottles clinking, my mother approached. “Here,” she said. “Two bottles of Apple Berry for Irys, and a
bottle of Lavender for you.”

“Lavender?’

“Y ou loved it when you were five, o | took achance. We can experiment later and find something eseiif
you'dlike”

| opened the cap and sniffed. Again, | experienced no memories of being five, but the scent made me
remember the time | had hidden under atablein Vaek’s office. | had been searching for the recipeto the
antidote for Butterfly’ s Dugt, the so-called poison in my body that had been Vaek’ sway to keep me
from escaping. Thinking | had needed adaily dose of the antidote to stay dive, | had been intent on
finding the cure. Vaek had come back early, and discovered me because | had used lavender scented

soap.
| still favored the scent. “Thisis perfect,” | said to Perl. “Thank you.”

Unexpected fear flared in Perl’ s eyes. She clamped her lips and clasped her hands. Taking adeep
breath, she declared, “I’ m coming with you. Esau, where' s my pack?’ she asked him as he returned with



an armload of food.
“Updtairsin our room,” he sad.

She rushed past him. If he was surprised by her sudden decision, it didn’t show in hisexpression. |
added the bread and fruit he had brought to my pack, and | wrapped the perfume bottlesin my cloak.
During the journey south, my cloak had been too hot to wear, but it had made a soft place to deep when
we had camped aong the road.

“Thefood will only last s long, and you'll probably need more clothes while you're a the Citadel,” Esau
sad. “ Do you have any money?’

| fumbled in my pack. Needing money for food and clothes still seemed odd to me. In the north, we had
been provided with al of our basic necessities. | pulled out the bag of Ixian gold coinsthat Vaek had
given to me before we parted.

Showing oneto Esau, | asked, “Will these work?’

“Put that away.” He closed my hand around the coin. “Don't let anyone see that you have them. When
you get to the Citadd, ask Irysto exchange them for Sitian money.”

“WM!
“Y ou might be mistaken for anortherner.”
“Butl an—’

“You are not. Most southerners are suspicious of people from Ixia, even the politica refugees. You area
Zdtana. Always remember that.”

A Zdtana. | worked the name around my mind, wondering if just saying the name would make me one.
Somehow | knew it wasn't going to be that easy.

Esau went over to adesk and rummaged through the drawers. | put avay Vaek’smoney. With my
father’ s supplies and food, my pack bulged. | made an attempt to organize the contents. Would | need
my rope and grapple? Or my northern uniform? While | hoped that | wouldn't have cause to use them, |
couldn’t bring mysdlf to part with them just yet.

Metd rattled. Esau returned with ahandful of silver coins. “1t'sdl | could find, but it should be enough
until you get to the Citadel. Now go up and say goodbye to your mother. It’s getting late.”

“Is't she coming with us?’
“No. You'll find her on the bed.” He said those words with amixture of resignation and acceptance.

| pondered hiswords as| pulled thelift up. | found her curled up in abal on top of the quiltin her
bedroom. Perl’ s body shook as tears soaked into her pillow.

“Next time,” she sobbed. “Next timel’m going with Lef to the Citadel. Next time.”

“I would likethat,” | said. Remembering Leif’s comment on how she hadn't |eft thejunglein solong, |
added, “I’ll come home and see you assoon as| can.”

“Next time. I'm doing it next time.”



Having decided to delay thetrip to the Magician’s Keep, Perl camed. Eventualy, she unfurled and
stood, smoothing her dress and wiping tears from her cheeks. “Next time, you' |l stay with uslonger.”

It sounded like an order. “Yes, Per...Mother.”

The creases of worry disappeared from her face, reveding her beauty. She hugged metight and
whispered, “1 don’'t want to lose you again. Be very careful.”

“I will.” I meant it. Some hard-learned habits couldn’t be broken.

Therewere only afew exitsto the jungle floor. Each exit was named after afamily whose residences
were nearby. | reached the room that had the Palm ladder. Just as | swung aleg onto thefirst rung, |
heard Nutty’ s voice. | had aready said goodbye to my parents and Bavol Cacao, but hadn’t been able
to find Nutty anywhere,

“Ydena wait,” Nutty sad.

| stopped, looking up in time to see her swinging through the door. She clutched amass of colorful cloth
inonefig.

“I made these—" she paused to catch her breath “—for you.”

The light yelow skirt—subdued by Zdtana standards—was printed with small buttercups, and the shirt
wasasolid coral color. | eyed the skirt with suspicion. Nutty |aughed.

“Look,” she said, pulling the skirt gpart. “ See? It looks like askirt, but it’sredly pants. You'll be awfully
hot in those black trousers when you crossthe plains.” She held the waistband up to me asif judging the
length. “ And thisway, you won't stand out so much.”

“Clever girl,” | said, smiling.

“Youlike?’

“I like”

She seemed pleased with hersdf. “I knew it.”

“Can you make me some more? Perhaps you can send them with Bavol when he comes?’
“Sure”

| removed my backpack, and searched for some money. “How much?’

Nutty shook her head. “When you get to the llliais Market, buy some cloth from Fern’s stand. Then have
her send it tome. I’ll need three yards for each set of clothes. I'll make as many asyou want.”

“But what about wagesfor your efforts?’

Her ponytailsflew as she swung her head no again. “Zdtanas do not charge family. Although...” Her
brown eyes glinted. “1f anyone should ask who designed your clothes—fed freeto give them my name.”

“I will. Thanks” | folded my new ouitfit and stuffed it into my backpack. Then Nutty hugged me
goodbye.



Thewarmth from her body clung to meas| climbed down the ladder. It lasted until the first cold sneer
from Lef droveit avay.

Hewaited for me on thejungle floor. Leif had changed into traveling clothes that consisted of atan cotton
tunic, dark brown pants and boots. He carried alarge leather pack on his back and a machete hung from
histhick belt.

“Keep up or beleft behind,” he said to the air above my head. Turning his broad back to me, he took off
at abrik dip.

| knew | would soon tire of looking at his back, but, for now, the pace he set was awelcome chanceto
dretch my legs.

Without another word uttered between us, we traveled on anarrow path through the jungle. Sweat soon
soaked my shirt, and | found myself glancing up in search of necklace snakes. Esau had also mentioned
tree leopards. | decided | would search Esau’ sfield guide for a picture of the predators when | had some
time

Various birds sang and whistled and animd cries echoed through the leafy canopy. | wanted to know the
names of these creatures, but | guessed Leif would ignore my questions.

He stopped once, taking amachete from his belt. Without thought, | grabbed my bow. Snorting in
derison, he merdly hacked at asmdl sapling.

“Strangler fig,” he huffed over his shoulder.
| made no reply. Should | be honored that he had finally chosen to talk to me?

Lef didn't wait for aresponse. “A parasite. The strangler fig uses another tree to reach the sunlight. Once
thereit grows bigger, eventudly strangling and killing its host.” He pulled the fig' s branches awvay from the
tree. “A process|I’m sure you're very familiar with.” He tossed the plant onto the ground and marched
on.

Not alesson on junglelife, but ajab at me. | contemplated tripping him with my bow. It would bea
petty, mean-spirited thing to do. Tempting, but | threaded my staff into its holder on my pack instead.

Wearrived a the llliais Market just as the sun began to set. The collection of bamboo structures had
thatched roofs and bamboo shades for walls. Some of the “walls’ had been rolled up to alow customers
to browse and the light breeze to cool.

Lef and | had been walking downhill, and the trail ended at the market, which stood in aclearing at the
edge of the jungle. The mammoth trees of thetropical forest no longer dominated the landscape. Beyond
the clearing, | could see woodland that looked similar to the Snake Forest in Ixia.

“WEell camp heretonight and leave at first light,” Leif said before heading toward one of the stands.

| had thought that with the setting of the sun, the market would close. Instead, avast array of torcheswas
lit, and business continued unabated. The sounds of bartering could be heard above the genera buzz of a
hundred or so customerstalking, calling to children and hurrying from stand to stand carrying packages.

Some of the shoppers wore the familiar dress of the Zdtanas, but | aso saw a number wearing green
leggings and tunics that were the dress of the forest dwelling Cowan Clan. When we had traveled from
Ixia, Irys had taught meto recognize the different clans by their clothing.



| also spotted afew women wearing the traditional shimmering silk pants, short beaded tops, and sheer
veils of the Jewelrose Clan. The Jewelrose men even sported beads and jewels on their long tunics that
hung down to the knees of their pants. When Irys had explained her clan’s customsto me, | couldn’t
imagine Iryswearing anything but the smple linen shirt, pants and wide belt that she dways donned.

| wandered through the market, marveling at the variety of goods available for sdle. Practicd itemslike
food and clothing sat Side by side with jewe ry and handcrafts. A pine scent from the torches dominated,
but it didn’t take long for me to discern the smell of roasting meet. | followed the mouthwatering aromato
afirepit. A tall man covered with sweat spun the meat that szzled in the flames. Hiswhite apron was
streaked with soot. | bought some hot beef from him to eat right away and some smoked jerky for later.

Trying to ignore the pointed stares of the other shoppers, | searched the market for Fern’s stand, vowing
to change into Nutty’ s clothes as soon as | found some privacy. Soon atable piled high with bolts of
cloth attracted my attention. As| looked through the prints, asmal dark woman with large eyes peeked
out from behind the collection.

“May | hepyou?’ she asked.

“Areyou Fern?’

Her eyeswidened in darm as she nodded.

“Nutty Zdtana sent me. Do you have any solid colors?’

From undernegath the table, Fern pulled bolts of plain cloth and added them to the table. Together we
matched up colors and patterns for three outfits.

“Areyou sureyou don’'t want thisllliais print?’ Fern held up aloud pink-and-yellow flowered pattern.
“Solid colors are usudly worn by the Zdtanamen. This print is very popular with the girls.”

| shook my head. Just as | began to pay her for the cloth, | spotted amateria that matched the colors of
theforest. “ Some of this, too,” | said, pointing to the green pattern. When we had settled up, | asked her
to send the fabric to Nutty, but | found room for the forest print in my pack.

“Who should | say issending it?’ Fern asked; her quill poised above the parchment.
“Her cousin, Yelena”
Thequill frozein midair. “Oh, my,” shesad. “Thelos Zdtanachild?’

| gave her aweary half smile. “Not logt, nor achild any longer.”

Strolling past afew more stands, | stopped at atable displaying statues of jungle creatures. They were
congtructed of small multicolored stones glued together. | selected a black-and-white vamur statue and
bought it for Vaek. Not quite sure how | would send it to him, | wrapped the gift in my new green fabric.

Campfires began to blaze behind the market. Commerce dowed as the shop owners rolled the bamboo
shades down, closing their stands. Customers either headed into the surrounding forest or toward one of
the camps. | spotted Leif seated next to one of the fires. He held abowl in hislap while he talked to the
three young Zatana men seeted near him. Through the shimmering air abovethefire, | saw him smileand
laugh. Hiswhole face transformed in that instant. Scowl lines smoothed. Cheeks lifted, erasing the impact
of his serious face and softening his square jaw. He looked ten years younger.



Remembering that Esau had said Leif had been eight when | was kidnapped, | redized now that my
brother was only two years older than me. He was twenty-two instead of my origind guess of thirty.

Without thought, | moved to join him. In aheartbest, the merriment dropped from hisface. He scowled
with such fiercenessthat | stopped in my tracks. Wherewas | to deep that night?

Someone touched my shoulder. | spun.
“You' rewelcometo stay a my fire,” Fern said. She pointed to asmall blaze behind her stand.

“Areyou sure? | might beaspy from Ixia.” | tried to joke, but the words came out harsher than | had
wanted.

“Then you can report to your Commander that | make thefinest cloth of dl the clans. And if hewantsa
new uniform made from my famous lliais print, just have him send me an order.”

| laughed at theimage of the impeccable Commander Ambrose draped in gaudy hot-pink and yellow
flowers

Asthefirg rays of sunlight touched the straw roofs of the market, | waited for Leif to continue our
journey. Fern had been akind hogt, tresting me to dinner and showing me where | could changein
private. Asit turned out Nutty was her best customer, supplying al the Zatanas with clothes.

| fidgeted in thewarm morning air, trying to get used to the extra fabric around my legs. The hem just
covered the tops of my soft leather boots. Fern had assured me that my boots would blend in better once
| reached the Citadd. Only the jungle and forest clans preferred mud between their toes.

Findly, Leif appeared. Refusing to acknowledge my presence, he started down aforest path. After a
couple of hours, I grew tired of following himin silence. | pulled my bow and began executing blocks and
jabsas| waked. | concentrated on the fed of the wood in my hands, setting my mind into that mental
awarenessthat Irys had claimed was my way of tapping into the magical power source.

To practice control of the magic, | projected my awareness out. At firdt, | encountered a cold stonewall.
Confused, | retreated until | redlized the barrier was Leif’smind; closed and unyielding. | shouldn’t have
been surprised.

Skirting his presence, | sought the calm forest surrounding us. | crept with a chipmunk, looking for nuts. |
froze with ayoung deer, hearing the sound of footsteps. My mind touched different creaturesas|
reached out. Gradually, | projected my awareness farther and farther away, seeing how far | could go.

Behind me, | could gtill fed the people at the market, five or sx milesaway. Thrilled, | pushed ahead to
seeif atownwascloseby. At firgt, | touched only more animals, but just as | was about to pull back, my
mind touched aman.

Careful to avoid breaking the Ethical Code, | skimmed the surface of his mind. He was a hunter, waiting
for prey, and he wasn't done. There were many men around him. They crouched in the bushesjust off
thetrail. One sat on ahorse with hisweapon poised for an attack. | wondered what they hunted.
Curiogty made me dip alittle deeper into the man’ s thoughts. Animage of his prey appeared, snapping
me back to my body.

| stopped.



| must have gasped, because Leif turned and stared at me. “What are you doing?’ he demanded.
“Theforest. Men.”
“Of course. Thewoods arefull of game,” he explained asif talking to asimpleton.

“Not hunters. Ambushers. Waiting for us.”

Chapter Five

“Ambushers? Don't beridiculous,” Leif said. Amazement colored hisvoice. “You' renot in Ixia
anymore.”

“Why would a hunting party hide so closeto the path?’ | asked, ignoring histone and hoping that logic
would prevail.

“Animasusetheforest trals. It's eeser than fighting through the underbrush.” Laf started to walk away.
“Comeon.”

“No. You'releading usinto atrap.”
“Fine. I'll go without you.”

When heturned his back again, | was gripped with rage. “ Do you think I'm lying?’ The words growled
from between my teeth.

“No. | think you' re suspicious of everything and everyone, just like anortherner.” His mouth twisted asiif
he wanted to spit.

“Youthink I'maspy,” | snapped a himin frustration. “1I’ [l lower my defenses. Project your mind out and
seefor yoursdf that I'm not hereto spy on Sitia”

“I can't read minds. In fact, no Zaltana can.”
| ignored the jab. “ Can't you at least sensewho | am?”’

“Physicdly you' reaZdtana. But just because Irys clams you survived Mogkan' s efforts to wipe your
mind doesn't mean it’strue.” Leif pointed an accusing finger at me. *Y ou could be a pawn, an empty
vessd that has been provided with a northern host. What better way to have eyes and earsin the south?’

“Ridiculous”

“No. It'snot. You vereveded yoursdf,” Lef said with aquiet intensity. Then hiseyes dulled and turned
vacant asif he peered into another world. “I taste strong loyaty and longing for Ixia emanating from you.
Y ou stink of blood and pain and death. Anger and passion and fire buzz around you like ahaze.” His
gaze refocused on me. “My sister would be reveling in her freedom, and wrapped with hatred for her
captors. You havelost your soul to the north. Y ou are not my sister. It would have been better if you had
died than return to ustainted.”

| took a deep breath to calm the sudden fury that threatened to take control. “Wake up, Leif! What you
dreamed of finding in the jungle didn’t factor in redlity. I’ m not that innocent six-year-old. | endured more
than you can imagine and fought hard to keep my soul.” 1 shook my head. | was not going to explain
myself to this stubborn foal. “I know who | am. Perhaps you need to reevauate your expectations of
me”



We stood for amoment, glaring at each other. Findly, | said, *Y ou’ rewalking into an ambush.”
“I'mwalking to the Citaddl. Areyou coming?’

| weighed my options. If | used my grapple and ropeto climb into the trees, | could travel through the
forest canopy and move past the ambush while remaining near thetrail. But what about Leif; my brother
who acted like my enemy? He had his machete. Did he know how to useit in afight?

What if he wereinjured in the ambush? It would be his own fault. We were brother and sister by blood
aone, and | couldn’'t imagine Leif and me ever being close. Still, apang of regret touched my heart. Esau
and Perl wouldn’t want to see Lef hurt. Then | redlized Leif wasamagician. Could he defend himself
with hismagic? | shook my head. | didn’'t know enough about magic to even contemplate what could be
donewithit.

“I would have never guessed a hunting party could frighten anortherner away.” Leif laughed as he set off
downthetrail.

That did it. | undung my backpack and found my switchblade. Cutting asmall dit dong the outer seam of

my new pants, | strapped the thigh-holder to my leg. | pulled apart my single braid, and wrapped my hair

up into abun using my lock picksto holdit in place. Now dressed for afight, | dipped my pack over one
shoulder, and raced after Leif.

As| caught up with him, he gave me an amused grunt. With my five-foot bow in hand, | set my mind into
my mental fighting zone. The zone was a concentration technique that alowed me to anticipate my
opponent’smoves as| fought. Thistime, | focused on thetrail ahead.

The men were poised and ready, six on each side of theroad. | knew the instant they heard us, but they
waited. They wanted to surround us, attacking only when we had walked into the middle of their group.

| had other plans. Just before we reached the ambush, | dropped my pack to the ground and called,
“Wait up!”

Lef spun around. “What now?’
“I think | heard some—"

A shout filled the forest. Birds darted into the sky with aflurry of wings. Men exploded from the bushes
with their swordsin hand. But the element of surprise was mine. | knocked aside the swords of the first
two men who rushed me. Slamming my bow hard againgt their temples, | sent them to the ground.

Asathird man approached, | swept hisfeet out from under him. Two more men rushed me, | stepped up
to engage them, but they jumped to the Sides of thetrail. My confusion lasted until | felt adeep rumbling
through the soles of my boots. Looking up | saw a broad-chested horse charging down the path toward
me. | dove out of theway just asaflash of sted bit into my upper left arm. Furious, | attacked the man
closest to me, jabbing my bow into his nose. Blood gushed as he cried out in pain.

“Stop her,” the man on horseback ordered.

| searched for Leif. He stood in the middle of the road surrounded by four armed men. An astonished
look creased hisface, but otherwise he gppeared unharmed. His machete lay at hisfeet.

Outnumbered, | had only seconds | eft. The horseman had turned his steed around, preparing for another
charge. The man with the broken nose lay on the ground. | stood on his chest and threatened his neck
with the end of my bow.



“Stop or I'll crush hiswindpipe,” | yelled.

The young man hdted his horse. But asthe others backed away, staring at mein dishelief, heraised his
swordintotheair.

“Surrender or I'll kill your brother,” he said.

How did he know Leif wasmy brother?| looked at Leif, considering. The point of aguard’s sword
balanced mere inchesfrom Leif’ s heart. Fear had bleached my brother’ sface. Served him right. The
soldier under my feet wheezed.

| shrugged. “Seemswe reat animpasse,” | said to the horseman.
“Indeed.” He paused. “What say we stand down and discuss the situation?”

| began to agree when the rider snapped hisfingers. | sensed movement, but before | could swing
around, | heard ahorrible thud, felt acrushing pain at the base of my skull, then nothing.

My head pulsed with pain asif someone were beating two malets on the sdes of my skull. | opened my
eyesfor asecond, but squeezed them shut again. Bobbing brown hide filled my view, causing nausea. As
| fought to keep the contents of my stomach in place, | redlized | had been hung upside down and was
being moved. | risked another peek and confirmed my suspicion that | had been thrown over the back of
ahorse. | vomited.

“She'sawake,” said amaevoice.
Thank fate the horse stopped.
“Good. WE Il stop and make camp here,” said the horseman.

| felt ahard pushin my side, and | dropped to the ground. A jolt shot through my body on impact.
Stunned, all | could do was hope nothing had been broken.

Asthe sunlight faded, | heard the rustle of men working. When | tried to squirm into amore comfortable
position, | started to panic. | couldn’t move very well. Then | recognized the familiar somach clenching
sound of manacles clamped on my wrists and ankles. Upon inspection | noticed afoot long chain hanging
between the metal cuffs on my wridts. It took a considerable effort not to scream and flail a my
restraints. A few deep breaths calmed my speeding heart and frantic mind.

| assessed the damage to my body. Aside from some bruised muscles, | couldn't feel any broken bones,
athough my upper left arm burned from the sword cut. | hadn’t noticed the pain during thefight and,
even now, it seemed amere nuisance compared to the pounding in my skull. So | lay till and bided my
time.

By full dark, the noises of setting up the camp had been replaced by the quiet murmur of voices. When
the painin my head died down to adull ache, | tried to move again, and succeeded in turning onto my
back. My view of the stars was soon obscured by a man’s face looking down a me. Small close-set
eyes peered around a many-times-broken nose. Moonlight glinted off his sword, alowing meto see that
thetip hovered above my throat.

“Maketroubleand I’ ll skewer you with meblade,” the man said with asick amile. “And I’'m not talking
about me sword.” To prove his point, he sheathed his weapon.



| decided not to make trouble. At least not yet. The guard seemed satisfied with my silence. He crossed
histhick muscled arms over his chest, staring at me. | could fed my switchblade holder on my thigh.
Whether or not it still held my wegpon was another matter, and | couldn’t risk checking it while under
guard. Instead, | surveyed the areato get my bearings.

My attackers had camped in aclearing. Men surrounded a bright fire, cooking something that smelled
likemesat. A singletent had been erected. Leif and the horseman were not in sight, but the horse wastied
to anearby tree. | counted ten men in the clearing, including my guard. There might have been more
inddethetent. Either way, too many for meto fight.

| tried to Sit up. The world spun, and my stomach heaved until there was nothing left insde.

A guard came toward me from the campfire. He was an older man with short gray hairs bristling from his
scap. He held acup in hishand, which he handed to me. “ Drink this,” he ordered.

Thewarm scent of ginger floated from theliquid. “What isit?” My voice rasped.

“It doesn’t matter.” My guard took a step closer to me, raising hisfist. “Y ou do what Captain Marrok
says”

“Easy, God, she hasto be able to walk tomorrow,” Captain Marrok said. Then to me, “Y our brother
made it from some leaveshe had in his pack.”

Lef wasdive My rdief surprised me.

“It' sto make your head fed better,” the Captain said when my lips hesitated on the rim of the cup. A hint
of kindness touched hisblue-gray eyes, but he didn’t let the feding ater his stern expression.

Why poison me now when they could have killed me before? Perhaps L eif wanted me dead?
“Drink it or I'll forceit down your throat,” Goel said.

| believed Godl, so | took asmall sip, testing for poisons. It tasted like sweet ginger mixed with lemon
juice. Feding alittle better from the onetaste, | gulped the rest.

“Cahil said to move her closer to thefire. It'stoo dark back here. I ve assigned four-hour buddy shifts
for tonight,” Captain Marrok said.

God grabbed me under the arms and pulled me to my feet. Preparing for another round of nauses, |
braced mysdlf, but nothing happened. My stomach settled, and my head cleared enough for meto
wonder how | was supposed to walk with such a short chain between my manacled ankles. At least my
wrists and ankles weren’t connected together.

The problem was solved when Goel lifted me over his shoulder. When he dropped me near thefire, the
other men ceased their conversation. One man glared at me above the bloody bandage that he held to his
nose.

Marrok gave me aplate of food. “Eat. You'll need your strength.”
The guardsal laughed. It was ahumorless, frightening sound.

| debated whether or not to eat the meat and cheese bread. It had been only afew minutessince | had
emptied my stomach on the ground, but the inviting smell of grilled meat made the decision for me. After
tagting for poisons, | gobbled the medl.



With my headache gone, and my body somewheat revived from the food, | contemplated my situation.
My biggest question waswhy had Leif and | been captured, and by whom. Goel till hovered nearby so |
asked him.

He backhanded me across my face. “No talking,” he ordered.
My cheek stung as unbidden tearswelled. | hated this Godl.

| spent the next hoursin silence, using the time to search for away to escape. My backpack wasn't
anywherein sght, but, acrossthe fire, aheavyset man tried to spar another guard with my bow. Sweeting
with profusion, the big man inexpertly hacked at the other’ s practice sword and was besaten with ease.

After watching the bout, | decided that these men had to be soldiers even though they wore plain
homespun civilian clothes. Their ages ranged from mid-twentiesto late-forties, maybe even fifty.
Mercenaries, perhaps? Captain Marrok’ s command of these men was obvious.

So why had they attacked us? If they needed money, they could have taken what they wanted and been
ontheir way. If they werekillers, | would be dead by now. That |eft kidnapping. For aransom? Or for
something worse?

A shudder shook my shoulders when | thought of my parents receiving word that | had disappeared
again and | promised myself that | wouldn't let it go that far. Somehow, | would escape, but | knew it
wouldn’'t be under God’ s zedl ous watch.

| rubbed my neck. My hand came away sticky with blood. Exploring with my fingertips, | found adeep
gash a the base of my skull and asmdler cut above my left temple. | tapped my bun and moved my
hand away with what | hoped was a casua motion. My lock picks were ill holding up some of my hair,
and | prayed Goel didn’t see them.

A possible means of escape was within reach. | just needed some time unguarded. Unfortunately, it
didn’t look like that would happen any time soon; two men came out of the tent and headed straight
toward me.

“Hewantsto see her,” one man said asthey hauled meto my fest.

They dragged me toward the tent. God followed. | was pulled inside and dumped on the floor. When my
eyes adjusted to the dim candldlight, | saw the young horseman sitting at a canvastable. Leif, unchained
and unharmed, sat beside him. My backpack was on the table, and my possessions had been spread out.

With effort, | stood. “Friends of yours?’ | asked Leaif.

Something hard connected with the side of my head, damming me back to the ground. Leif haf rosefrom
his seet, but settled when the horseman touched hisdeeve.

“That was unnecessary, Godl,” the horseman said. “Wait outside.”
“She spoke without permission.”

“If shefailsto show the proper respect, you may teach her some manners. Now go,” ordered the
horseman.

| struggled to my feet again. Goel |eft, but the other two guards remained by the door. By now my
patience was gone. If | were quick enough, | might be able to wrap the foot of chain hanging between my
wrisgts around the horseman’s neck.



As| was gauging the distance, the horseman said, “1 wouldn’t try anything stupid.” Helifted along,
broad sword from hislap.

“Who the hdll are you and what do you want?’ | demanded.
“Watch your language or I'll call God back,” hereplied with asmile.

“Go ahead, cal him back. Take my manacles off and let ushave afair fight.” When hedidn’t reply, |
added, “Guessyou're afraid I’d win. Typica ambusher mentality.”

Helooked at Leif in amazement. Leif stared back with concern, and | wondered what had gone on
between them. Friends or foes?

“Y ou falled to mention this bravado. Of course,” he turned back to me, “it could al be an act.”
“Tryme” | said.

The horseman laughed. Despite hisfull blond beard and mustache, he ill looked younger than 1. Maybe
seventeen or eighteen years old. His eyes were awashed-out blue, and his shoulder-length blond hair
had been pulled back into a ponytail. He wore asimple light gray tunic. Even from thisdistance, | could
tell that his shirt’ sfabric wasfiner than the guards' clothes.

“What do you want?’ | asked again.
“Information.”
| gaped at his unexpected answer.

“Oh, comeon,” hesaid. “Don’t play the smpleton with me. | want military statisticson Ixia Troop Sze
and location. Strengths. Weaknesses. How many weapons? Vaek’ s precise location. Who and where
his other spiesare. That type of information.”

“Why would you think | know dl this?’

He glanced at Lef, and sudden understanding flooded my mind. “Y ou think I’'m anorthern spy.” |

sgghed. Lef had set me up. That' swhy the horseman knew Leif was my brother. Leif’ sfear and shock
during the ambush had all been an act. He had no business with the First Magician. No wonder he hadn’t
said aword sincel had arrived in the tent.

“All right, Since everyone bdievesI'm aspy, | guess| should act likeone.” | crossed my armsto achieve
adefiant posture. The clang of the manacles didn’t help theimage, but | sdllied forth anyway. “I’m not
telling you southern scum anything.”

“You'll have no choice”

“Thenyou'rein for asurprise.”” Meaning | didn’'t have the answers he sought. If he had wanted to know
the Commander’ s favorite food, I’ d be happy to oblige.

“I could have God torture the information out of you,” he said. “He would enjoy that. But that’ s rather
messy and time-consuming. And | always consider facts divulged under stressto be suspect.”

The horseman rose from his chair, and waked around the table, coming closer to me. He clutched his
sword in hisright hand, trying to be intimidating. He was about seven inchestaler than me and he had
tucked hisdark gray pantsinto knee-high black lesther riding boots.



“You'retheonein for asurprise, because I’m going to bring you to the Magician’s Keep where First
Magician will ped your mind like abanana, exposing the soft center where dl the answerslie. Your brain
getsalittle mashed in the process—" he shrugged his shoulders asif unconcerned about this detail “—but
theinformation isdways accurate.”

Redl fear brushed my skin for thefirst time since | had awakened a prisoner. Perhaps I’d made amistake
in playing the spy. “I don’t suppose you would believe meif | said | didn’t have what you wanted?’

The horseman shook hishead. “ The proof of your loydtiesisin your backpack. Ixian coins and your
northern uniform.”

“Which redly proves!’m not aspy, because Vaek would never recruit someone stupid enough to carry
her uniformonamisson,” | sad in frugtration, but regretted having mentioned Vaek’sname. A
“shejust-gave-hersdf-away” 1ook flashed between the horseman and Leif.

| tried to &l for time. “Who are you and why do you want thisinformation?’

“I'm King Cahil Ixia And | want my throne.”

Chapter Six

King of Ixia? Thisyoung idiot was claming to be aking?
“TheKing of Ixiaisdead,” | said.

“I'mwell awarethat your boss, Vaek, murdered the King and dl hisfamily when Commander Ambrose
took control of Ixia. But he made what will soon proveto be afata mistake.” Cahil jabbed his sword
into theair. “He didn’t count the bodies, and the King’ s six-year-old nephew was smuggled to the south.
I’'m the heir to the Ixian throneand | planto clamit.”

“You'll need moremen,” | said.
“How many more?’ he asked with considerable interest.
“Morethan twelve.” My best guess of the number of men in the camp.

Helaughed. “Don’t worry. The Commander’ s military and corps of nsare enough of athreat to
Sitiato provide me with plenty of followers. Besdes—" he thought for amoment “—once| deliver you
to the Citadel, and show them that I’ ve uncovered a dangerous spy, they’ I have no choice but to support
my campaign againg Ambrose. I’ll have the whole Sitian army at my command.”

Hefailed to impress me. Instead, he reminded me of aboy playing with toy soldiers. | did aquick mental
caculation. Cahil wasayear older than me, making him twenty-one.

“So you're taking meto the Citadel?’ | asked.

He nodded. “ There, First Magician will regp theinformation from your mind.” He smiled asagreedy glint
parked in hiseyes.

Somehow, | had missed the connection of the Magician and the Citade thefirst time Cahil had
mentioned it. The reference to them mashing my brains must have thrown me off.

“I"'m going to the Citadd anyway. Why dl thetrouble?’ | unfolded my arms, showing the manacles.



“Y ou are masquerading as astudent. Unfortunately, the Magicianstake their Ethica Code very serious,
and won't interrogate you unless you' re caught doing something illegd . Without my intervention, they
would haveinvited you in, and taught you dl the secretsof Sitia”

So | wasto be his proof. He wanted to show them that he had saved the Sitians from a menacing
crimind. “Okay. I’ll gowith you to the Citadd.” | offered my wrigts. “Removethese, and | won't give
you any trouble.”

“And what’ sto stop you from running off?" he asked. Therewas ahitch of disbdlief in hisvoice.
“My word.”
“Y our word means nothing,” Leif said.

Hisfirg verbalization of the night, and | felt astrong urgeto quiet him with my fist. | stared at him,
beaming the promise of afuture confrontation.

Cahil gppeared unconvinced.
“How about the twelve men you have guarding me?’ | asked.

“No. You'remy prisoner. Y ou should be dressed as such.” Cahil waved his hand, and the two guards by
the tent’ s entrance grabbed my arms.

Meeting over. | was dragged from the tent and dumped by thefire, where Godl resumed his hawklike
guard. Cahil had |eft me no choice. | would not arrive at the Citadel ashis prize.

| lay there, watching and listening to the men as asimple plan formed in my mind. When the camp settled
infor the night, two men relieved Godl. | feigned deep, waiting until the second shift of men had enough
time to grow bored.

Magic was the only weapon | had l&ft; yet | was uncertain of my strength and abilities. What | planned to
do could be considered adirect violation of the Magicians Ethical Code, but, a thispoint, | didn’t care.
| would have preferred to fight, but | was out of options and time.

Breathing deep, | tried to project my awareness out. Without the aid of my bow, | failed miserably. |
couldn’t focus. Not wanting to risk any big movements, | rubbed my thumbs aong my fingertips. The
skin contact hel ped to center my mind until | could push it away from me.

| had hoped my guards would be drowsy, but one whistled under his breath and the other reviewed
military tacticsin hishead, athough | could feel the desirefor deep pulling at their minds.

| used that desire. | gave amental command to deep, and crossed my fingers. My knowledge of magic
was very limited; | had no ideaiif it would work. At firgt, resistance pushed back. | tried again. Soon, the
two men sank to the ground, but still remained awake. | had wanted to be subtle, but the night was
running out. Sleep, | ordered with force, and they fell over.

The chains clanked when | sat up. Pressing them to my beating chest, | scanned the dumbering men. |
had forgotten about the noise. Since | could only use one hand and my mouth, picking the manacles
lockswould be difficult and loud, so | revised my plan. Perhaps| could send al the men into a deep
deep where noise would not rouse them.

| projected my awareness, touching each man’s mind, putting them into a heavy, dreamless dumber.
Cahil dept onacot in the tent. While | would have enjoyed rifling through hismind, | settled for sending



him into an unconscious date. Leif’smagica protection prevented me from affecting him. | hoped hewas
aheavy deeper.

Working with my diamond pick in one hand and with the tension wrench between my teeth, | managed to
pop the locks on my wrist manacles after afifth attempt. The sky began to brighten ashade. My time
was dipping away. | crept into the tent to retrieve my backpack, stuffing my belongingsintoit. | made
more noise then | wanted, but my ingtincts told me that full dawn would waken the men. As| fled, |
grabbed my bow from beside the guard who had claimed it.

Running through the forest, | noticed that the darkness faded with every stride. My thoughts turned
duggish, and | huffed for breath as weakness pulled a my legs. Using magic on the men had drained my
energy.

| scanned the treetops, looking for abig leaf variety with lots of branches. Spotting atree with potentid, |
halted and took my grapple and rope from my backpack.

By thetime | managed to hook abranch, my armsfdt like rubber. | had to smile a the irony of my
Stuation, though, as | pulled myself up therope. Thiswasthe third time | had used the treetops for
escape, and the climb was becoming amost routine. But the distant shouts of angry men spurred me on.

When | reached thetop, | reeled in my rope, and then scrambled to ahigher limb for more cover. |
wrapped Fern’ s green cloth around me as | sat with my back to the trunk, my knees drawn to my chest.
Leaving agap to seethrough, | settled in for along wait. | hoped my strength would return soon.

Hearing acommoation, | imagined the scene going on at Cahil’ s camp. The reprimand of the guardswho
fell adeep during their watch; the discovery that my backpack and effects were missing. | trusted that
made Cahil pause, knowing that | had stood only afew feet from him and let him live.

My position in the tree was closer to the camp than | had wanted. Searchers with drawn swords came
into view sooner than | had anticipated. | froze in my green cocoon.

God led the men. He stooped to inspect a bush, and then called, “ Thisway. She'snot far. The sap’ s il
gticky.”

Riversof sweat ran down my skin. Goel was atracker. | moved my hand, finding the dit in my pants. My
switchblade hadn’t been confiscated. Grabbing the smooth wood of the handle made mefed abit better.

He stopped at the bottom of my tree. | shifted my weight forward and crouched on the branch, preparing
tofleeif needed.

God examined the ground around the base of the trunk. His eyes did up into the branches. My bregath
locked as cold fear splashed through me. | redlized | had made agrave mistake.

A predatory smile spread across God'’ s lips. “Found you.”

Chapter Seven

| yanked my forest camouflage off my back and shook the material out like a sheet.
“Theresheis,” one of God’smen cried out, pointing up & me.

Releasing thefabric, | let it float down toward the men. The second the material obscured their view, |
launched mysdlf through the treetops, scrambling with asudden spur of energy from branch to branchin



an effort to get mysdlf higher and farther from Goel and his men.
“Hey!” someoneydled from below.
“Stop her!”

| kept moving, hoping that Goel couldn’t track me through the trees. My mistake had been to forget that
Cahil had searched through my backpack. He knew | carried a grapple and rope. With agood tracker
and the hint of my trick, it hadn’t taken them long to find me.

Curses and yelling followed below me. | focused dl my efforts on finding branches that would hold my
weight, and getting away. Once my mind calmed enough for rationd thought, | redlized | was making a
racket. God and his men could track me by listening to the rattle of the leaves and the snapping of
branches. All they had to do then was wait for meto fall, or exhaust mysdif.

Once | dowed down, taking care not to make any noise, | could hear the men on the forest floor. They
caled my position to each other, closing in.

“Hold up!” avoice said right below me.

My musclesjerked in shock.

“She stopped.”

| kept climbing. My progress was anerve-racking snail’ s pace, but quiet.
“We haveyou,” Goel cdled. “Come down now and I'll only hurt you alittle.”

| bit back asarcastic reply to his“generous’ offer. Instead, | continued to move through the trees. The
men remained silent, and soon | had no idea where they were. | paused on an upper branch to search for
some sign of them, but saw nothing but asea of green leaves.

Then my imagination kicked in. | fdt trgpped. My face burned with the sudden beief that God’ seyes
were on me. Panic pumped in my heart until | remembered the ingtruction Irys had given me back in the
jungle—seek with your mind, not with your eyes. Using my magic till wasn't indinctive.

Taking adeep breath, | pulled my bow, concentrated on the smooth wood againgt my fingers, and
projected my awareness down to the forest floor.

The men had spread out. They searched awide areato my right. | couldn’t sense God below. With a
sck feding crawling dong my skin, | swept the treetops. Goel had climbed into the canopy. He followed
thetrall | had leftin my haste. Black thoughts of inflicting pain colored hismind.

When hereached the place where | had begun to travel with more care, | waited. He hesitated for a
heartbest, but spotted another sign, continuing on toward my location.

It was only amatter of time before Godl found me. | considered using my magic to force him off my trail.
Could I make him fall adeep? Probably, but God would eventualy wake up and track me down. | could
try prompting him into forgetting who he searched for, but for that | would need to delve deep into his
mind and such an effort would drain my remaining strength.

Think. | had to take Godl out. Unless Cahil had another tracker, my chances of escaping improved
without God on my tail. A plan began to formin my mind. | did my bow back through its holder on my

pack.



Keeping light contact with God’smind, | picked up the pace and continued on my route for awhile,
making sureto leave atrail. When | reached asmall clearing in the forest, | siwung down to the ground,
landing with ahard jolt. Leaving nice deep boot prints, | walked across the clearing, and broke through
the underbrush on the other side.

Now came the hard part. Retracing my path, | returned to the tree from which | had jumped. The
grapplewould leave marks, so | used it to throw the rope over the tree branch, and then | shimmied up.
Hopefully, the rub marks on the branch would make it appear that | had gone down to the clearing, not
up. Then | looped the rope and hung it around my shoulder and torso so my hands were free.

Goel was now close enough to hear me. | madeasmadl grunt like | had hit the ground hard. With the
utmost care, | climbed higher in the tree. God cameinto sight. | froze.

He inspected the branch | had used to drop into the clearing. He leaned over and peered at the forest
floor.

“So me prey has goneto ground,” God said to himself.

He swung down and crouched by my marks. His thoughts focused on how much he would enjoy
torturing me. Seep, | projected into hismind. Seep. But he was wide-awake and the command raised
immediate suspicions. He stood and glanced around the clearing.

Damn. That wasn't working. Don’'t look up; | projected as | moved to alower branch. The leaves
shook, but Godl didn’t notice. Triggering my switchblade, | cut athree-foot section of rope. | wrapped
the ends around my hands as Goel turned back to examine my tracks.

| jumped, landing behind him. Before he could move, | looped therope | held around histhroat. 1 spun.
My backpack touched his back, and the rope was now over my shoulder. | dropped to one knee,
forcing Goel to bend backward over me. In that position only his fingertips could reach me. Insteed, he
yanked at the garrote around his neck.

Just when | thought he was unconscious, his head bumped mine, and | felt hisfull weight on my back. He
did abackward somersault over me. | saw his boots hit the ground in front of me.

Damn. Godl knew some sdlf-defense techniques. He straightened and wrenched the rope right out of my
hands.

“Got anything ese?’ he asked. His voice rasped from my strangulation attempt.
| pulled my bow from my back. He drew his sword.
Hesmiled. “Littlegirl. Little wegpon.” God pointed to himsdlf. “Big man. Big wespon.”

| shifted into afighting stance, balancing my weight on the bals of my feet. He wasn't going to intimidate
me. If | could disarm my friend Ari, who had twice Goel’ s muscle mass, and Ari’ s partner, Janco, who
was rabbit fast, | could take on Godl.

Sliding my hands dong the wood of my wespon, | reestablished my menta link with Godl. When he
lunged, | knew it before he moved. | stepped to the side, turning sideway's so his sword missed my
stomach. Inadtride, | wasin close. | dammed my bow into histemple. He crumpled to the ground,
UNCoNScious.

Thanking fate that Goel hadn’t called for hismen, | searched his pack. | found brass knuckles, asmall
whip, ablack club, an assortment of knives, agag, manacles, keys and my camouflage materid.



If I killed God, | would be doing the south afavor. A shamethat God’ s deeth wouldn't go well in my
“I’'mnot aspy” defense. So | dragged him to atree and propped him into a sitting position against the
trunk. The manacles had just enough chain for meto lock his hands behind thetree. | shoved hisgag into
his mouth, fastening the strap around his head.

| took my camouflage materia and the manacles keysfrom hispack. Then | hid hispack and swordin
the bushes. Pausing amoment to regain my focus, | sought God’ s men with my mind. Satisfied that they
were far enough away, | mentally scanned the forest for Cahil’ s campsite. Once | knew inwhich
directionto go, | set out.

| couldn’t leave Godl to die. Yet, if | released him, he would only track me down. | could find someone
to direct me to the Citadel, and hope the few hoursit took Cahil to find Goel would be enough time for
meto stay ahead of them. That had been my intent when | had first escaped. But now that rankled. It
would bethe actions of acrimind or aspy, and | wasn't guilty. | wouldn't run away.

Perhaps| could use my magic and trick Goel into losng my trail. Then | could follow Cahil, kegping a
close eye on him. But would he continue to the Citadel without me as his prisoner? | didn’t know.

A sudden intense desire for Vaek was swept through my body. Discussing military tacticswith him had
always helped me work out a problem. | thought about how Va ek would handle this Situation and, soon
after, arough plan formed.

“Youlost her,” Cahil repeated. He frowned as he stared at the faces of the four unhappy men who stood
infront of him. “Where's Godl?’ he asked.

A mumbled reply.
“Youlogt him, too?” Outrage gripped Cahil’ sface.
The men cringed and sSlammered.

| suppressed the urge to laugh out loud. My position near his campsite afforded me aclear view of Cahil
and hismen, while | remained hidden under my camouflage. | had used the waning daylight and the
clamor of the search party’ sarrival to move closer to the clearing.

“Y ou're abunch of bumbling fools. Searching a prisoner for wegpons and anything that would help an
escape, is standard procedure.” Cahil glared a hismen. “A complete and thorough search. You don't
stop because you found one wesgpon.” Cahil stared at his men until they fidgeted. “ Captain Marrok?’

“Yes, my lord.” Marrok snapped to attention.

“If God doesn't return by first light, | want you to lead a search party to find him. He' s our best chance
of recovering that spy,” Cahil ordered.

“Ya s'r..u

Cahil stalked off to histent. When he was gone, | could see the grim faces of his men asthey stood
around the campfire. The smell of roasting meat made my stomach complain. | hadn't eaten al day, but |
couldn’t risk making any noise. Withasigh, | squirmed into acomfortable position, settling in for along
wait.

Keeping dert proved difficult once the men had gone to deep. Captain Marrok posted two guards, who



circled the campsite. Using magic had drained me and | fought my heavy eyeidsuntil | gave up and
dozed for awhile. The dream image of Goel’ s hands on my neck jerked me awake in the middle of the
night.

The guards were on the far side of the camp. | used my magic to send the deeping men into a deeper
dumber. The guards, though, fought hard. The image of the harsh punishment their comrades had
received for falling adeep on guard duty the night before kept them vigilant. So | tried the “don’t look”
command as| crept toward Cahil’ stent.

Upon reaching the back wall of the tent, | triggered my switchblade and cut adit in thefabric. Then |
entered the tent through that smal opening.

Cahil was adeep. Leif looked like he hadn’t heard my entrance. Curled up on hissidewith onearm
dangling over the edge of the cot, he appeared to be deeping. Cahil lay on his back, hisarms crossed
over his stomach. Hislong sword rested on the floor within Cahil’ sreach. | moved the weapon away
before | sat on hischest.

Theingtant he awoke, | had my blade pressed againgt histhroat. “Quiet or I'll kill you,” | whispered.

His eyeswidened. Hetried to move hisarms, but my weight pinned them down. Cahil could muscle me
off, but | pushed the blade' s point into his skin. A drop of blood welled.

“Don't move,” | said. “Your sword isout of reach. I'm not that stupid.”
“SolI’'mlearning,” he whispered.

| felt him relax.

“What do you want?” Cahil asked.

“A truce”

“What kind?’

“Y ou stop trying to drag meto the Citadel in chainsand I’ Il accompany you there as afellow traveler.”
“What do | get out of the ded ?”’

“Y ou get Goel back and my cooperation.”

“Y ou have God 7’

| dangled the manacles’ keysover hisface.

“How can | trust you when your brother doesn’t trust you?”

“I’'m offering atruce. So far, I’ ve had two opportunitiesto kill you. You'reared threat to Ixia. If | were
atrue spy, your death would make me famousin the north.”

“Andif | renege on thistruce?’
| shrugged. “I'll escape again. But thistime, I'll leave God’ s dead body behind.”
“He'sagood tracker,” Cahil said with pride.

“Unfortunatdy.”



“If | say noto your offer?’

“Then I’'m gone, leaving you to find God.”

“Dead?’

“Yes” | bluffed.

“Why come back? Y ou took care of God. He was the only threst to you.”

“Because | want the chanceto provethat I'm not aspy,” | said with frustration. “I’m aZatana. And I’'m
not going to run like acriminal, because I’m not guilty. But | don’t want to be your prisoner. And...” |
couldn’t explain anymore. | sighed. Hewasright. If my own brother didn’t trust me, why should Cahil ?1
had gambled and |ost.

Timefor plan B. | would run. My safest course would beto find Irys. | withdrew my switchblade from
Cahil’ sthroat. After afull day on the lam without food or deep, a bone-deep fatigue overcame me. |
jumped off of Cahil.

“I’'m not going to kill anybody.” | backed toward the dit | had cut in the tent, keeping my eyes on Cahil.

When | turned to find the rip in the fabric, a sudden wave of dizziness overcame me, and | ssumbled to
the ground. Thetent spun and | lost consciousness for amere moment asal my energy fled. | regained
my witsin timeto see Cahil pick up my switchblade.

Chapter Eight

Cahil moved away and lit the lantern on his bedside table. He examined my switchbladein the
canddight.

“My lord?’ avoice cdled through the door.

| braced mysdlf, preparing to be accosted and manacled by arush of guards.
“Everything' sfing” Cahil called.

“Very good, Sr.”

| heard the guard move away and | looked at Cahil in surprise. Perhaps he wanted meto tell him where
God was before he “reclaimed” me. | sat up and glanced at Leif. Hiseyeswere closed, but | didn’t
know if thelight and Cahil’ s voice had roused him.

“These markings are very familiar,” Cahil said, referring to the sx symbols engraved on the handle of my
switchblade. “My uncl€e s secret battle codes, | believe.” His gaze returned to me.

Hisdeep-touded hair reinforced my first impression of hisyouth, but asharp intelligence danced in his
eyes.

| nodded. The codes had been used by the King of Ixiato send secret messages to his captains during
battles.

“It' sbeen so long,” Cahil said. A brief sadness pulled at hisface. “What do they mean?’

“It says, * Sieges weathered, fight together, friendsforever.’ It wasagift.”



“Someonein the north?”’

Londinesstouched my heart as| thought of what | had lost by coming south. My fingers sought the lump
under my shirt, Vaek’ sbutterfly. “Yes”

“Who?’

An odd question. Why would he care? | searched Cahil’ sface for some sign of duplicity, and found only
curiosity. “Janco. One of my sdf-defenseteachers.” | grinned a the memories of Janco singing his
rhymes and knocking aside my attacks. “Without him and Ari, | wouldn’t have had the skillsto escape
you and take on Godl today.”

“They taught you well.” Cahil ran ahand along his neck, smearing the drop of blood.

He seemed deep in thought as he turned my switchblade in his hands. He pushed the blade into the
handle then triggered it. The snick from the weapon made meflinch.

“Wdl made” hesad.

Cahil stepped toward me. | scrambled upright and stood in a defensive stance. Even though | was
light-headed and week, | contemplated my chances of getting away. Instead of threatening me, Cahil
retracted the blade and gave me the switchblade. | looked at the weapon in my hand with atired
agonishment.

“A truce, then,” he said. “But any troubleand I’ ll have you in chains.” Cahil gestured to acorner of the
tent. “Y ou' re exhausted. Get some deep. We have along day tomorrow.” Placing his sword back within
reach, Cahil lay down on his cot.

“Do you want to know where Godl is?’ | asked.

“Ishein any immediate danger?’

“Unlessthere are poisonous or predatory animalsin thisforest.”

“Then let him swest out the night. Serves him right for being caught.” Cahil closed hiseyes.

| glanced around the tent. Leif hadn’t moved since | had arrived, but his eyes were open. He made no
comment as herolled over to his other side, turning his back on me. Again.

| sghed, wondering how much he had heard, and found | wastoo tired to care. With weariness dragging
at my limbs, | spread my cloak on the floor, blew out the lantern and collapsed on my makeshift bed.

The next morning, Leif left the tent without saying aword. Cahil told meto stay insde while he madea
show of thefact that God hadn’t returned.

| heard Cahil question the guards of the previous night.
“All was quiet, my lord,” one man replied.

“Nothing unusua?’ Cahil asked.

“Jugt your light, Sir. But you said—"



“What if I'd had aknife at my throat, Erant? Would you have believed what | said?’
“No, gr.”

“How did you know, then, that | wasn’t in trouble?’

“I didn’t, Sr. | should have checked,” Erant said, sounding miserable.

“Should haves lead to death. In war, you don’t get a second chance. In a battle with the north, they
won't send an army againgt us. They'll send one man. Without vigilance, we'll dl bekilled in our degp.”

Someone scoffed. * Surely one man can't get by us.”

“How about awoman?’ Cahil asked.

“Noway,” aguard said amid cheers of assent.

“Then explainthis. Yeena,” Cahil caled. Animmediate silencefilled theforest. “ Join me, please.”

| didn’t like being part of Cahil’ slesson, but he was right. An assassin trained by Vaek would have had
no trouble taking out his guards. | stepped from the tent, holding my bow in case anyone decided to rush
me. The morning sun shonein my eyesas | squinted to examine Cahil’s men.

Surprise, anger and disbelief peppered their faces. Captain Marrok drew his sword. Leif was nowherein
Sgnt.

“Everything wasn't fine last night, Erant,” Cahil said. “Next time, make sure.”

Erant hung hisheed. “Yes, Sr.”

“Yeenawill betraveling with usto the Citadd. Treat her asacomrade,” Cahil ordered.
“What about Godl?’ asked Captain Marrok.

Cahil looked a me. “Tédl him where God is”

“You'll keep Goel on aleash?’ | asked. There was no doubt in my mind that Goel’ sdesire for revenge
would causetrouble. | shuddered at the thought of being at his mercy.

“Captain Marrok, explain the situation to God . Before you free him, make sure he gives hisword not to
hamYdena”

“Ya s'r.u

“Unless| give him permission,” Cahil added, saring & me. “Trouble will get you in chains. Treason will
get you God .

A rumble of appreciation rolled through Cahil’ s men. Hislittle show had earned him pointsin their minds.
| gave him abored look. | had been threatened many times before and had learned that the men who
didn’t make verbal threats were the most dangerous. With that thought, | searched the campsite for Leif.
Perhaps he had returned home now that | had delivered mysdlf to Cahil.

| gave Marrok the key to the manacles and instructions asto where to find Goel and his pack. Asthe
Captain left to free him, the rest of the guards began breaking down the campsite. Cahil’ s men kept a
wary eyeon me. A couple of hogtile glares were thrown my way, especialy when they discovered therip



inthetent’ sfabric.

While waiting for the Captain and Goel to return, | sorted and organized my backpack. | combed and
braided my hair, then twisted the long braid up into abun, using my lock picksto hold the hair in place. It
never hurt to be prepared. Cahil might trust me not to cause trouble, but he till believed | was anorthern

.

God returned with Marrok and Leif. | was surprised to see Leif, but not surprised by the seething glower
on God'’ sface. His cheeks had deep red marks where the gag' s strap had pressed into his skin. His hair
and clotheswere unkempt. Wetness stained his pants and his skin was blotchy from multiple mosquito
bites. God gripped his sword, starting toward me.

Captain Marrok intercepted God and pointed across the clearing to abedroll till lying on the ground.
Godl sheathed his sword and headed to the deeping mat, shooting me alook of venom.

| resumed breathing. Once the camp was packed, Cahil mounted his horse and led usto the forest trail. |
stayed close to Marrok in case God forgot his promise again.

The Captain grinned a me and said, “Watch now.”

Cahil clicked at hishorse as he tapped his hedlsinto the anima’ ssides. The horse increased its stride,
and the men began to jog.

“Keep up,” Marrok said.

| hadn’t run laps since training with Ari and Janco, but | had found sometime to exercise whiletraveling
south. Matching Marrok’ s pace, | asked, “Why does he make you run?’

“Keeps us battle ready.”

| had more questions, but | saved my breath, concentrating instead on staying with Marrok. By thetime
we reached the next campsite, my field of vision had shrunk to asmall area on the Captain’ s back. My
effortsto stay in shape hadn’t been enough. When we stopped, | labored for air, sucking in huge
mouthfuls. Leif, too, seemed winded. Hasn't run with hisfriendsfor awhile, | thought peevishly.

Once the camp was erected, Cahil offered to let me deep in the corner of histent again. There, |
collapsed to the ground without bothering to spread my cloak. In the morning, | ate alight breskfast.

The next three days mirrored thefirst day of traveling with Cahil, but by the end of the fourth day, |
wasn't as exhausted. | could eat dinner, and even stayed by the firefor awhile. God glared at me
whenever | met hiseye, so | ignored him. Leif pretended | didn't exis.

| began to think the forest was endless. Day after day we covered many miles, yet met no one on the
trail, nor saw any sign of avillage. | suspected Cahil avoided thetowns. | couldn’t be sureif it wasfor my
benefit or his.

Eventualy, the men got used to my presence. They bantered and kidded with each other, and practiced
sword fighting. The wary glances disappeared, and my arriva at the campfire no longer caused an
immediate hush. | found it interesting that the men aways sought Captain Marrok’ s approval prior to
doing anything.

After we' d been traveling for seven days, Captain Marrok surprised me. Some of the guards were
performing sdf-defense drills, and he invited meto join them.



“We could use the practice againg that staff of yours,” he said.

| agreed, showing the men some basi ¢ defense moves with my bow. While they used their wooden
swords, | demonstrated the advantages of having alonger wegpon. My participation in the practice drew
Cahil’ satention. He usualy showed no interest in the training sessions, preferring insteed to talk to Leif
about his quest to conquer Ixia, but now he approached to watch.

“Wood againgt wood isfine for practice, but wood againgt stedl isno contest in ared fight,” Cahil said.
“A sharp sword would reduce that staff to splinters.”

“The edges are the sword’ s danger zone. Thetrick isto avoid the edges,” | said.
“Show me.” Cahil drew his sword.

Thethick blade extended about three and ahalf feet from the hilt. Animpressive wegpon, but heavy.
Cahil would need two handsto widd it, dowing him down.

| concentrated on the fed of the bow’ swood in my hands, setting my mind into my menta fighting zone.

Helunged forward. Surprised by his quickness, | jumped back. Cahil held the sword one-handed, and |
found mysdf on the defensive. He had some skill with hiswegpon, but not much. When he swung the
massive blade, | dodged, stepped in close, and struck the flat of his sword with my bow. The next time
he swung | hit hishand. When helunged, | kept my bow horizonta and brought it down on theflat tip of
the blade, deflecting the wegpon toward the ground. My counterstrikes wouldn't disarm him, but al the
while, | kept moving, forcing Cahil to chase me.

When he grabbed his sword with both hands, | knew he was beginning to tire. It was just amatter of
time before he made atactical error.

Our match lengthened. His men cheered for him, urging him to take me out. They didn’t notice the sheen
of swesat on Cahil’ sforehead, or hear the rasp of his breath.

Soon enough, he swung too wide. | ducked in close, and tapped my bow on hisribs. “Have | proven my
point?’ | asked, dancing past his next attack.

Cahil stopped. “It' s getting late. WE Il haveto finish thislater,” he said. Sheathing his sword, he marched
off to histent.

Practice was over. His men were quiet asthey put away their equipment.

| sat by the campfire, waiting until Cahil had a chance to cool down. Captain Marrok sat next to me.
“Y ou proved your point,” he said.

| shrugged. “With alighter sword, Cahil would have won.”

We dtared at the flamesin silence.

“Why does he carry that sword?’ | asked Marrok.

“It wasthe King's. We managed to smuggle it south with Cahil.”

| sudied Marrok. Hisface had that worn leather look of a man who has been around for along time and
seenit dl. | redized his skin was tanned from the sun and wasn't anatura pigmentation. “Y ou’ refrom
the north.”



He nodded and gestured to the men. “We dl are.”

| studied the men. They were amixed crew of dark- and light-skinned. And | remembered that, before
the takeover, the border between Ixiaand Sitiahad been just aline on the map, and people from both
countriesmingled fredly.

Marrok continued, “WEe re the soldiers who weren't important enough to assassinate, nor willing to
switch our loydtiesto the Commander. Godl, Trayton, Bronse and | weredl part of the King' s guards.”
Marrok shoved atwig into thefire. Sparks flew up into the night sky. “We couldn’t save the King, but
we saved his nephew. We raised him, and taught him everything we know. And,” he stood, “we plan to
give him akingdom.” Marrok barked orders to the men, and then headed to his bedroll.

Weariness settled over me. My eyes grew heavy and | dragged myself to my corner of the dark tent.

Just before | fell adeep, the tent brightened. | felt a presence near me. My eyes snapped open. Cahil
loomed over mewith hissword in his hand. Anger pulsed from him in waves.

Chapter Nine

| stood dowly and stepped back from Cahil.
“Y ou humiliated mein front of my men,” hesadin anger.

“Y ou asked me to show you how abow could defend against asword. | was only doing what you
wanted.”

“It wasn't an honest match.”

“What?’

“Lef sad you used magic during thefight. That you made metired.”

| suppressed my anger and looked Cahil straight in the eye. “I did not.”
“Then what did?’

“Do you redly want to know why you lost?’ | asked.

“Do you redly have an answer?’ he countered.

“Y ou need to get off your horse and run with your men. Y ou don't have the staminafor along fight. And
find alighter sword.”

“But it wasmy uncle’s”
“You're not your uncle.”

“But I'm the King, and thisisthe King' ssword,” Cahil said. His brows creased together. He seemed
confused.

“So wear it to your coronation,” | said. “If you useit in battle, you'll be wearing it to your funera,” | said.
“You believel’ll be crowned?’

“That' snot the point.”



“What isthe point?’

“| would have beaten you with my bow. That sword istoo heavy for you.”

“I dwayswin agangt my men.”

| sighed. Of course hismen wouldn’t beat him. | tried another tactic. “Have you been in a battle?’

“Not yet. We' rein training. And besides, aKing doesn't risk himsdlf during abattle. | stay in the base
camp and direct the combat.”

His comment didn’t sound right to me, but, then again, | had no experience with warfare. Instead, | said,
“Think about it, Cahil. Y our men raised you. They want to reclaim the throne. But do they want it for you
or for themsalves? Exilein the south isn't as glamorous as being the King' sguards.”

Cahil snorted with disdain, shaking his head. “Y ou know nothing. Why would you care? Y ou’' rea py.
You'rejudt trying to confuse me.” He returned to his cot.

Cahil wasright. | didn’t care. Once we reached the Keep and | proved my innocence, | wouldn’'t have
to bother with him again. Leif, on the other hand, had interfered with me one too many times.

| scanned the tent. My brother’ s cot was empty.

“Where'sLeif?" | asked.

“Gone”

“Where?’

“| sent him ahead to notify the Keep of our arriva. Why?’

“Family busness.” | spat the words out.

Cahil must have seen the murderous glint in my eyes. “You can't hurt him.”
“Oh, yes, | can. He' s caused me alot of trouble.”

“He has my protection.”

“Isthat one of the benefits of being amember of your quest for the north?”

“No. When we captured you and L e&if, | gave him my word that no harm would cometo him in exchange
for hisfull cooperation in deding with you.”

| blinked at Cahil. Had | heard him right?“But Leif set me up.”
“No, hedidn’t.”
“Why didn’t you tdl me before?

“I thought | etting you believe you had been betrayed by your own brother would demoralize you.
However, it scemsto have had the opposite effect.”

Cahil’ s plan might have worked if Leif and | had had arelationship. | rubbed my face as| tried to decide
if knowing the truth changed my opinion about Le&f.



Sitting on the edge of his cot, Cahil studied mein silence.
“If Lef didn't set me up, then who did?’
Cahil smiled. “I can't reved my sources.”

Leif had managed to convince many Zdtanasthat | was a spy, so the entire clan was suspect. Anyone at
thellliais Market could have overheard our destination, aswell.

| couldn’t worry about it now, but | wouldn't forget it, either. “'Y ou said you sent Lef to the Keep,” |
sad. “Will we be there soon?’

“Tomorrow afternoon; about an hour after Lelf arrives. | want to make sure we re met by the right
people,” Cahil said. “ Animportant day, Y elena. Better get some deep.” He blew out the lantern.

| reclined on my cloak, wondering about the Citadel and Keep. Would Irys be there by tomorrow?
Doubtful. | stretched my awareness out, seeking Irys but only encountering wildlife. Without Irys at the
Keep would the First Magician ped away the layers of my mind? Apprehension churned insde my
someach. | would rather face God than the unknown. Eventudly, though, | dept.

Dark dreams of Reyad swirled in my mind.

“Same gtory, Ydena,” Reyad' s ghost said, laughing and taunting. “No options. No friends. But you have
aknife. Agan.”

Animage of Reyad wrapped in blood-soaked sheets flashed in my dreams. The killing wound in his neck
was the result of my desire to protect mysalf and the other kidnapped children from torture and mindless

davery.
“Will you cut another’ sthroat to save yoursdf?’ he asked. “How about your own?’

| woke to the sound of crying and redlized with horror that my face was wet. Brushing away thetears, |
resolved not to let my doubts plague me. Reyad’ s ghost might haunt my dreams, but | wouldn’t alow him
to haunt my life.

Morning dawned with the smell of sweet cakes, and | joined the men by the fire for breakfast. After we
ate, Cahil’ s men packed up the camp. Their mood was light and their banter friendly, so | was caught off
guard when | felt ahand on my shoulder.

Before | could move, the grip tightened, causing pain. | turned my head. Goel stood behind me.

He dug hisfingers degper into my flesh as he whispered in my ear. “I promised not to hurt you while we
traveled to the Citadd . Once there, you're mine.”

| rammed my elbow into God’ s somach. He grunted. | stepped forward and knocked his hand off my
shoulder with my arm as | spun. Facing him, | asked, “Why warn me?’

Hedrew in adeep bresth and grinned. “Y our anticipation will make the hunt more exciting.”
“Enough tak, God. Let'sdoit now.”
“No. | want timeto play. | have dl kinds of games planned for when | have you, my sweet.”

My body shook with anicy chill of revulsion. Goose bumps covered my skin. It was a sensation | never
thought | would fed in the swdltering south.



“Godl, help take down the tent,” Captain Marrok ordered.
“Yes, gr.” God waked away, glancing back a mewith asmirk on hisface and apromisein hiseyes.
| let my breath out dowly. Thisdidn’t bode well.

When the men finished breaking camp, Cahil mounted his horse and we st off through the forest. After
severd hours, the treesthinned asthe trail ascended ahill. At thetop of therise, avast valley, bisected
by along dirt road, spread out in front of us. Farm fields etched geometric shapes on the left Sde of the
road. An immense plain dominated the landscape on the right Side. Across the vibrant valley was another
ridge, and | could just make out awhite fortress spanning its crest.

“Isthat the Citaddl?’ | asked Marrok.
He nodded. “Another haf day’ smarch.” Hisgray eyesdid to theright asif searching for something.
| followed his gaze and watched the long grass stalks sway in the breeze. “ Daviian Plateau?”’

“No. That' sfarther southeast,” Marrok said. “ Thisisthe edge of the Avibian Plains. The plainishuge. It
takesten daysto crossit.”

“My cousin mentioned traveling through a plain on the way to the Citadd, but we reredly just skirting it.”

“Crossing Avibian isashortcut. Zatanaswill cross, but everyone else avoids contact with the Sandseed
Clan who cdlsthe plains home. Taking the forest route isthelong way, but it' s safe.”

| wanted to ask more, but Cahil increased the pace as we descended into the basin. He was either eager
to reach the Citadd or anxiousto put the plains behind him.

We passed |aborersworking in the farm fields, and a caravan of merchants with their horse-drawn
wagons loaded with goods. Nothing but the tall grass moved in the plains.

The Citadd grew massive in appearance as we traveled closer. We stopped only once to water the
horse and the men.

When we reached the towering gates, | was awed by the sheer size of the outer bulwark. Green veins
stresked the white marble walls. | ran ahand along them, finding it smooth and cool despite the blistering
heet. | had thought it was hot in the forest, but that had been nothing compared to being fully exposed to
the searing sun.

Thetwo guards at the Citadel’ s open gates approached Cahil. After abrief conversation, Cahil led us
into acourtyard. | squinted in the bright sunlight. The magjestic sight before metook awhileto sink in. An
entire town resided within the Citadd’ s outer walls. All the Structures were made of the same white
marble with veins of green that comprised the outer wall. | had visudized the Citadel asonelarge
building, like the Commander’ scadtlein Ixia, but thiswas far beyond anything | could have imagined.

“Impressed?’ Marrok asked.

| closed my mouth and nodded. Our party began to walk through the streets and | redlized the place was
deserted. “Whereis everyone?’ | asked Marrok.

“The Citadd’ saghost town during the hot season. The Council isin recess, the Kegp is on holiday and
only askeleton crew tends the crops. Everyone who can fleesto the cooler climates, and those who are
|eft retreat indde a midafternoon to avoid the sun.”



| didn’t blamethem. My scalp felt asif it were onfire. “How much longer?” | asked.

“Another hour,” Marrok said. “ See those four towers?’” He pointed to the east. “ That' sthe Magician's
K@.”

| stared at their height, wondering what dwelled in those lofty chambers.

We trudged on through the empty streets. The road surface aternated between packed dirt and
cobblestones. | spotted dogs, cats and afew chickens crouched in bits of shade. When we neared a
large square structure with multiple tiers, Marrok said, “ That’s Council Hall where the Sitian government
hasits offices and conducts meetings.”

The building had long steps that Stretched the entire length beneath the first floor and led up to agrand
entrance. Jade colored columns bracketed the doorway. A group of people huddled inthe Hall’s
shadow. They approached us aswe walked past. A strong odor of urine emanated from them. Filth
matted their hair and covered their tattered attire.

One man reached out with a soot blackened hand. “ Please, Sir, spare acoin?’
Cahil’smen ignored them and kept walking. The group followed aong, determined.

“Who are...?’ | started to ask, but Marrok didn’t dow. | tried to catch up, but asmall boy pulled on my
arm. His brown eyes were rimmed with sores and streaks of dirt lined his cheeks.

“Lovely lady, please. I’'m hungry,” the boy said. “ Spare a copper?’

| glanced around for Marrok. Hewas haf ablock away. | couldn’t understand why this boy needed
money, but | couldn’t refuse those eyes. | dug into my pack and pulled out the Sitian coins Esau had
given me. | dumped dl of theminto hispalm.

Knedling downto hislevd, | said, “ Share these with your friends. And take abath. Okay?’
A joyful expression lit hisface. “ Thank—"

Before he could finish we were engulfed by a strong stench as the others surrounded us. They grabbed
my arms, pulled at my clothes and yanked on my backpack. | saw the boy pocket the coinsand did out
of the melee between the others' legs. The putrid smell of so many unwashed bodies made me gag.

“Lovely lady. Lovdy lady,” filled my earsuntil their words were cut off by the clatter of hooves on the
cobblestones.

“Get away from her,” Cahil yelled. He brandished hissword intheair. “Go. Or I'll cut you in half.”
In a heartbeat, the crowd disappeared.

“Areyou dl right?” Cahil asked.

“Yes” | smoothed my hair and reshouldered my pack. “What was that about?’

“Beggars. Filthy Street rats.” A ook of disgust darkened hisface. “I1t was your fault. If you hadn’t given
them money, they would have |&ft you done.”
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My confusion seemed to amaze Cahil. “ Surely you know what beggarsare?” When | didn't answer, he



continued, “They don't work. They live on the streets. They beg for money for food. Y ou had to see
theminIxia” hesadwith frustration.

“No. Everyonein Ixiahasajob. Basic necessities are provided to dl by the Commander’ s military.”
“How does he pay for it?’

Before | could answer, Cahil’ s shoulders drooped. “With my uncle’ s money. He has probably drained
thetreasury dry.”

| bit back my reply. Asfar as| was concerned, better to have the money helping people than covering
thefloor of sometreasury.

“Comeon.” Cahil took hisfoot out of the stirrup, reached down, and held out his hand. “We need to
catch up to the others.”

“Onthehorse?’ | asked.
“Don’'t tdl methey don’'t have horsesin the north.”

“Not for me,” | said as| placed my foot in the stirrup and grabbed hisarm. He pulled me into the saddle.
| sat behind him, not sure what to do with my arms.

Cahil turned dightly. “For who then?’
“The Commander, Generds and high-ranking officers.”
“Cavary?’ Cahil asked.

Hewas fishing for information. | suppressed asigh. “Not that | saw.” Thetruth, but | ceased to careiif he
believed me or not.

Cahil craned his head around and studied my face. A wave of heat enveloped me; | suddenly felt too
closeto him. His eyes sparked a bluish-green color like the water in the sunlight. And | found mysdlf
wondering why he wore abeard in such ahot climate. | imagined Cahil without his beard. He would look
younger, and it would be easier to see his smooth, tanned skin and hawklike nose.

When he turned back, I shook my head. | wanted nothing more to do with him.
“Hold on,” he said. Then he clicked histongue.

The horse began to move. | clutched Cahil’ swaist as | bounced in the saddle. The ground seemed so far
down and looked so hard. | fought to keep my balance as we caught up to his men. When we passed
them, | relaxed, assuming he would stop and let me off. But we kept going, and the men ran behind.

Aswe wound our way through the Citadd, | focused on the horse beneath me, trying to find arhythm for
my body to match the horse' slike Cahil seemed to be doing. He crouched above the saddle, while my
legs pounded the leather. | concentrated on the horse's movement and suddenly found myself looking out
of the horse’ seyes.

The road wrapped around like | wasinsde abubble. | could seefar forward aswell asto each side, and
amogt all the way behind. The horse was hot and tired, and he wondered why there were two people on
his back. Peppermint Man was the only one who usualy rode him. But sometimes Straw Boy took him
out for exercise back home. He longed for his cool quiet sl filled with hay and abucket of water.



Water soon, | thought to the horse. | hoped. What' s your name? | asked.
Topaz

| marveled at our communication. Contact with other animas had only given me aglimpse through their
eyesand ahint of their desires. | never had an actua conversation with an anima before.

My back began to ache. Smoother? | asked. Topaz changed his gait. Cahil grunted in surprise, but |
exhded withrdief. It was asif | rode on aded down asnow-covered hill.

With the new gait, we moved faster, and the men fell farther behind us. Cahil tried to dow Topaz down,
but the horse was determined to get hiswater.

We reached the base of atall tower and stopped in the shade. Cahil jumped down from the horse and
inspected Topaz' slegs.

“I’ve never seen him do that before,” Cahil said.

“Dowha?’

“He sathree-gaited horse.”

“Meaning?’

“Meaning he knows how to trot, canter and gallop.”
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“So that wasn't one of his gaits. Some horses can do up to five, but I’m not even sure what that was.”
“It was smooth and fast. | liked it,” | said.

Cahil looked at me with suspicion.

“How do | get down?’ | asked.

“Left foot in the stirrup. Swing your right leg back around to the left, then hop off.”

| landed on wobbly legs. Topaz swung his head and looked at me. He wanted water. | took one of
Topaz swater bags off the saddle and held it open for him. Cahil narrowed hiseyesat me, then at his
horse.

“IsthisMagician’s Keep?’ | asked to distract Cahil.
“Yes. The entrance is around the corner. We' Il wait for my men, thengoin.”

It didn’t take long for his men to catch up. We walked to the Keep' s entrance, where high scalloped
arches framed the massive marble doors. Pink columns supported the arches that spanned two stories.
The gates stood open, and we entered without any resistance from the guards.

Insde was a courtyard and beyond that was a collection of buildings. Another city within the city. |
couldn’'t believe the sizesand colors. A patchwork of different-colored marble formed the structures.
Statues of various animals peeked out from corners and roofs. There were gardens and lawvns. My eyes
were relieved to view the greenery after enduring the white glare of the Citadd’ swalls.

| could see that the Kegp' sthick outer wall formed arectangle that enclosed the entire area. A tower



occupied each of the four corners.

Directly opposite the entrance, two figures stood on the steps that led up to the largest structure. Small
blocks of peach marble dotted the predominately yellow-colored building. Aswe drew closer, | redized
the figureswere Lef and atall woman. She wore adeeveless midnight-blue dressthat fell to her ankles.
Her feet were bare and her white hair was cropped close to her head. Sunlight disappeared into her
amost black skin.

When we reached the base of the steps, Cahil handed the horse’ sreinsto Marrok. “Take him to the
stables and then unpack. I’ll meet you in the barracks.”

“Yes, sr,” Marrok said, turning to go.

“Marrok,” | said. “Make sure you give Topaz some milk oats.”
He nodded and moved on.

Cahil squeezed my arm. “How do you know about milk oats?’

| thought fast. “Cahil, I’ ve been traveling with you for over aweek I’ ve helped feed him.” Trueto apoint,
but I didn’t think it would be agood ideato tell Cahil that his horse had asked me for some milk oats.
And | was certain he didn’t want to know that his own horse called him Peppermint Man.

“You'relying. Milk oats are aspecia treat that the Stable Master bakes. He feeds them to the horses, no
onedse”

| opened my mouith to reply, but astrident voice interrupted, “ Cahil, is something wrong?’
Together we glanced at the woman. She and L eif were descending toward us.
“Nothing’swrong,” Cahil said.

They stopped afew steps above us.

“Isthisher?’ the woman asked.

“Yes, Firg Magician,” Cahil said.

“Areyou certain about her allegianceto Ixia?’ she asked.

“Yes. She carriesan Ixian uniform and has I xian coins,” Cahil said.

“Her loyaty and longing for Ixiatastesthick like arancid soup,” Leif said.

The woman stepped closer to me. | looked into her amber eyes. They were shaped like asnow cat’s
and were just aslethd. Her gaze expanded, encompassing me and my world disappeared as the ground
turned to rippling amber liquid. | began to sink. Something circled my ankles, and then pulled me under
the surface. My clothes were stripped away, then my skin, then my muscles. My bones dissolved until
there was nothing left but my soul.

Chapter Ten

Something sharp scratched my soul, searching for vulnerable spots. | pushed away the intrusive object
and began to build awall of defensein my mind. This magician would not reach me.



Bricks formed and stacked, but they crumbled at the edges. Holes drilled through as | struggled to stay
ahead of First Magician. | poured al my strength into that wall. | patched the holes. | added another wall
within thefirst. But the bricks disintegrated and collgpsed.

Damnit! No! | scrambled for awhile, but it was just amatter of time. Intheend, | let thewall dissolve,
But, with a sudden rush of energy, | created a curtain of green-veined marble, cutting her off.

| pressed mysdf to the smooth stone and held on with al my might. Exhaugtion pulled a my mind. In
pure desperation, | used the last of my power, calling for help. The marble transformed into a statue of
Vaek. He looked at mein concern.

“Help,” | said.
He wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me closeto his chest. “ Anything, love.”

With nothing left, | clung to him as darkness descended.

| awoke in anarrow room; my head throbbing. Looking up at the ceiling, | redlized that | was on abed.
It had been pushed againgt awall under an open window. When | moved to sit up, my stiff legs
protested. | felt raw and violated as though someone had scrubbed off my skin. My throat blazed with
thirst. A pitcher of water sweated on anight table, an empty glassbesideit. | poured alarge drink and
downed the cool liquid in three gulps. Fedling alittle better, | examined the room. An armoire stood aong
the opposite wal with afull-length mirror on the right and adoorway on the lft.

Cahil appeared in the doorway. “1 thought | heard you.”
“What happened?’ | asked.

“First Magician tried to read your mind,” Cahil said. He looked embarrassed. “ She was extremely
annoyed by your resistance, but she did say you weren't aspy.”

“Peachy.” Sarcasm rendered my voice sharp. | crossed my arms over my chest. “How did | get here?’
Splotches of red spread on his cheeks. “I carried you.”

| hugged mysdif. The thought of being touched by him made my skin crawl. “Why did you stay?’

“| wanted to make sure you were dl right.”

“Now you're concerned about me? | find that hard to believe.” | stood on sorelegs. They felt asif | had
run too many laps, and my lower back ached. “Wheream 17’

“In the student’ s quarters. Apprenticewing. Y ou’ ve been assigned these rooms.”

Cahil retreated into the other room. | followed him into asmall Stting areawith alarge desk, acouch,
table and chairs and amarble fireplace. The walls were made of light green marble. My pack rested on
the table with my bow.

There was another door. | crossed the room and opened it. Beyond the threshold was a garden
courtyard with trees and statues. Through them | could see the setting sun. | stepped outside, glancing
around. My rooms were at the end of along one-story building. No onewasin sight.

Cahil joined me outside. “ The students will be back at the start of the cooling season.” He pointed to a



path. “That leadsto the dining hall and classrooms. Want meto give you atour?’

“No,” | said, going back into the sitting room. | turned around in the doorway. “I want you and your toy
soldiersto leave me the hell done. Now you know I’ m not aspy, stay the hell away fromme.” | closed
the door and locked it, leaving Cahil outside. Just to be safe, | wedged a chair under the doorknob.

| curled up on the bed. The desire to go home racked my body. Hometo Valek. To his strength and his
love. Just that brief contact with him made me miss him even more. His abosence | eft an emptiness that
burned deep insde me.

| wanted to leave Sitia. | had gained enough control of my magic to avoid aflameout. | didn’t need to be
here with these horrible people. All I had to do was head north, and | would reach Ixia s border. |
planned the journey in my mind, making alist of provisons, and even considered horse-ngpping Topaz to
make my escape. When the room grew dark, | fell adeep.

When the sun woke me, | rolled onto my other side, weighed my chances of escaping the Keep without
anyone knowing, and redized | knew nothing of the layout of the Keep. | could make a reconnaissance
of the area, but | had no desire to see anyone or be seen. So, | stayed in bed al day and went back to
deepthat night.

Another day passed. Someone rattled the doorknob then knocked, calling out to me. | shouted for them
to go away, and was content when they did.

Eventualy, | lay in astupor. My mind floated and reached some cregturesin the garden. | flinched away
from even that light contact, seeking a peaceful place.

Then | found Topaz. Peppermint Man had cometo visit, but the horse wondered where Lavender Lady
was. | saw apicture of mein Topaz' s mind. Lavender Lady must be the name he had given me. It was
funny that Topaz caled me Lavender Lady. Traveling with Cahil |€ft little time for bathing, but | had
managed to find some privacy to freshen up and apply afew drops of my mother’ s Lavender perfume.

Go smooth and fast, Topaz thought.

Would you take me far away to the north? | asked.

Not without Peppermint Man. Smooth and fast with you both. | am strong.
You are very strong. Perhaps I’ll stay with you.

No, you won't, Yelena. You' ve sulked enough, Irys svoice said in my mind. Her contact waslike a
thick cool save rubbed on an open wound.

I’m not sulking.

Then what would you call it? Irys demanded with annoyance.
Protecting myself.

Shelaughed. From what? Roze barely got through.

Roze?

Roze Featherstone, First Magician. And she's been in arage ever since. You' ve weathered worse
things, Yelena. What' sthe real problem?



| felt hel pless and alone with no one to watch my back. But | buried that thought deep, unwilling to share
it with Irys. Ingtead, | ignored her question. Knowing my mentor was back, | rdlied. She was the only
person | could trust in the Keep.

I’m coming with some food. You will let mein and you will eat. Irys ordered.
Food? Topaz thought hopefully. Apple? Peppermints?
| smiled. Later.

My stomach grumbled. As| moved to sit on the edge of the bed, awave of dizziness overcame me. |
had lost track of the daysand | was weak from hunger.

Irys came as promised, carrying atray laden with fruit and cold meats. She also brought a pitcher of
pineapple juice and some cakes. As| ate, shetold me about her trip to May’s home. May was the last of
the kidnapped girlsto find her logt family.

“Fivesgersjust like her,” Iryssaid, shaking her head.

| grinned, imagining May’ s homecoming. Six girls squedling with ddlight, laughing and crying asthey dll
talked at once.

“Their beleaguered father wanted meto test dl the girlsfor magical potentia. May has some, but | want
her to wait another year before coming to the school. The otherswere till too young.” Irys poured two
cupsof juice. “I had to cut my visit short when | felt your cal for help.”

“When Roze wasinvading?’

“Yes. | wastoo far away to assst you, but it seemslike you managed on your own.”
“Vaek hdpedme” | said.

“That' simpossible. | couldn’t reach you. Vaek’ s not amagician.”

“But hewasthereand | drew on his strength.”

Unwilling to believe me, Irys shook her head.

| thought about how Irys had found mein the north. “Y ou felt my power when | wasin Ixig” | said. “It’'s
the same distance for Valek to reach me.”

She shook her head again. “Vaek isresistant to magic so | think you used hisimage asashidd against
Roze. When | felt you last year, you had no control over your powers. Uncontrolled bursts of magic
cause ripplesin the power source. All magicians, anywhere in the world can fed that, but only Master
Magicianswill know from which direction it comes.”

That worried me. “Y ou felt my call for help when you were a May’ s home, though. Was| out of control
to be able to reach you at that distance?’ Loss of control led to flameout, which led to death for the
magician and damaged the power source for al magicians.

Shelooked gtartled. “No.” She frowned and stared at the wall, considering. “Y elena, what have you
been doing with your magic snce left you?’

| told her about the ambush, the escape and the truce with Cahil.



“Soyou put all of Cahil’smen into adeep degp?’ she asked.

“Wadll, there were only twelve. Did | do something wrong? Have | broken your Ethical Code?’ There
was o much | didn’t know about magic.

Irys snorted, reading my mind. And you wanted to run away with a horse.
“Better than staying here with Cahil and Lef,” | said doud.

“Thosetwo.” Irysfrowned again. “ The Master Magicians had adiscussion with both of them. Rozeis
furiousthat they mided her about you. Cahil actudly had the audacity to demand a Council sessoninthe
middle of the hot season. HE |l just have to wait until the cooling season. Perhaps he' |l get on the agenda,
or perhgpsnot.” Irys shrugged, seeming unconcerned.

“Would the Sitians go to war for Cahil?’ | asked.

“We have no quarrel with the north, but no love for them ether. The Council has been waiting for Cahil
to mature. If he devel ops the charismaand strong leadership abilities, his plansto take back Ixiamay be
supported by the Council.” She cocked her head to the side asif considering the prospect of going to
war.

“Thetradetreaty isthefirg officid contact we ve had with Ixiain fifteen years” sheexplained. “It'sa
good beginning. We have always been worried that Commander Ambrose would try to take over Sitia
as he did in the north, but he seems content.”

“Would aSitian army prevail againg the north?”
“What do you think?’

“Stiawould have adifficult time. The Commander’s men areloyd, dedicated and well trained. Tolosea
battle, they would ether need to be vastly outhumbered or be vastly outsmarted.”

Irysnodded. “ A campaign against them would have to be launched with the utmost care, which iswhy
the Council iswaiting. But that isnot my concern today. My priority isto teach you magic, and discover
your specidty. You're stronger than | thought, Y elena. Putting twelve men to deep isno easy task. And
having aconversation with ahorse...” Irys pulled her hair back from her face and held it behind her
head. “1f | hadn’t been listening in, | wouldn't have believed you.”

Irys rose and began to pile the dishes onto the tray. “What you did to Cahil’s men would normally be
considered a breech of the Ethical Code, but you acted in self-defense, so it was acceptable.” She
paused for amoment. “What Roze did to you was a clear violation of our ethics, but she thought you
were aspy. The Code doesn't apply to spies. All Sitians are united in their intolerance for espionage. The
Commander gained power by infiltrating the monarchy and using nation, so Sitiaworrieswhen a
oy isuncovered that the Commander istrying to collect enough information to launch another takeover.”

Picking up thetray of dirty plates, Iryssaid, “Tomorrow, | will show you the Keep and start your
training. There are candles and flint in the armoire if you need alight, and there' sfirewood behind the
building for when it gets cold. I’ ve assigned you to the apprentices’ wing because you' re too old for the
first-years barracks. And | think by the start of school, you' Il be ready to join the apprentice class.”

“What' sthe apprentice class?’

“The Keep has afive-year curriculum. Students start the program about a year after they reach maturity.
Usudly around the age of fourteen their magic has grown to apoint where they can direct it. Each year of



the Keep' s curriculum has atitle. First year, novice, junior, senior and apprentice. You'll be at the
gpprentice level, but your schooling will be different since you need to learn about our history and
government.” Irys shook her head. “I'll figureit out before classes start. Y ou' Il probably be with students
from different levels, depending on the subject. But don't worry about that now. Why don’t you unpack
and make yoursdf a home.”

Her words reminded methat | had something for her in my pack. “Irys, wait amoment,” | said before
she could leave. “My mother sent you some perfume.” | dug into my bag. By some stroke of luck, the
bottles hadn’t been damaged during the trip to the Citadd. | gave Irysthe Apple Berry perfume, and put
my bottle of Lavender on the table.

Irysthanked me and left. After she was gone, the room felt empty. Taking everything out of my
backpack, | hung my old uniform in the armoire and decorated the table with the valmur statue | had
bought for Vaek, but the rooms till seemed bare. | would ask Irysto exchange my Ixian money.
Perhaps | could purchase afew things to brighten up the place.

| found Esau’ sfield guide at the bottom of my pack. Taking acandle into the bedroom, | read his book
until my eyes grew heavy. From hisvast notes, it seemed that dmost every plant and treein the jungle
hed areason for existing. | caught mysdlf wishing there was apage in his guide that had my picture on it
with the reason for my existence written underneeth in Esau’ s neat hand.

In the morning, Irys scrunched up her nose when she entered my rooms. “Perhaps 1l show you the
bathhouse first. We'll send your clothesto the laundry and get you some fresh ones.”

| laughed. “ Bad?’
[1] YS”

Irysand | went to another marble building with blue columns al around. The bathhouse had separate
poolsfor men and women. Washing the road grime from my skin felt wonderful. The laundry mistress
took my tattered and stained clothes. Nutty’ s outfit, my white shirt and black pants al needed mending.

| borrowed alight green cotton tunic and khaki-colored pants. Irys told me the Keep had no particular
dress code for classes and everyday events, but specia functions required an apprentice robe.

After | combed and plaited my hair, we walked to the dining room for bregkfast. Gazing around the
Keep, | could see a pattern in the inner layout. Paths and gardens wound their way past marble buildings
of various size and shape. Barracks and student housing ringed the main campus. The stables, laundry
and kennelslined the back wall of the Keep. Horses grazed in alarge fenced pasture next to an oval
traning yard.

| asked Irys about the four towers.

“The Magter Magicianslivein them.” She pointed to the one in the northwest corner. “That oneis mine.
The onein the northeast corner near the stablesis Zitora Cowan's, Third Magician. The southwest oneis
Roze Featherston€e' s, and the southeast one is Bain Bloodgood' s, Second Magician.”

“What if you have more than four Masters?’

“In the history of the Magician’s Keep, we have never had more than four. Less, yes, but never more. It
would be awonderful problem to have. The towers are huge so there would be plenty of room to share.”
Shegnmiled.



Three people sat in the dining room. Rows and rows of empty tableslined thelong room.

“When school gtarts, these tables will befilled with students, teachers and magicians. Everyone eats
here” Irysexplained.

She introduced me to the two men and one woman eating breakfast. Gardeners on break, they were just
asmall part of the vast force needed to tend the landscaping.

Weate, | pocketed an apple for Topaz and Irystook meto her chambers. After climbing what seemed
like amillion steps and passing ten levels of rooms, we emerged at the top. The circular room’ swindows
sretched from floor to celling. Curtains, long and lacy, blew in the hot breeze. Colorful cushionsand
couchesin blues, purples and silver decorated the bright area. The place was ringed with bookshelves,
and the air held afresh citrus scent.

“My meditation room,” Iryssaid. “The perfect environment to draw power and to learn.”

| walked around, looking outside. She had amagnificent view of the Keep and, through the northeast
facing windows, | could see ralling green hills pockmarked with smdl villages.

“That's part of the Featherstone Clan’slands,” Irys said, following my gaze. She gestured to the center of
the room. “Sit down. Let’sbegin.” Irys sat on apurple cushion, crossing her legs.

| perched on ablue pillow acrossfrom her. “But my bow...”

“Y ouwon't need your bow. I’ [l teach you how to draw your power without relying on physical contact.
The power source surrounds the world like ablanket. Y ou have the ability to take athread from this
cloth, pull it into your body and useit. But don’t take too much or you' Il bunch up the blanket, warping
the source and leaving some areas bare and others with too much power. It's rumored that there are
places where there are holes in the blanket, areas of no power, but | haven't found any.”

| felt her power spread from her like abubble. She raised her hand and said, “Venettaden.”
The power dammed into me. My musclesfroze solid. | stared at her in agrowing panic.
“Pushit away,” shesad.

| considered my brick wall, but knew it was no match for her strength. Once again, | drew down my
marble curtain and severed the flow of power. My muscles relaxed.

“Very good,” shesad. “I took aline of power and shaped it into aball. Then, using aword and a
gesture, | directed it toward you. We teach the students words and gestures for learning purposes, but
redlly you can use anything you want. It just helps focus the power. And after awhile you won't need to
use the words to perform the magic. It becomesingtinctive. Now, your turn.”

“But | don’t know how to pull athread of power. | just concentrate on the feel of my bow’ swood and
then my mind somehow detachesand | project it out to other minds. Why does that work?’

“The ability to read thoughts is another thread of power linking two minds, forging a connection. Once
thelink is made, it remainsthere and reconnecting is easy. For example, consider the link between us,
and between you and Topaz.”

“AndValek,” | said.

“Yes, Vdek, too. Although with hisimmunity to magic, | think your link with him must beon a



subconscious level. Have you ever read his thoughts?’
“No. But | haven't tried. Somehow | dways knew what he wasfedling.”

“A surviva inginct. That makes sense, congdering hispositionin Ixia, and since he decided if you would
liveor dieonadaily basis”

“That survival ingtinct saved meafew times” | said, remembering my troublesin Ixia 1 would find
myself in atight spot, and suddenly it seemed another person had taken control of my body and

impaossible things would happen.”

“Y es, but now you have control and you can make those things happen.”

“I'm not so sure—"

Irysraised her hand. “ Enough of that. Now concentrate. Fedl the power. Pull it to you and hold it.”

| took a deep breath, and closed my eyesfor good measure. Fedling alittle silly, | focused on the air
around me, trying to sense the blanket of power. For awhile nothing happened. Then, | fdt theair
thicken and press against my skin. | willed the magic to gather closer. Once the pressure grew intense, |
opened my eyes. Iryswatched me.

“When you release it toward me, think of what you want the power to do. A word or gesture will help
and can be used as ashortcut for the next time.”

| pushed the power, and said, “Over.”

For amoment nothing happened. Then Irys s eyes widened in shock, and shefell over.
| ranto her. “I'm sorry.”

She peered up a me. “That was odd.”

“Odd how?’

“Instead of pushing me over, your magic invaded my mind, giving meamenta commandtofal.” Irys
ettled hersdf back on the pillow.

“Try again, but thistime think of the power as aphysica object like awall and direct it toward me.”
| followed her directions, but the results were the same.

“It’san unorthodox method, but it works.” Irystucked aloose strand of hair behind her ear. “Let’ swork
on your defenses. | want you to deflect my power beforeit can affect you.”

Inablur of motion sheaimed aball of energy toward me. “ Teatottle.”

| jumped back and put my hands up, but | wasn't fast enough. My world spun. Streaks of color swirled
around me before | could position my defenses. | was flat on my back, looking up at the doped celling of
thetower. An owl dept on anest in the rafters.

“Y ou need to keep your defensesup at dl times,” Iryssaid. “Y ou don’t want to be caught unaware. But
then again...” Iryssmoothed her shirt. “Y ou kept Roze from going deep into your mind.”

| shied away from that subject. “What does Teatottle mean?’ | asked.



“It'sanonsenseword,” Iryssaid. “1 made it up. No sense derting you to what | planned to do. | use
those words for attacks and defensive moves. But for practical matterslike fireand light, | usered
words.”

“l can makefire?’

“If you're strong enough. But it’ stiring work. Using magic is draining, some types more than others. Y ou
seem to be able to connect with other minds without alot of effort,” Irys said. “ Perhapsthat is your

Specidty.”
“What do you mean by specidty?’

“Some magicians can only do certain things. We have magicians who can heal physical injuries and others
who can help with mental trauma. Some can move large objects like statues, while others can light fires
with minimal effort.” Irys played with the tassels on her cushion. “ Sometimes, you' Il find someone who
can do two or three things, or ahybrid talent like Leif who can sense a person’s soul. For you, we' ve
discovered that not only can you read minds, but you can dso influence aperson’sor anima’ sactions. A
raretalent. That' stwo abilities”

“Isthat thelimit?’ | asked.
“No. Master Magicians can do everything.”
“Sowhy isRoze caled First Magician and you' re Fourth?’

Irys gave me atired smile. “Rozeis stronger than | am. We can both light fires. While | can only make a
campfire, she hasthe ability to set atwo-story structure ablaze.”

| thought about what she had said. “If amagician only has one tent, what do they do when they finish
their training?’

“We assign magiciansto different towns and cities, depending on whet is needed. Wetry to have aheder
inevery town at dl times. Other magicians cover severd towns, traveling from place to place to help with
projects.”

“What would | do?’ | asked, wondering if auseful place for me existed. But, a the sametime, | wasn't
aureif | wanted auseful placein Stia

Irys laughed. “It’ stoo soon to tell. For now you need to practice collecting power and using it. And
practice kegping up your defenses.”

“How do | keep my wal up without draining mysdf?’

“I imagine my defensve wall, which resemblesthistower room. | makeit solid and strong, and then |
make it tranducent so | can see out of it, and then | don't think about it anymore. But when magicis
directed toward me, my barrier solidifies and deflects the attack before my consciousnessis even fully
awareof it.”

| followed her instructions and created an invisble barrier in my mind. Irystested it a unexpected times
throughout the morning and it held. The rest of thetime | practiced gathering magic, but, no matter how
hard | tried, my magic could only affect two things. Irys and the owl deeping in the rafters.

Irys s patience amazed me, and, for the first time since coming to Sitia, | felt hopeful that mastering my
powers might be within my &bilities.



“That wasagood start,” Irys said as lunchtime neared. “ Go est, and then rest this afternoon. We' Il work
in the mornings and you can practice and study at night. But tonight you need to see the Stable Master
and pick out ahorse.”

Did | hear her right?“A horse?’

“Yes. All magicians have horses. Occasiondly you' Il be needed somewherefadt. | had to leave my
horse, Silk, here during my missionin Ixia. When you called for help, | had to borrow a horse from
May’sfather. How else do you think | got here so fast?”’

| hadn’t even thought about it. | had been so wrapped up in my own misery a thetime. Following Irys's
directions, | located the dining hdl. | ate lunch then went back to my roomswhere| collgpsed into bed
and fell adeep.

That night after dinner, | sought out the Stable Magter. | found him at the end of arow of gals, cleaning a
leather saddle. A smdl stocky man, hiswild brown hair fell past his shoulderslike ahorse s mane. When
he glared up a me, | suppressed my smile.

“What do you want? Can’'t you seel’m busy?’ he asked.
“I'mYédena lIryssent me.”

“Oh, right, the new student. | don’t know why Fourth Magician couldn’t wait until everyone' s back to
gtart your lessons,” he muttered to himself as he put the saddle down. “Thisway.”

He led me past the stable. Topaz poked his head out of hisstall.
His big brown eyes |ooked hopeful. Apple? he asked.

Irys had been right. | reconnected with Topaz without any conscious effort. Or had he connected with
me? | would have to ask her about that. | gave him the applein my pocket.

The Stable Master turned around. “ Y ou just made afriend for life,” he said, snorting in amusement. “ That
horse lovesfood. | never saw ahorse take such pleasure in eating before. Y ou can train him to do just
about anything for a peppermint.”

We went past the hay barn to the pasture. The Stable Master |eaned against the wooden fence. Six
horses grazed in thefidd.

“Pick one out. Makes no difference which one, they’re dl good. I’ll go find your instructor.”
“You don't teach?’ | asked before he could go.

“Not in the middle of the hot season when everyone but meisgone,” he said with annoyance. “I’'m too
busy mucking out stalls and fixing tack. | said to wait, but Fourth Magician wanted it right away. Good
thing one of my instructors came back early.” He mumbled some more as he headed toward the stable.

| studied the horsesin the field. Three were dark brown like Topaz, two were black, and one was
copper with white on the legs from the knees down. Knowing nothing of horses, | guessed it would come
down to color. The copper-and-white horse looked over a me.

Like her, Topaz said. She go smooth and fast for Lavender Lady.



How do | get her to come over? | asked.

Peppermints. Topaz looked lovingly at aleather bag hanging near his stdl. The Stable Master had
disappeared. | went back to the stable. Taking out two mints, | gave one to Topaz, and took the other
back to thefield.

Show Kiki peppermint.

| held out the mint. Kiki glanced at the other horses, and then moved toward me. When she came closer,
| could see she had awhite face with apatch of brown around her |eft eye. Something about her eyes
seemed strange. It was't until she sucked the peppermint from my pam that it struck me. Her eyeswere
blue. | had never seen that before, but that didn’t mean much. | knew next to nothing about horses.

Scratch behind ears, Topaz suggested.

The mare’ slong copper ears were cocked forward. | stood on tiptoes and rubbed my fingernails behind
them. Kiki lowered her head and pressed it against my chest.

“What do you think, girl?’ | asked out loud. | couldn’t hear her like Topaz. While rubbing her ears, |
pulled athread of power and projected my mind to her. Be with me?

She nudged me with her nose. Yes.

| felt Topaz' s pleasure. We go smooth and fast together.

| jumped when | heard the Stable Master behind me.

“Found one already?’ he asked.

| nodded without looking at him.

“That one camefrom theplains” he said. “Good choice.”

“Shemugt pick another,” said afamiliar voice.

| turned. Dread curled in my stomach. Cahil stood next to the Stable Master.
“And why would | ligento you?’ | demanded.

He smirked. “Because I’m your ingtructor.”

Chapter Eleven

“No,” | said. “Youwill not bemy ingructor.”

“No choice,” said the Stable Master. He glanced a Cahil then me, looking puzzled. “There sno one else
and Fourth Magician ingstsyou start right away.”

“What if | help you muck out the stables and feed the horses? Will you have time to teach methen?’ |
asked the Stable Master.

“Y oung lady, you dready have plenty to do. You'll be mucking and caring for your own horse, aswell as
studying your lessons. Cahil’ s been a stable rat snce he was six. No one, other than me...” He grinned.
“...knows more about horses.”



| planted my hands on my hips. “Fine. Aslong as he knows more about horses than he does about
people.”

Cahil cringed. Good.

“But | keepthishorse” | said.
“She'sawadleye” Cahil said.
“Awhat?' | asked.

“She has blue eyes. That's bad luck. And she' s been bred by the Sandseed Clan. Their horses are
difficult totrain.”

Kiki snorted a Cahil. Mean Boy.

“A slly superdtition and an unfair reputation. Cahil, you should know better,” the Stable Master said.
“She' saperfectly good horse. Whatever’ s going on between you and Y elena, you'll have to work it out.
I’ve no timeto babysit.” With that, he stalked away, once more muttering to himself.

Cahil and | glared at each other for awhile until Kiki nudged my arm, looking for peppermints.
“Sorry, girl, nomore,” | said, holding out my empty hand. She tossed her head, and resumed grazing.

Cahil stared at me. | crossed my arms over my chest, but they seemed an inadequate barrier between us.
| would have preferred thick marble walls. He had exchanged histraveling clothesfor aplain white shirt
and tight-fitting jodhpurs, but he still wore his black riding boots.

“You'll haveto live with your decision about the horse. But if you' re going to fight me every timel try to
teach you something, let me know now, and | won't waste my time.”

“Iryswantsmeto learn, so I'll learn.”

He appeared satisfied. “ Good. First lesson starts now.” He climbed over the pasture’ sfence. “Before
you learn how to ride ahorse, you must know everything about your horse from the physical to the
emotional.” Cahil clicked histongue at Kiki, and when sheignored him, he gpproached her. Just ashe
came up beside her she turned, knocking him over with her rump.

| bit my lip to keep from laughing. Every time hetried to get near, Kiki either moved away or bumped
intohim.

Hisface red with frudtration, Cahil findly said, “The hell with this. I'm getting ahalter.”

“Y ou hurt her fedings when you said shewas bad luck,” | explained. “ She'll cooperateif you apologize.”
“How would you know?’ Cahil demanded.

“I just know.”

“You didn’t even know how to dismount ahorse. I’'m not that stupid,” he said.

When he started to climb over the fence, | said, “1 know the sameway | knew Topaz wanted milk oats.”
Cahil stopped, waiting.

| Sghed. “Topaz told me he wanted the trest. | connected with his mind by accident, so | asked him to



go smoother because my back hurt. It’'s the same with Kiki.”

Cahil pulled at hisbeard. “ The First Magician said you had strong magica abilities. | guess| should have
known it before, but | was too focused on the spy thing.” He looked at me asif noticing me for the first
time

For asecond, | thought | witnessed cold ca culation dide through Cahil’ s blue eyes, but it disappeared,
leaving meto wonder if | had seen anything at all.

“Her name sKiki?' he asked.

| nodded. Cahil returned to Kiki and apologized. | felt a sudden peevish annoyance. He should have
been gpologizing to mefor dl the pain he had caused. Spy thing, my ass.

Push Mean Boy? Kiki asked.
No. Be nice. He' s going to teach me to care for you.

Cahil gestured for meto join him near Kiki. | clambered over the fence. AsKiki stood her ground, Cahil
pointed to and lectured about the different parts of her body. Starting with her muzzle, he didn’t stop until
he had lifted her right back hoof and showed me the underside.

“Sametime tomorrow,” he said, ending the lesson. “Meet mein the stable. W€ Il go over horse care.”

Before he could head back to the barn, | stopped him. Now that my annoyance that he was my
instructor was gone, | wondered why he was here. “Why are you teaching me? | thought your campaign
for the Ixian throne would take up most of your time.”

Wl aware of how | felt about his quest, Cahil studied me, seeking for signs of sarcasm.

“Until 1 receive the full support of the Sitian Council,, | can only do so much,” he said. “Besides, | need
money to pay for my expenses. Most of my men are employed at the Keep as guards or gardeners,
depending on what' s needed.” He wiped his hands on his pants, staring at the horsesin the pasture.
“When the Keegp is on hiatus during the hot season, | focus dl my efforts on gathering support. This
season | thought | would findly get the Council’ sbacking.” Cahil looked at me. “But that didn’t work
out. So I’'m back to work and back to begging the Council to put me on their agenda.” He frowned and
shook his head. “ Tomorrow, then?’

“Tomorrow.” | watched Cahil as he walked to the stable. He had been counting on catching an Ixian spy
to influence the Council. | wondered what he would try next.

Kiki nudged my arm and | scratched behind her ears before | returned to my rooms. Rummaging around
for some paper, | sat at my desk and drew a crude sketch of ahorse. | |abeled the partsthat | could
remember. Topaz and Kiki helped me with the rest.

The connection | had formed with the two horseswas odd yet comforting. It was asif weweredl inthe
same room, doing different tasks and minding our own business and having our own private thoughts. But
when one of uswould “speak” directly to the other, wewould *“hear” it. | only had to think about Kiki
and her thoughts would fill my mind. The same wastruewith Irys. | didn’t need to pull power and project
itto Irys. All I needed to do was think about her.

Over the next week, my daysfell into a pattern. Mornings spent with Irysto learn about magic,



afternoons spent napping, studying and practicing my salf-defense techniques. Evenings were spent with
Cahil and Kiki. As| moved throughout the campus, | kept awary eye out for Godl. | hadn’t forgotten his
threat.

Not long into my magica training, Irys began testing me for other abilities.

“Let’ sseeif you can sart afire” Irys said one morning. “ Thistime, when you pull in the power, | want
you to concentrate on lighting thiscandle.” She placed acandlegtick in front of me.

“How?’ | asked, Stting up. | had been reclining on the pillowsin her tower room, thinking about Kiki. It
had been aweek, and | still hadn’t ridden her. So far, Cahil had spent every lesson teaching me about
horse care and tack. What an annoying man.

“Think of asingle flame before you direct your magic.” Irysdemongrated. “Fire,” she said. The candle
flared and burned before she blew it out. “Y our turn.”

| focused on the candl€ swick, forming aflaming image in my mind. Pushing magic toward the candle, |
willed it to light. Nothing happened.

Irys made a strangled sound and the candle burned. “ Are you directing your magic to the candie?’
“Yes Why?”

“You just ordered meto light the candle for you,” Iryssaid in exasperation. “And | did it.”

“|sthat bad?’

“No. | hope you know how to light a fire the mundane way, because, so far, it seemsthat’ s not part of
your magica kills. Let’ stry something ese”

| tried to move a physica object with no success. Unless making Irysdo it for me could be considered a
megicd Kill.

Sheraised her mental defenses, blocking out my influence. “Try again. Thistime focus on keeping
control.”

Asl pulled in power, Irysthrew apillow a me. The pillow struck me in the somach. “Hey!”
“Y ou were supposed to deflect it with your magic. Try again.”

By the end of the session, | was glad Irys had chosen apillow. Otherwise, | would have been covered
with bruises.

“I think you just need to practice your control,” Irys said, refusing to give up. “ Get somerest. You'll do
better tomorrow.”

Beforeleaving, | asked something that had been on my mind for severa days. “Irys, can | see more of
the Citadel? And | need to exchange my Ixian coinsfor Sitian so | can buy someitemsand clothes. Is
there a marketplace?’

“Yes, but it’sonly open one day aweek during the hot season.” She paused for amoment, considering.
“I'll give you market days off. No lessons. Y ou can explore the Citadd or do whatever you want. 1t'll be
open intwo days. In the meantime, I’ ll exchange your money.”

Irys couldn’t pass up the opportunity to lecture me on spending money wisdly. “Y our expenses are



covered while you' rein the Keep. But once you graduate, you' Il be on your own. You'll earn wagesasa
magician, of course” Iryssaid. “But don’t give your money away.” She smiled to ease the reprimand.
“We don't like to encourage the beggars.”

Theimage of thedirty little boy rosein my mind. “Why don’t they have any money?’ | asked.

“Some are lazy, preferring to beg instead of work. Others are unable to work because of physical or
menta problems. The heders can only do so much. And some gamble or spend their money faster than
they canearnit.”

“But what about the children?’

“Runaways, orphans or the offspring of the homeless. The hot season isthe worst time for them. Once
school gtarts and the Citadd is populated again, there are places they can go for food and shdlter.” Irys
touched my shoulder. “ Don’t worry about them, Ydena”

| mulled over Irys s comments on my way back to my rooms.

That evening, while teaching meto saddle and bridle Kiki in her barn stal, Cahil asked, “What’ s gotten
into you?'Y ou’ ve been sngpping a medl night.”

Lavender Lady upset, Kiki agreed.

| sucked in adeep breath, preparing to gpologize, but an unbidden torrent of words poured from my
mouth instead. “Y ou want Ixiaso you can be king. So you can collect taxes, Sit on athrone and wear a
crown of jewelswhile the people suffer like they did under your uncle. So your henchmen like Goel can
kill innocent children when their parents can't pay the taxesfor your fine silk clothes, or so they can kill
the parents, leaving their offspring homeless and beggars.” My outburst ended asfast asit had begun.

Cahil gaped in shock, but recovered fast. “ That’ s not what | want,” he said. “1 want to help the people of
Ixia. So they have the freedom to wear whatever clothes they want instead of being forced to wear
uniforms. So they can marry whomever they want without securing apermit from their didtrict’s Generd.
Live wherever they want, eveniif it'sin Sitia. | want the crown so | can freeIxiaof the military
dictatorship.”

His reasons sounded superficial. Would the people be any freer with him astheir ruler?| didn’t believe
his answer was the real reason. “What makes you think the Ixian people want you to free them? No
government is perfect. Did it ever occur to you that the Ixians might be content under the Commander’s
rule?’ | asked.

“Were you content with your lifein the north?” Cahil asked. An intensity held hisbody rigid while he
waited for my response.

“I hed unusua circumstances.”

“Such as?’

“None of your business.”

“Let meguess,” Cahil said with a superior tone.

| clutched my armsto keep from punching him.

“A kidnapped southerner with magical abilities? That isunusua. But do you think you werethe first



person that Fourth Magician had to rescue? Northerners are born with magical powers, too. My uncle
was aMaster Magician. And you know what the Commander does to anyone found with power.”

Vaek’' swords echoed in my mind. Anyone found in the Territory of Ixiawith magica power waskilled.
Magicians might be hunted in Ixia, but the rest of the citizens had everything they needed.

“WEe re not that different, Yelena. You werebornin Stiaand raised inIxia, and I’'man Ixianraised in
Sitia. Y ou have returned home. I’'m only trying to find mine.”

| opened my mouth to reply, but snapped it shut when Irys spokein my mind. Yelena, come to the
infirmary right away.

Areyou all right? | asked.

I’'m fine. Just come.

Where stheinfirmary?

Have Cahil show you. Then her magicd energieswithdrew.

| told Cahil what Irys required. Without hesitation, he removed Kiki’ s saddle and bridle. We hung them
in the tack room before we headed for the center of the Keep. | had to jog to keep up with him.

“Did she say what thiswas about?’ he asked over his shoulder.
“No.”

We entered a one-gtory building. The marble walls were a soothing pale blue, resembling ice. A young
man in awhite uniform moved about the lobby, lighting lanterns. The sun’ s rays had begun to disappear
for the day.

“Where' slrys?’ | asked the young man.
Helooked puzzled.
Cahil sad, “Fourth Magician.”

“She’ swith Hedler Hayes,” he said, and when we failed to move, the man pointed to along corridor.
“Down the hall. Fifth door on theleft.”

“Few cdl her Irys,” Cahil explained aswe hurried down the empty hallway.
We stopped at the fifth one. The door was closed.
“Comein,” Iryscdled beforel could knock.

| opened the door. Irys stood next to aman dressed in white. Healer Hayes perhaps. A figure lay under
asheet spread over abed in the center of the room. Bandages shrouded the face.

Lef hunched in achair in the corner of the room, looking horrified. When he spotted me, he asked,
“What' s she doing here?’

“| asked her to come. She may be ableto help,” Iryssaid.
“What'sgoing on?’ | asked Irys.



“Tulawasfound in Booruby near desth. Her mind hasfled, and we can’'t reach her,” Irysexplained. “We
need to find out who did thisto her.”

“I can't fed her,” Leif sad. “The other Master Magicians can't reach her. She' s gone, Fourth Magician.
You'rejust wadting time.”

“What happened?’ Cahil asked.

“Besten, tortured, raped,” the hedler said. *'Y ou name something horrible, and it’ s probably been doneto
m.ll

“And shewasfortunate,” Iryssaid.

“How can you call that fortunate?’ Cahil demanded. His outrage evident in the sudden tautness of his
shoulders, the strident tone in hisvoice.

“ She escaped with her life,” Irysreplied. “None of the others were so lucky.”
“How many?’ | asked, not really wanting to know, but unable to stop the words.

“Sheisthe deventh victim. The otherswere dl found dead, brutaized in the same manner.” A look of
disgust etched Irys sface.

“How can | hep?’ | asked.

“Mentd hedling ismy strongest power, yet you reached the Commander and brought him back when |
couldn’t,” shesaid.

“What?’ Cahil cried. “Y ou helped the Commander?’
His outrage focused on me. | ignored him.

“But | knew the Commander. | had an ideaof whereto look,” | said to Irys. “I’m not sure | can help
you.”

“Try anyway. The bodies have been discovered in different towns throughout Sitia. We haven't been
ableto find areason for the killings and we have no suspects. We need to catch thismonster.” Irys pulled
at her hair. “Unfortunatdly, thisisthe kind of situation you will be asked to dea with when you become a
magician. Congder thisalearning experience.”

| moved closer to the bed. “May | hold her hand?’ | asked the hedler.

He nodded and pulled the sheet back, revealing the girl’ s torso. Between the blood-soaked bandages,
her skin looked like raw meat. Cahil cursed. | glanced a Leif; hisface remained turned to the wall.

Splinted with pieces of wood, each of the girl’ sfingers must have been broken. | gently took her hand,
rubbing my fingertips dong her pam. Pulling athread of power, | closed my eyes and projected my
energy to her.

Her mind felt abandoned. The sense that she had fled and would never come back filled the emptiness.
Gray intangible ghosts floated in her mind. Upon closer examination, each specter represented Tula's
memory of aspecific horror. The ghosts faces twisted with pain, terror and fear. Raw emotions began to
snk into my skin. | pushed the ghosts away, concentrating on finding the real Tulawho was mogt likely
hiding some place where her horrors couldn’t reach her.



| felt asensation along my arms asiif long grasstickled my skin. The clean earthy scent of a dew-covered
meadow lingered intheair, but | couldn’t follow the source. | searched until my energy became depleted
and | could no longer hold the connection.

At lagt, | opened my eyes. | sat on the floor with the girl’ s hand still clutched inmine. “Sorry. | can't find
her,” | said.

“| told you it was awaste of time,” Leif said. Herose from his corner. “What did you expect from a
northerner?’

“Y ou can expect menot to give up aseasly asyou have,” | called before he stalked out of the room.
| frowned at hisretreating form. There had to be another way to wake Tula.

The hedler took the girl’ s hand from mine and tucked it back under the sheet. | remained on thefloor as
he and Irys discussed the girl’ s condition. Her body would hed, they thought, but she would probably
never regain her senses. It sounded as though she would be mindlesslike the children Reyad and
Mogkan had created in Ixiawhen they had siphoned their magica power, leaving behind nothing but
empty soulless bodies. | shivered a the memory of how the two evil men had tried to break me.

| brought my mind back to Tula s problems. How had | found the Commander? He had retreated to the
place of his greatest accomplishment. The place where he felt the happiest and in the most control.

“Irys,” | interrupted. “ Tell me everything you know about Tula”
She considered for amoment. | could see questions perched on her lips.
Trust me, | sent to her.

“It'snot much. Her family operates a profitable glass factory right outsde Booruby,” Iryssaid. “Thisis
their busy season, so they keep the kilnsgoing dl the time. Tulawasto keep the fire hot during the night.
The next morning when her father came out to work, the coals were cold and Tulawas gone. They
searched for many days. She wasfinally found twelve dayslater in afarmer’ sfield barely dive. Our
hedler in Booruby tended her physical wounds. But her mind was unreachable, so they rushed her hereto
me.” Irys s disgppointment shone on her face.

“Does Tulahave any shlings?’ | asked.

“Severd. Why?’

| thought hard. “Any closeto her age?’

“I think ayounger Sgter.”

“How much younger?’

“Not much. A year and ahalf maybe.” Irys guessed.
“Canyou bring her agter here?’

“Why?

“With her sster’ shelp, | might be able to bring Tulaback.”

“I'll send amessage.” Irysturned to the healer. “Hayes, let me know if Tula s condition changes.”



Hayes nodded and Irys marched out the door.

Cahil and | followed. He said nothing as we left the infirmary and stepped into the twilight. With the sun
amost gone, the air cooled and afaint breeze touched my face. | sucked in the freshness, trying to dilute
the bitter smell of thegirl’shorror.

“Pretty bold,” Cahil said, glancing a me. “To think you can reach her when aMaster Magician could
not.” Cahil strode away.

“Pretty stupid,” | called after hisretreating form. “ To give up before al possible solutions have been
tried.”

Cahil continued to walk without acknowledging my comments. Fine. He had given me another reason to
prove him wrong.

Chapter Twelve

Dreamsof Tuld s hideous orded swirled in my mind that night. Over and over, | fought her demons until,
at lagt, they transformed into my own demon’s mocking face. Vivid memories of my own torture and
rgpe a Reyad's hands haunted my deep. | awoke screaming. My heart hammered against my chest. My
nightshirt was drenched with swest.

| wiped my face, focusing on redlity. There had to be away to help Tula. Wide-awake, | dressed and
went to theinfirmary.

In Tula sroom, Hedler Hayes dumped half-adeep in achair. He straightened when | stepped closer to
the bed.

“Something wrong?’ he asked.
“No. | wanted to...” | cast about for the right explanation. “ Spend some timewith her.”

Heyawned. “Can’t hurt, and | could use somerest. I'll bein my office a the end of the hall. Wake meif
anything changes”

| sat in Hayes schair and held Tula s hand. Reestablishing our link, | was once again insde her vacant
mind. The ghosts of her horrorsflickered past. | studied them, looking for weakness. When Tulacame
back, she' d have to deal with each of these ghosts, and | planned to help her banish them.

Irys woke me the next morning. | had rested my head on the edge of Tula's bed.
“Have you been heredl night?’ she asked.
“Only haf.” I smiled, rubbing my eyes. “| couldn’t deep.”

“I understand al too well.” Irys smoothed the sheets on Tula sbed. “Infact, | can't stay here doing
nothing. I’'m going to fetch Tula s Sster mysdlf. Bain Bloodgood, Second Magician has agreed to
continue your training while I’'m gone. He usudly teaches history, and likesto lecture about famous and
infamous magicians.” Iryssmiled. “He |l give you aton of booksto read, and will quiz you on them, so be
sureto finish each of your assgnments.”

Hayes entered the room. “ Anything?’
| shook my head.



When he started to change Tula s bandages, Irysand | |eft the room.
“I'mleaving thismorning,” Iryssaid. “Before| go, I'll introduce you to Bain.”

| followed her from the infirmary. We headed toward the large building with the peach-and-yellow
marble blocks that was located across from the Keep' s entrance.

The structure housed officesfor the Keegp's adminidirative staff. It contained various-size conference and
meeting rooms, and an office for each Master Magician. According to Irys, the Magters preferred to
meet with outsiders and officialsin these roomsrather than in their towers.

Irysled meinto asmal meeting room. Four people huddled over amap that was spread open on a
conference table. Other maps and charts were hung on the walls.

Of thefour, | recognized Roze Featherstone and L eif. Roze wore another long blue dress and Leif wore
his customary scowl. Beside them stood an elderly man in anavy robe and ayoung woman with braided
hair.

Irysintroduced me to the man. He had curly white hair that stuck out at odd angles.
“Bain, thisis Y dena, your student for the next week or 0,” Iryssaid.
“The girl you rescued from the north?” He shook my hand. “ Strange mission that.”

A failed mission, Roze s cold thoughts stabbed my mind. Yelena should have been killed, not
rescued. She'stoo old to learn.

Yelena’ s linked to me. She can hear your thoughts. Irys s annoyance was clear.
Roze gazed at me with her amber eyes. | don't care.
Unflinching, | stared back. Your mistake.

Irys stepped between us, breaking our eye contact. “ And thisis Zitora Cowan, Third Magician,” Irys
sad, gesturing to the young woman.

Zitora s honey-brown braids hung to her waist. Instead of shaking my hand, she hugged me.
“Welcome, Yeena,” Zitorasaid. “Irystelsusyou may be ableto help usfind Tula s attacker.”
“I'll try,” | said.

“Tuld sfrom my clan, so | would appreciate whatever you can do to help her.” Zitora s pae yellow eyes
shone with tears. She turned away.

“Asyou can see” Bain said, indicating the room’ s contents, “we are trying to deduce the methods and
means of thiskiller. A very cunning and shrewd fellow. Unfortunatdly, that’ s al we know. Perhaps fresh
eyes can spot something we missed.” Bain pointed to the map on thetable.

“She shouldn’'t be here,” Leif said. “ She knows nothing about this”

Before Irys could spesk in my defense, | said, “You'reright, Leif, | haven't dedlt with this before
because ahorror like him would not have survived in Ixiafor long.”

“Why don’'t you just run back to your precious Commander and your perfect Ixiaand keep your nose



out of our troubles?’ Leif spat the words at me.
| drew bresth to counter, but Irys put awarning hand on my deeve.
“Yedenaand Lef, that’squite enough,” Iryssaid. “ Y ou’ rewasting time. Catching thiskiller isimperative.”

Chastised, | peered down at the map on the table. The Sitian lands were divided into eleven territories,
onefor each clan. City and town locations were marked, aswell asthe places where the other girls had
been found. Some towns had two victims, while others had none. | failed to see a pattern.

“The only conggtency hasbeeninthevictims,” Bain said. “ All are unmarried femalesfifteen to sixteen
yearsold. All were missing for gpproximately twelve to fourteen days. All were taken during the night.
Some were stolen right from the very bedrooms they shared with siblings. And no witnesses. None.”

My initia gut feding indicated that magic had been involved, but | didn’t want to say as much in front of
four Magter Magicians.

“We have consdered arogue magician,” Iryssad. “ And while we have confirmed the dibis of the
magicians who have graduated from our school, we are unable to question those who have one-trick

powers.”
“One-trick?’ | asked.

“There are some who have just enough magic to do onething like light acandle, but are unable to use
magic for anything ese,” Irys explained. “ One-tricks do not come to the Keep, but they normally use
their gift in beneficid ways. Some, though, do usetheir ability for crime. Modtly petty. It'spossiblethis
killer' sone-trick isto turn himsdlf invisible, or be able to walk without making a sound. Something that
gives him the upper hand when kidnapping agirl.”

Irys sface hardened into an expression of serious determination. A look | recognized with a queasy
feding degp in my somach. She had worn it when she had tried to kill mein Ixia

“But only for the moment,” she vowed.

“We have not ruled out arogue magician,” Bain said. “History isfull of them. And | include recent
history.” He nodded to me. “ Some day, you must tell me of the misdeeds of Kangom in Ixia, and how he
met hisend. | wish to add hisfolly to the history books.”

Confused at firgt, it took me amoment to remember that Kangom had changed his name to Mogkan
upon fleeing to Ixia

“Speaking of books,” Bain said to me, “I have somefor you in my office” Heturned to Roze. “Arewe
finished here?’

She gave a curt nod.
The other magicians madeto leave, but Zitora stayed by the table, tracing afinger over the map of Sitia.
“Irys?’ she asked. “Did you mark Tula slocation?’

“No.” Iryspicked up aquill and dipped it into abottle of red ink. “With al the commoation, | forgot.” She
placed amark on the map and stepped back. “I’1l be back in ten days. Please send word if something
happens. Y elena, keep practicing your control.”

“Yes, gr,” | sad.



Irys smiled then left the room. | glanced down at the map to see how far Booruby was from the Citadd.
Thered ink had not yet dried. Tula stown resided on the western edge of the Avibian Plains. | had
thought Captain Marrok exaggerated when he had said the plains were huge, but the map showed that
the plains dominated the eastern Sitian landscape.

When my eye caught the other red marks, | must have made a sound because Zitora clutched my arm.
“What isit?’ she asked.

“A pattern. See?’ | pointed to the map. “ All the marks are near the border of the Avibian Plains.”

The others returned to the table.

“Fresh eyes” Bain said, nodding to himsdif.

“It'sobvious, now that the map’ s been updated,” Roze said. Annoyance made her voice sharp.

“Did anyone search the plainswhen the girlswent missing?’ | asked.

“No onegoesinto theplains,” Zitorasaid. “The Sandseed Clan does’t like visitors, and their strange
magic can befuddle the mind. It' s best to circumvent them.”

“Only the Zdtanas are wel comed by the Sandseeds,” Roze said. “Perhaps Y elenaand Leaf could vist
and determineif anything isamiss”

“No need to rush,” Bain said. “ Better to wait until Irysreturnswith Tula ssgter. If Tulaawakes and
identifies her assailant, we would have the advantage.”

“What if another girl goes missing in the meantime?’ Lelf asked. His scowl had deepened, and he seemed
upset ether by the thought of another victim or the prospect of traveling with me again.

“Then, welcome or no, we will send armed searchersinto the plains” Bain said.
“But you might betoo late,” | said.

“We have sometime.” Zitorapulled at one of her braids. “ That was another pattern we were able to
discern. He hasthe victims for two weeks and then waits four weeks before claiming anew one.”

Thethought of another victim filled me with dread and led to ahorrible scenario. “Whet if he comesto
the Keep to finish what he started? Tula could bein danger!”

“Let him come.” Roze svoiceturned icy with determination. “1 will take care of him.”

“First we would have to apprehend him.” Bain tapped the table with abony finger. “We must post
guardsin Tula sroom.”

“But it’ sthe hot season, and we' re short-handed,” Zitora said.
“I will tell Cahil to assign some of hismen,” Roze sad. “He owes me.”

“Get them right away, Roze,” Bain said. “Not amoment to lose. Come now, Y elena, we have work to
do.”

Bain led me out of the room and down the hallway.

“Nice observations, young lady. | see why Irys chose not to kill you.”



“HasIrysever chosento kill?” | asked. Cahil’s comment that | had not been the first person Irys had
rescued from Ixiaweighed on my mind.

“Unavoidable at times. Nasty choice overdl, but Irysiswell suited to that role. She has aunique ability to
cease a heart without pain or fear. Roze hasthe skill, too, but she’' s much too harsh. She works best with
crimindsand their ilk. Leif helps her with those unfortunate crimina investigations. During his schooling at
the Keep, the Masters determined that would be the best use of hisunusua power. Zitora, on the other
hand, would die rather than harm another. | have never met a sweeter soul.”

Bain stopped to unlock adoor. He gestured for me to precede him into his office. Entering the room, |
was greeted by ariot of color, ajumble of contraptions and shelves upon shelves of books.

“Andyou, Sr?’ | asked. “What place do you hold in this group of magicians?’

“I teach. | guide. | listen.” He stacked booksinto apile. “1 answer questions. | |et the younger magicians
goonmissons. | tel storiesof my eventful past.” Bain smiled. “Whether or not my companionswish to
hear them. Now, we' Il start you with these few books.”

He handed me the stack. | counted seven texts. Few? Obvioudy, my definition of few was different than
his. At least most of the bookswere dim.

“Tomorrow ismarket day. An extraday for study.” Bain'svoice held atouch of reverence. To himiit
seemed an extraday to study was smilar to receiving apouch of gold. “ Read thefirst three chaptersin
each book. We'll discuss them the day after tomorrow. Come to my tower after breskfast.”

He bustled around a table, looking for something. He pulled aleather pouch from benesath animmense
tome. “Yoursfrom Irys”

The pouch jingled as| opened it. Irys had exchanged my Ixian coinsfor Stian.

“How do | find the market?’ | asked.

Bain rummaged around his desk until he found a sheet of paper. It was amap of the Citaddl.
“Usethis.” Bain pointed to the market square located near the center of the Citaddl.

“May | keep this?’

“Yours. Now, go. Read.” With the indulgence of afather sending his child off to play, he shooed me out
the door.

| read the book titles as | made my way back to my rooms. The Source of Magic; Magical Mutations,
The History of Stian Magic; Master Level Magicians Throughout the Ages; Misuses of the Power
Source; The Magician’s Ethical Code, and Windri Bak Greentree: A Biography.

| had to admit the titles seemed fascinating, so | started my reading assgnments as soon as | reached my
rooms. The afternoon flew by, and only the incessant growling of my stomach made me stop to find some
food.

After dinner, | visited the stables. Topaz and Kiki’ s heads appeared over their stal doorsthe moment |
arived.

Apples? Both horses |ooked hopeful.

Have | ever come without? | asked.



No. Lavender Lady nice, Topaz said.

| fed Topaz and Kiki their apples. After wiping applejuice and horse dobber from my hands, | redized
Cahil waslate. Deciding not to wait for him, | took Kiki’ s bridle and riding saddle from the tack room.

Practice? Kiki sounded as bored as | by the repetitive lessons.

How about a walk? | asked.

Fast?

No. Sow and steady so | don’t fall off.

| bridled and saddled Kiki without incident, surprising myself with how much | had learned.

Before | could mount, Cahil arrived, hisface red, and his beard matted with sweat. He looked as though
he had run to the stables. | wondered how far he had run, which led me to wonder where helived in the
Keep, which led me, ultimately, to wonder about his childhood. What had it been like to grow up in the

Magician’s Keep without any family?

Cahil, obliviousto my curiogty, inspected every inch of Kiki’stack. Probably searching for amistake. |
gmiled in satisfaction when dl he found was a crooked stirrup.

“All right then, since she' s saddled, why don’t you try mounting?’ Cahil said, reminding meto aways
mount on the horse' sleft Side.

| placed my left foot in the stirrup and grabbed the saddle. When he moved to give me aboost up, |
stopped him with alook. Kiki stood at sixteen hands, tall for ahorse, but | wanted to mount her without
help. Pushing off with my right foat, | launched mysdlf up and swung my leg over the saddle.

Once stled, | looked down at Cahil from what now felt like an uncomfortable height. From this vantage
point, the ground &t his feet seemed to transform from plush grass to hard and unyielding earth.

Cahil lectured about the reins and the proper way to hold them, and how to Sit in the saddle. “If you think
you're going to fall, grab her mane. Not the saddle.”

“Why not?’
“Y ou could pinch afinger. Don't worry. Y ou won't hurt the horse.”

Cahil continued to lecture about the correct way to steer the horse and the best way to give stop and go
commands. He aso repested his advice to grab Kiki’smaneif | felt mysdf faling at least ahaf dozen
moretimes. Eventually, | tuned him out, gazing around the pasture from my new perspective. | admired
the way the sun reflected off agtallion’s coat near the far fence, until achangein Cahil’ stone caused
Kiki’searsto cock forward.

“...ligening to me?’ Cahil demanded.

“What?’

“Ydena, thisisvery important. If you don’t know how to—"

“Cahil,” I interrupted. “1 don’t need commands. All | haveto do isask Kiki.”

He stared at me asif | had spoken another language.



“Watch.” | held thereinsin front of me as Cahil had instructed. Kiki’ s |eft ear cocked back, the other
pointed forward. She turned her head dightly to the left so she could see mefully.

Walk around the pasture? | asked her. Near the fence.

Kiki started to move. Her steps rocked me from sideto side. | let her find the path as| enjoyed the view.
Aswecircled the pasture, | heard Cahil yell, “Heds down! Straighten up!”

Eventudly, we moved out of hissght.

Fast? Kiki asked.

Not yet.

A glint of sunlight and ablur of mation from outsde the fence caught my eye. Kiki shied, turning sharply
totheright. | flew left.

Bad smell. Bad thing.

Ingtinctively, | grabbed her mane, stopping my fal. My right leg stretched acrossthe saddle as| hung
from Kiki’ ssde, clutching her coarse brown hair.

Kiki’ s muscles bunched and she danced to the side. | caught aglimpse of what had startled her. Sop. A
man.

Shehdd ill, but her legstrembled in terror. Bad man. Shiny thing.
| yanked myself upright in the saddle. Bad man. Run.

Chapter Thirteen

Kiki took off.

| held on to her mane, and tried to stay in the saddle. After afew gtrides, | looked behind just intimeto
see God'’ s sword flash in the sunlight.

When Cahil saw usracing across the pasture, he raised his arms and shouted. “Whoa! Whoa!”

Kiki galoped straight for him, her mind so focused on survival that | had to wait for Godl’ s scent to
disappear before she would respond to my calming thoughts.

Man gone. It's okay, | said to her. | patted her on the neck and whispered the same thing into her ear.
She settled and hated mere inches from Cahil.

“At least you stayed on the horse.” He grabbed Kiki’ sreins. “What happened?’

| jumped down from the saddle and examined Cahil. He didn’t look surprised. In fact, he seemed mildly
amused.

“What do you think happened?’ | countered.
“Kiki spooked at something. | told you horses are skittish, but you had to go off before you were ready.”
Something in Cahil’ s eyes made me suspicious. “Did you send Goel to ambush me?’ | demanded.



“God?" Cahil seemed taken aback. “No, I—"
“You set that up. Y ou wanted Kiki to panic.”

Cahil frowned. “1 wanted you to learn. Horses are prey animas and will react to the dightest noise, scent
or movement long before any logic cankick in. And if you' d falen, you would know it’ s not terrible.
Then you wouldn’t be afraid to fal or bail off ahorse when you need to.”

“How nicefor you that you' ve dready forgotten I’ ve falen off ahorse. Actualy, shoved off ahorse.
Your horseto be exact. It samemory | wish | could forget so easily.”

Cahil had the decency to look contrite.
“So sending God wasalesson?’ | asked. “1 don't believeit, Cahil. Hewas armed.”

Fury flashed across Cahil’ sface. “I asked Erant to help me. Godl is supposed to be guarding Tula Il
ded with him.”

“Don't bother. | can take care of Godl. At least he had the decency to warn me of hisplans. Unlike
others.” | glared at Cahil, snatched the reinsfrom his hands and strode back to the stable with Kiki. It
had been amistake to go to my lesson unarmed. | had foolishly assumed Goel wouldn’t try to attack me
while waswith Cahil. Lesson learned. Cahil should be proud, even if it wasn't the lesson he intended.

The next morning, | set out to find the market. | kept awary eye on the people in the streets of the
Citaddl. All seemed headed toward the center square. Amazed by the number of people crowding
around the market stands, | hesitated. | didn’t want to push my way through them, yet | needed to shop.

| spotted afew of the Keep’'sworkers, and had decided to ask one of them for assistancewhen | felt a
tug on my deeve. Spinning around, | reached for my bow on my backpack. The smdl boy flinched. |
recognized him asthe beggar | had given my Sitian coinsto on my first day in the Citadd.

“Sorry. You startled me,” | said.
Herelaxed. “Lovey Lady, can you spare a copper?’

Remembering what Irys had said about the beggars, | thought of an idea. “How about you help me and
I’ll help you?’

Warinessfilled hiseyes. In that instant he seemed to grow ten years older. My heart broke, and | wanted
to empty my purseinto his hands. Instead, | said, “I’m new here. I’m looking to buy paper and ink. Do
you know agood merchant?’

He seemed to catch on. “Maribella s hasthe finest sationery,” he said, hiseyesdight. “I’ll show you.”
“Wait. What' s your name?’

He hesitated, and then lowered his eyesto the ground. “Fisk,” he mumbled.

| dropped to one knee. Looking him in the eyes, | offered my hand. “ Greetings, Fisk. I’'m Yeena”

He grasped my hand with both of his, his mouth agape with astonishment. | guessed he was closeto nine
yearsold. Fisk recovered with ashake of hishead. He then led meto ayoung girl’ stable at the edge of
the square. | purchased writing paper, a stylus and some black ink, then gave Fisk a Sitian copper for his



help. Asthe morning wore on, Fisk guided me to other stands for more supplies and soon other children
were “hired” to help carry my packages.

When | finished shopping, | surveyed my entourage. Six grubby children smiled at me despite the heat
and searing sun. | suspected that one boy was Fisk’ s younger brother; they had the same light brown

eyes. The other two boys may have been his cousins. Greasy strands of hair hid most of the two girls

faces o it wasimpossibleto tell if they wererelated to Fisk.

| realized then that | was reluctant to return to the Keep.
Sensing my mood, Fisk asked, “Lovely Y eena, would you like atour of the Citade ?’

| nodded. The midday heet had emptied the market, but as| followed the children through the deserted
sreets, afeding of unease settled over me. What if they were leading meinto atrap? My hand sought the
handle of my switchblade. Concentrating, | pulled athread of power and projected my awareness.

My mind touched life dl around me. Most of the Citadd’ s citizens resided insde, their thoughts focused
on finding acool spot or aquiet activity while they waited for the sun to set. No threats. No ambushes.

| heard the sound of water before | saw the fountain. With squedls of delight, the children put down my
packages and ran to the spray. Fisk stayed by my side, though, taking hisrole astour guide serioudly.

“That’ sthe Unity Fountain,” he said.

A circle of waterspouts surrounded a huge stone sphere with large holes spaced evenly acrossits
surface. Nestled inside the sphere, | could see another smaller sphere with holes of its own. The deep
green color of the fountain wasn't veined like the marble of the Citadd’ swalls, yet the stone hinted that it
held something dsewithin.

“Marble? | asked Fisk.

“Jade mined from the Emerad Mountains. Thisisthe largest piece of pure jade ever found. It took ayear
to get it here and, because jade is so hard, it took over five yearsto carve it with diamond-tipped chisals.
There are e even spheres and dl of them were carved insde that one stone.”

Amazing. | moved closer to thefountain so | could see the other spheres. The cool mist felt good against
my hot skin.

“Why deven?’ | asked.

Fisk stood next to me. “One sphere for each clan. And one waterspout for each clan. Water represents
life,” he explained. “ See the carvings on the outer circle?’

| risked getting soaked to examine the intricate lines on the fountain.

“Mythica creatures. Each represents one Master Magician. Ying Lung, asky dragon for First Magician,
Fei Lian, awind leopard for Second; Kioh Twan, aunicorn for Third; and Pyong, a hawk for Fourth.”

“Why those creatures?” | asked, remembering that Irys had worn ahawk mask when she had visited Ixia
as part of the Sitian del egation.

“When magicians reach the Magter level, they endure aseries of tests.” Fisk sounded asif he quoted a
schoolbook. “During that time, they travel through the underworld and meet their guide. This cresture not
only showsthem through the underworld, but guides them throughout life.”



“Doyou believe that?’ It sounded like afary taleto me. When the Commander had taken power in Ixia,
supergtitions and religious bdliefs had been discouraged. If anyone till believed, they kept quiet and
worshipped in secret.

Fisk shrugged. “I know something happens to the Magicians during the test because my father’ sseenit.
He used to work at the Keep.”

A hardness settled on Fisk’ sface, so | didn’t ask any more questions. But | wondered about the
crestures. Irys had disguised herself asahawk mistiressin Ixia. She wore the proper uniform to blend in
with the Ixian. Perhaps she dso worked with the Commander’ s hawks.

“It'sgood luck to drink from the fountain,” Fisk said. Then heran to his friendswho played in the water,
opening their mouths to catch the spray.

After amoment’shestation, | joined them. The water tasted fresh asif laced with strong mineraslike an
eixir of life. | drank deeply. | could use alittle good luck.

When the children finished playing, Fisk led meto another fountain. This one was carved from rare white
jade. Fifteen horses frozen in motion circled alarge spout of water.

Although Fisk didn’t complain, | could seethat the heat had finaly worn him out. Still, when | offered to
carry my purchases back to the Keep, dl the children refused, saying they would take them as promised.

Ontheway back, | sensed Topaz’ sworry the moment before | saw Cahil rounding the corner. My
parade of children stepped to the side of the road as Cahil advanced, stopping Topaz in front of us.

“Y elena, where have you been?’ he demanded.
| glared & him. *“ Shopping. Why? Do you have another surprise test for me?”

Heignored my question, staring instead a my companions. The children shrank againgt thewall, trying to
make themselves as smdll aspossible.

“The market has been closed for hours. What have you been doing?’ he asked.
“None of your business.”

His gaze snapped to me. “Yes, it is. Thisisyour firgt trip into the Citade aone. Y ou could have been
robbed. Y ou could have gotten lost. When you didn’t come back, | thought theworst.” Cahil’ seyesdlid
back to the children.

“I cantake care of mysdlf.” | glanced at Fisk. “Lead on,” | said.
Fisk nodded and started down the street. The other children and | followed him.
Cahil snorted and dismounted. Taking Topaz' sreins, he walked beside me. But he couldn’t remain quiet.

“Y our choice of escortswill lead to trouble,” he said. “ Every timeyou go into the Citade, they’ |l descend
onyou like parasites, sucking you dry.” Loathing filled hisface.

“Another lesson?’ | asked, not hiding my sarcasm.
“Jugt trying to help.” Anger tightened hisvoice.

“Y ou can stop. Stick to what you know, Cahil. If it doesn't involve horses, then | don't need your



asdgance”

Helet hisbreath out in along huff. From the corner of my eye, | saw him swallow histemper.
Impressive.

“You'redtll mad a me” hesaid.
“Why would | be?’
“For not believing you about being aspy.”

When | didn’t say anything, he continued, “For what happened with First Magician. | know it must have
been awful—"

“Awful!” Stopping in the middle of the street, | rounded on Cahil. “What do you know? Has she done it
toyou?’

“ NO_”

“Then you have no ideawhat you' re talking about. Imagine being helpless and stripped bare. Y our
thoughts and fedlings exposed to aruthlessintimate scrutiny.”

His eyeswidened in shock. “But she said you fought her off. That she couldn’t fully read you.”

| shuddered at the thought of Roze going deeper, understanding why Cahil had claimed that her
interrogation |eft some people with mental damage.

“It' sworse than being raped, Cahil. | know. I’ ve suffered both.”

He gaped. “Isthat why?’

“What? Go ahead. Ask.” | wasn't about to spare him to make him fed better.

“Why you stayed in your room those first three days?’

| nodded. “Irystold me | was sulking, but | couldn’t stand the thought of anyone even looking at me.”

Topaz put hishead over my shoulder. | rubbed my cheek on his soft face. My anger at Cahil had
blocked out the horse’ s thoughts. Now | opened my mind to him.

Lavender Lady safe. Topaz' spleasurefilled my mind. Apple?

| smiled. Later.

Cahil watched uswith astrange expresson on hisface. “Y ou only smile at the horses.”

| couldn’t tell if hewasjealous or sad.

“What Roze...I...did to you. Isthat why you keep everyone at arm’s length?” Cahil asked.
“Not entirely. And not everyone.”

“Who esedo you smileat?’

“ I rysn



He nodded asif he had expected that answer. “ Anyone el se?’

My fingers touched the bump my chest made by the butterfly pendant under my shirt. Vaek would get
more from methan asmile. But | sad, “My friendsin the north.”

“The oneswho taught you to fight?’

“yes”

“How about the person who gave you that necklace?’

| jerked my hand away. “How did you know about my necklace?’ | demanded.

“It fell out while you were unconscious.”

| frowned, remembering Cahil had carried me to my room after Roze' sinterrogation.

“Guess | shouldn’'t have reminded you about thet,” he said. “But | was right about it being a gift, wasn't
|7

“It' snone of your business. Cahil, you're acting like we' re friends. We' re not friends.”
The children waited for us at an intersection. | started toward them.

Cahil caught up. We walked on in silence. When we reached the Keep, | took my packages from the
children and paid them each two coppers.

| grinned at Fisk, and then glanced at Cahil, fedling salf-conscious about my smiles.

“See you on the next market day,” | said to Fisk. “And tell your friendsthey’ Il each get an extra copper if
they show up clean.”

Hewaved. | watched the group of children disappear; they probably knew al the back aleys and secret
waysingde the Citadel. That knowledge might be useful one day. | would have to ask Fisk to show me.

Having grown up in the Citadedl, Cahil probably knew the shortcuts, too, but | wouldn’t ask him. Not
when he had such a dour expression.

“What now?’ | asked.
He sighed. “Why do you aways have to make things so difficult?’
“Y ou started this. Remember? Not me.”

He shook his head. “Why don’'t we start over? We' ve been at odds from the start. What can | do to
receive one of your rare smiles?’

“Why do you want one? If you' re hoping that we' |l becomefriendsand I'll confidein you al the military
secrets of Ixia, don't bother.”

“No. That'snot what | want. | want thingsto be different between us”
“Different how?’

Cahil looked around asif searching for the right words. “Better. Less hodtility. Friendlier. Conversations
ingtead of arguments.”



“ After what you put me through?’

“I’'m sorry, Yelena” Thewordstore from histhroat asif it pained him to say them. “I’'m sorry | didn’t
believe you when you said you weren't aspy. I'm sorry | asked First Magicianto—" he swalowed. “To
rapeyour mind.”

| turned my face away from him. “That apology isweeks old, Cahil. Why bother now?’
He sghed. “Plans are being made for the New Beginningsfeast.”

Some hitch in Cahil’ s voice caused meto look at him. He wrapped and unwrapped Topaz' s leather reins
around his hands.

“It' safeast to celebrate the beginning of the cooling season and the new school year. A chancefor
everyoneto get together and start anew.” Cahil’ s blue eyes searched mine. “In dl these years, | have
never wanted to take anyone with me. | never had anyone who | wanted to have by my side. Yet when |
overheard the cooks discussing the feast’ s menu this morning, your image filled my mine. Come with me,
Ydena?

Chapter Fourteen

Cahil’ swords struck me like aphysica blow. | jerked back a step.

Hisface saddened a my reaction. 1 guessthat’sano. We' d probably just fight al night anyway.” He
began to walk away.

“Cahil, wait,” | said, catching up to him. “Y ou surprised me.” An understatement for sure.

| had believed that the only thing Cahil wanted from me wasinformation about Ixia. Thisinvitation might
gill beaploy, but for thefirst time | saw a softness behind hiseyes. | put my hand on hisarm. He
stopped.

“Does everyone go to thisNew Beginnings feast?’ | asked him.

“Yes. It'sagood way for the new students to meet their teachers, and a chance for everyoneto get
reacquainted. I’'m going because I’ [l be teaching the senior and apprenti ce classes about horsemanship.”

“So, I'm not your first student?’
“No, but you' ve been my most stubborn one.” He smiled ruefully.
| smiled in return. Cahil’ seyeslit up.

“Okay, Cahil, in the spirit of this New Beginningsfead, let’ s start over. I'm willing to accompany you to
thefeast asthefirgt step in our new friendship.” Besdes, the thought of going aoneto meet my felow
students seemed daunting.

“Friendship?’
“That'sdl | can offer.”
“Because of the person who gave you that butterfly pendant?’ he asked.

1] YS.”



“And what did you give himin return?’

| wanted to snap that it was none of hisbusiness, but | controlled my temper. If we were going to be
friends, he needed to know the truth. “My heart.” | could have added my body, my trust and my soul.

Helooked a mefor amoment. “Guess |’ |l have to be content with friendship.” He grinned. “ Doesthis
mean you won't be so difficult anymore?’

“Don’'t count onit.”

He laughed and hel ped me carry my market purchases back to my rooms. | spent the rest of the night
reading the chapters Bain had assigned, stopping on occasion to think about Cahil’ snew role asfriend in

my life.

| enjoyed my fascinating mornings with Bain Bloodgood. Sitian history extended back for centuries. The
eleven Sitian clans fought with each other for decades until Windri Greentree, aMaster Magician, united
them and formed the Council of Elders. | redized to my dismay, and to Bain’sddight, that | had a great
ded of study ahead of meto learn thefull history. And their mythology aone, populated with creatures,
demons and legends, would take years of lessonsto know them all.

Bain dso explained the structure of the school. “ Every student has amagician asamentor. That mentor
oversees the sudent’ slearning. He teaches. He guides. He schedules classes with other magicianswho
have more expertisein certain subjects.”

“How many students arein each class?’ | asked.

Bain swept his hand through the air, indicating the room, empty except for us. We sat in an open circular
chamber at the base of histower. Bookslined thewallsin neat piles, and writing projects covered each
of Bain' sfour ink-stained worktables. The metd rings of Bain' s astrolabe glowed in the morning sunlight.

| perched on the edge of hiswide desk. Small writing tools and piles of papersrested on thetopinan
organized arrangement. A white seashell ppeared to be his only decoration. Sitting acrossfrom me, Bain
wore adeep purple robe that drank in the light. His diverse collection of robes amazed me. So far, he
was the only magician I’ d seen that wore aforma robe on adaily basis.

“Weareaclass,” hesad. “There can be up to four students, but no more. Y ou will not see rows upon
rows of sudentslistening to alecturer in this school. We teach using hands-on learning and small

groups.”

“How many students does each mentor have?’

“No more than four for those who have experience. Only one for the new magicians.”

“How many do the Master Magiciansteach?’ | was dreading the day when | would haveto share Irys.

“Ah...” He paused. For once Bain seemed at aloss for words. “ The Masters do not mentor students.
We are needed in Council meetings. We aid Sitia. We recruit prospective students. But occasiondly a
student comes along that piques our interest.”

He gazed & me asif deciding how much he should tell me. “I have grown weary of Council meetings. So
| havetransferred dl my energiesto teaching. Thisyear | have two students. Roze has chosen only one
since she became First Magician. Zitora has none. Sheis adjusting; she only became aMagter last year.”



“And Irys?’

“You'reher firg.”

“Jugt me?’ | asked in amazement.
He nodded.

“Y ou said Roze chose one. Who?’

“Your brother, Laif.”

Evidence that the Keep prepared for an invasion of returning students mounted as the week progressed.
Servants scurried to air out rooms and dorms. The kitchen buzzed with activity asthe staff prepared for
thefeast. Even the Citadd’ s streets hummed with life as resdents returned. In the evenings, laughter and
music floated on the cooling air.

As| waited for Irysto return from fetching Tulal ssgter, | spent my mornings with Bain, my afternoons
studying and my evenings with Cahil and Kiki. My riding had advanced from waking Kiki to trotting, a
bone-jarring gait that left me tiff and sore at the end of the day.

Every night | sat with Tula, connecting with her and lending her my support. Her mind remained vacant,
but her brutalized body healed by |egps and bounds.

“Do you have heding powers?’ Hayes asked me one night. “Her physica progress has been amazing.
More like thework of two heders”

| considered his question. “1 don't know. I’ ve never tried.”
“Perhaps you' ve been helping her hed without redlizing it. Would you liketo find out?’
“| don't want to hurt her,” | said, remembering my failed attemptsto move achair.

“| won't let you.” Hayes smiled as he picked up Tuld sleft hand. The splints on her right hand were gone,
but the fingers on her |eft were till swollen and bruised. “I have only enough energy to mend afew bones
aday. Usualy welet the body heal onitsown. But for seriousinjuries, we speed up the process.”

“How?

“| draw power to me. Then | focus on theinjury. Skin and muscles disappear before my eyes, reveding
the bones. | use the power to encourage the bone to mend. It works the same for other injuries. My eyes
will only seethewound. It istruly wonderful.”

Hayes s eyes glowed with purpose, but when they shifted to Tulathey dimmed. “Unfortunately, some
injuriesjust can't be heded, and the mind is so complex that any damage is usudly permanent. We have
afew mind hedlers. Fourth Magician isthe strongest of these, but even she can only do so much.”

AsHayesfocused on Tula, | felt the air around me thicken and pulsate. Drawing a breath became an
effort. Then Hayes closed hiseyes. Without thinking, | linked my mind with his. Through him | saw Tula's
hand. Her skin became trand ucent, showing the battered pink fibrous muscles attached to the bones. |
saw strands of power, thin as spiderwebs, wrapped around Hayes' s hands. He wove the webs around
the crack in Tula s bone. As| watched, the crack disappeared and then the muscles healed.



| broke the mental connection to Hayes and looked at Tula. The bruises had faded from her now straight
index finger. The air thinned as the power faded. His forehead shone with sweat and his breeth puffed
from the effort he' d just expended.

“Now, youtry,” he said.

| moved closer to Tulaand took her hand from Hayes. Holding her middlefinger, | rubbed it lightly with
my thumb as | pulled power to me, revealing the bone. Hayes gasped. | paused.

“Goon,” hesad.

My strands of power were rope thick. When | applied the strands to the bone, they wrapped around it
likeanoose. | pulled back, fearing her finger would snap in half.

Placing her hand back on the bed, | looked at Hayes. “ Sorry. | don't have full control of my magic yet.”
He stared at Tula shand. “Look.”

Both fingers appeared to have been healed.

“How do you fed?” he asked.

Using magic usudly left metired, but | redly hadn’t used any. Or had 1?* About the same.”

“Three hedlingsand | need to nap.” Hayes shook hishead. Hisdark hair fell into his eyes. He swiped his
bangs back with an impatient hand. “Y ou just mended a bone effortlesdy. Fate bewith us,” he said. Awe
and fear roughened hisvoice. “Once you have full control, you may be able to wake the dead.”

Chapter Fifteen

Fear surged through me, leaving my musclestrembling.
“No,” | said to Hayes. “Y ou must be mistaken. No one can wake the dead.”
Hayes rubbed a hand over histired eyes, reconsidering.

“Perhaps | spoke rashly,” he agreed. “Only one person in our history could revive the dead.” He
shuddered. “ And the resultswere truly horrible.”

| wanted to ask more questions, but Hayes bolted toward the door, inssting he had work to do.

Feding odd and unsettled, | peered a Tula' s motionless form. Through her blanket and skin, | could see
each of her injuries. It seemed now that | had learned this new ability, | couldn’t turn it off. The fractures,
gorains, bruisesall pulsed with an urgent red light. The more | studied the light the more it drew my mind
in, and | felt Tulal s physica pain soak into me. In sudden agony, | collapsed onto the floor.

Curling into aball, | squeezed my eyes shut. A small part of me knew the pain wasimaginary, but, in
panic, | fill tried to push the torment away. | pulled power from the source. Magic filled me. The buildup
crackled across my skin likefire, | released the power.

My scream resounded through the room as coal rdlief swept through me, quenching my pain. Drained of
energy, | remained on the floor, panting.

“Yedena areyou dl rignt?’



| opened my eyes. Hayes hovered over mein concern. | nodded. “ Tula?’
Heleft my sde. “ She' sfine”

| sat up. The room spun for amoment but | forced myself to focus.
“What happened?’ Hayes asked.

| wanted to say that | had lost control, to explain that my old surviva ingtincts had kicked in, reacting to
the pain without conscious thought. But it hadn’t felt quite like that, and to admit that | had lost control
would be dangerous. Uncontrolled magicians could damage the power source and the Masters would be
forced to kill me. Instead, | clamped my lips together, trying to bring some order to my jumbled thoughts.

Before| could speak, Hayes said, “ Y ou healed her other two fingers.”

He stood next to Tula s bed, and held her |eft hand up. Hayes inspected her fingers before laying her arm
across her ssomach.

Then he turned to me with afrown. “Y ou shouldn’t have tried that without me. No wonder you
screamed. Y ou gathered too much power and had to releaseit.” Hayes gestured to my prone form. “A
beginner’ s mistake, and now you' re exhausted. Y ou redlly need to work on your control.”

While heping meto my feet, Hayes s frown softened into what might have been rdlief. “ Y ou havethe
ability to hedl, but need guidance. I migudged you &t first, thinking you might be a Soulfinder.” Hayes
huffed out alaugh. “ Next time, wait for me. Okay?”

Not trusting myself to speak, | nodded.
Hayes guided me toward the door. “ Get somerest. You'll probably be weak for afew days.”

As| shuffled to the apprentice’ swing, | replayed the eventsin my mind, and by thetime collgpsed into
my bed, | managed to amost convince mysdlf that Hayes' s explanation was correct. Almost.

Fatigue dogged me dl through the next day. Bain’s morning lesson passed in ablur. Instead of reading, |
napped the afternoon away, and fought to stay awake whileriding Kiki that night. Cahil’ s bellowing
eventually pierced thefog in my mind.

“Ydenda”

| looked a him asif seeing him for the first time that evening. Coated with dirt and horse hair, his
once-white cotton shirt clung to his muscular frame. Annoyance creased his forehead. His mouth moved
in gpeech, but it took me amoment to discern hiswords.

“...distracted, exhausted, and you' re going to get hurt.”
“Hurt?’ | asked.

“Yes, hurt. When you fal adeep in the saddle and dide off the horse.” Cahil controlled hisfrustration, but
| could see by the way he pumped his clenched fists that he wanted to shake some sense into me.

Lavender Lady tired. Kiki agreed. Forgot apples.

“Yelena, go home.” Cahil took Kiki’ sreinsto hold her steady while | dismounted.



Home? Unbidden, theimage of my small room in the Commander’ s castle jumped into my mind,
followed by the memory of Vaek’ssmiling face. | could use some of his energy right now.

“Areyoudl right?’

| gazed into Cahil’ slight blue eyes. They were paein comparison to Vaek’ s vibrant sapphire color.
“Yes. I'mjud alittletired.”

“A little?” Cahil laughed. “ Go get some deep; I'll take care of Kiki. You'll need your energy for
tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow?’
“The New Beginnings feast. Remember?’
“| didn't redizeit was so soon.”

“Prepare yoursdlf for an invasion of students and magicians. Come morning, our peace and quiet will be
w]e.”

Cahil led Kiki toward the stable. | promised her extra apples before our next lesson as | headed to my
rooms.

Apprehens on about the feast, though, gnawed through my fatigue even as| climbed into bed.
Half-adeep, the shock of redizing that | didn’t own the proper attire for afeast nearly jolted me awake.
What did one wear to afeast anyway? Would | have to don my formal apprentice robe? | wondered,
then sighed. Too tired to worry about things like clothes, | rolled over. More important worries such as
the need to take control of my magic pushed out dl others.

A frenzy of activity filled the campus the next morning. | skirted groups of people carrying parcelsas|
walked to Bain' stower.

Opening the door to his study, | started to ask Bain about the arriving students, but stopped when | saw
he had two visitors.

From behind hisdesk, Bain gestured mein. “Y elena, these are my students. Dax Greenblade, afellow
apprentice, and Gels Moon, anovice.” With an open hand, he pointed to each in turn.

They nodded in greeting. Their serious expressions |ooked out of place on such young faces. | guessed
that Dax was eighteen years old, while the girl must have been about fifteen.

“Have you chosen another student, Master Bloodgood?” Gels asked. She tugged absently on the white
lace at the end of her deeve. Violet and white swirls patterned both her blouse and long skirt.

“No, Y denaisworking with another,” Bain said.

| had to suppress agrin as each relaxed. Dax flashed me asmile.

Gdd, though, seemed intrigued with me. “Who isyour mentor?’ she asked.
“Irys...ah...Master Jewelrose.”

The two students seemed as surprised as | had been when Bain told me about Irys.



“What' syour clan?’ Geld asked.
“Zdtana”

“Another digtant cousin of Leif’s?” Dax asked. “ Y ou'realittle old to start training. What strange power
do you have?’

Histoneimplied curiosity and humor, but Bain said, “ Dax, that’ singppropriate. She'sLef’ ssger.”
“Ahhhh...” Dax gudied me with keen interest.
“Do we have alesson thismorning?’ | asked Bain.

The magician perked up a my question. He instructed Dax to go unpack, but he asked Gels to remain.
Her heart-shaped face paled for amoment before she steadied hersdlf, smoothing her shoulder-length
copper curls.

“I fear Iryswill be back soon and reclaim you,” Bain said to mewith asmile. “Gels’ sfocusfor this
semester isto learn how to communicate magicaly with other magicians. Irys hastold methisisyour
strongest ability. Therefore, | would like your assistance with introducing this skill to my student.”

Gels’seyeswidened. Her long thick eyelashes touched her brows.
“I'll dowhat | can,” | said.

Bain rummaged through one of his desk’ s drawers and pulled asmall burlap sack from it. He set the bag
on the desk and opened it, taking out two brown lumps.

“WEe Il use Theobromafor thefirst lesson,” he said.

Thelumpstriggered memories of my timein Ixia Theobromawas the southern namefor Criollo, a
delicious sweet that had the unfortunate effect of opening a person’smind to magica influences. Generd
Brazd | had used the nutty flavored dessert to bypass the Commander’ s strong will so Brazell’ smagician,
Mogkan could gain control of the Commander’smind.

Bain handed me one of the Theobroma pieces and he gave the other to Gels. Then hetold usto st inthe
two chairsthat faced each other. While | would have enjoyed eating the mouth-coating sweet, | thought it

unnecessary.
“Canwetry without it firs?’ | asked.

Bain' s bushy gray eyebrows rose as he consdered my question. “Y ou don't need it to make aninitia
connection?’

| thought about the different people and horses | had linked with. “ So far, no.”
“All right. Yelena, | want you to try to connect with Gels.”

Dredging some energy from my tired body, | pulled athread of power and directed it to the girl,
projecting my awarenessto her. | sensed her gpprehension about working with this strange woman from
Ixiain her mind.

Hdllo, | said.
She jumped in shock.



Tohelp herrdax | said, | wasbornin thellliais Jungle. Where did you grow up?

Ged formed animage of asmall village wragpped in fog in her mind. We reside in the foothills of the
Emerald Mountains. Every morning our house is enveloped in the mist from the mountains.

| showed her my parents dwelling in the trees. We “talked” about sblings. A middle child, Gels, had
two older ssters and two younger brothers, but she was the only onein her family to develop magica

powers.
Bain watched usin slence, then he interrupted, “ Break the connection now.”
Sapped of energy, | dragged my awareness back.

“Gdd, itisyour turn to make contact with Yelena”

She closed her eyes, and | sensed her seeking my mind. All | would need to do wastug on her
awareness.

“Do not help her,” Bain warned me.
Instead, | kept my mind open, but shefailed to reach me.
“Not toworry,” Bain consoled her. “Thefirg timeisthe hardest. That iswhy we use Theobroma.”

Ban'sgray eyes studied me with kindness. “Wewill try again another time. Gels, go unpack and get
Settled.”

After sheleft Bain'stower, he said, “No doubt you wore yourself out yesterday. Hayes mentioned
something to me. Tell mewhat happened,” he instructed.

| told him about the pain and the power. “It seems| don't have full control yet,” | offered, waiting to see
if hewould chastise me. If my actions had truly been an uncontrolled burst, | knew the other Master
Magicianswould have fdt it. And certain that Roze would have acted without hesitation on that
knowledge.

“A lesson learned,” Bain said. “ Repairing injuries takesimmense effort. Enough for today. I'll seeyou
tonight at the feast.”

Thefeadt! | had forgotten. Again. “What should 1...” | stopped, feding awkward and silly to be asking
about clothing.

Bain smiled in sympathy. “No expertisein that maiter,” he said, seeming to read my mind. “ Zitorawill
enjoy helping you. She' s a |oose ends this year and will welcome some company.”

“I thought she was busy with Council business.”

“Sheis, but she' strangtioning from five years of being a student to being on her own. Having no timeto
be amentor doesn’'t mean shewon’t have time to make afriend.”

| left Bain’ stower and headed toward Zitora sin the northeast corner of the Keep. Lively groupsfilled
the campus walkways and people hurried past me in every direction. My quiet waks through the Keep
werea an end, yet | felt energized by al the activity.

Zitoragreeted me with abright smile that only dimmed when we discussed Tula s condition. Talk
eventudly turned to the upcoming festivities, and | inquired about appropriate dress.



“Theformal robesare only for the boring school functions,” Zitorasaid. “Do tell me you have something
pretty to wear.”

When | shook my head, she transformed into a mother hen and set about finding me some clothes.
“Thank fateyou' remy sze,” Zitorasaid with glee.

Despite my protests, she dragged me up two flights to her bedroom and loaded my arms with dresses,
skirtsand lacy blouses. Zitora propped her hands on her hips, considering my boots. “Those will not do.”

“They’re comfortable and | can move easly inthem,” | said.
“A chalengethen. Mmm. I'll beright back.”

She disappeared into another room, while | waited in her bedroom on the third floor of her tower. Soft
pastel paintings of flowers hung on the walls. Oversize pillows graced her canopy bed. The room oozed
comfort like open armswrapping mein ahug.

With atriumphant shout, Zitora sauntered into the room, apair of black sandals raised high for
admiration.

“Rubber soles, soft lesther and asmall hedl. Perfect for dancing dl night long.” She laughed.
“I don’'t know how to dance,” | said.

“Doesn’'t matter. Y ou have anatura grace. Watch the others and follow.” Zitora added the sandalsto
thetop of my pile.

“I redlly can't take all of this.” | tried to give the clothes back. “I came for advice, not your entire
wardrobe.” | planned to go to the market. With the return of the Citaddl’ s resdents, the shops remained

open every day.

She shooed me away. “Hardly made adent in my armoire. I’ m a collector of clothes. | can’'t passadress
shop without finding something | must have.”

“At least et me pay—"

“Stop.” Sheraised her hand. “I'll make it easier for you. Tomorrow I’'m leaving on amission for the
Council, and—much to my chagrin—I will have an escort of four soldiers. Irys and Roze can gdlivant dl
over Stiaby themsdaves, and they’ re assigned dl the fun, secret missions. But the Council worries about
me. So I’m limited to escorted missions.” She huffed with frustration. 1’ ve seen you practicing with your
bow near the stable. How about | exchange my clothes for some lessonsin sdf-defense?’

“Okay. But why didn’t you learn how to defend yoursdlf while a student here?’

“| hated the Master of Arms,” she said with adeep frown. “ A bully who turned the teaching sessonsinto
torture sessions. He enjoyed inflicting pain. | avoided him at al costs. When the Magtersrealized | had
strong powers, they focused more on my learning.”

“Who'sthe Arms Magter?’

“One of the northernerswith Cahil. God’ shisname.” Zitora shuddered with revulsion. “ Although he
wasn't as bad as the Magter test...” She paused as acringe of horror crossed her face. Then she jerked
her head asif didodging unwanted memories.



“Anyway, Roze offered to teach me, but I’ d rather have you as my ingtructor.” Sheflashed mea
conspiratoria smirk.

Having agreed to the exchange, | maneuvered down Zitora stower stepswith the bundle of her clothes
heaped in my arms. So burdened, | headed toward my rooms. On theway, | wondered about the
Master test. Fisk, the beggar boy had aso mentioned it. | would haveto ask Irys.

The courtyard across from my quarters buzzed with students. A few boystossed abdl, while others
lounged on the grass or talked in groups. Hampered by Zitora s clothes, | fumbled at my door.

“Hey, you!” someone called.
| looked around and spotted a group of girls gesturing at me.

“Thefirg year barracks are that way.” One of the girlswith long blond hair pointed. “Thisisfor
goprenticesonly.”

“Thanks, but thisismy room,” | caled, turning back.

| managed to get the door open before | felt aprickle of power along my spine. Tossing the clothing on
to thefloor, | spun around. A group of students stood mere inches from me.

“You don't belong here,” said thelong-haired girl. A dangerous shinelit her violet eyes. “You're new. |
know everybody, and new students go to the first-year barracks. Y ou have to earn aroom here.”

Persuasive magic emanated from her. A strong desire to pack my belongings and move to the first-year
dorms coursed through my mind and pressed against my body. | deflected her magica command by
grengthening my menta defenses.

She grunted in outrage. A look passed among her companions. Power built asthey readied tojoinin. |
braced for another attack, but before they could use their combined power, another voice cut through the
throng.

“What' s going on here?’

The power disspated in astiff wave as Dax Greenblade pushed his lean muscular body through the
group, staring down at the others with his bottle-green eyes. In the sunlight, his honey-brown skin made
his face appear older.

“She doesn't belong here,” the girl repeated.
“Ydenais Fourth Magician’s student,” Dax said. “ She' s been assigned to thiswing.”
“But that’ snot fair,” the girl whined. *Y ou haveto earn theright to be here.”

“And who'sto say shehasn't?” Dax asked. “If you believe Fourth Magicianisin error, | suggest you
takeit up with her.”

An uncomfortable silence followed before the group returned to the courtyard. Dax stayed beside me.

“Thanks” | said. The group huddled in atight pack, casting nasty looks my way asthey talked. “Guess|
haven't made any friends.”

“Three points against you, I'm afraid. One.” Dax held up along dender finger. “Y ou’re new. Two.
Fourth Magician’ s your mentor. Any student selected by a Master is guaranteed to be the subject of



jedousy. If you'relooking for friends, I'm afraid Gels and | are your only choices.”
“What' sthethird point?’

He smiled sardonically. “ Rumors and speculation. The studentswill dig up every bit of information they
can on you and why you're here. It doesn't matter if theinformation istrue or not. In fact, the stranger
the tidbits the better. And | have afedling from what | aready heard your tidbits are quitejuicy and
should inflamethe gossip dl the more.”

| studied hisface. Lines of concern creased hisforehead, and | saw no signs of deceit. “Tidbits?’
“You'reLef slost Sgter, you' re older than dl the students and you' re extremely powerful.”
| looked at him in surprise. Me? Powerful ?

“I didn’'t come over to help you. | cameto protect them.” He inclined his head toward the group in the
courtyard.

Before | could comment, Dax pointed to aroom, five doors down from mine. “Come anytime for any
reason. Gels isin the novice barracks near the west wall.”

Dax waved goodbye and strode toward hisroom. The group’ s hostility transferred briefly to his back
before returning to me. | closed my door.

Great. Day one and aready the outcast. But did | care? Here to learn and not to make friends, | thought
it wouldn’t matter once lessons started. By then, the students would be too busy to pay any attention to
me

| sorted through Zitora s clothes, choosing along black skirt and ared-and-black V-neck blouse. The
shirt had two layers of materid. A pattern of fine black lace over red Slk.

| tried on the outfit. Deciding to leave my bow behind during thefeast, | cut adit in one of the skirt's
pockets for quick accessto my switchblade. The sandalswere alittle big, so | poked another holein the

strap.

Until I looked at myself in the mirror | hadn’t realized | wore Commander Ambrose' s colors, the same
combination as my northern uniform. | considered another ouitfit, even tried on different clothes, but felt
the most comfortablein my first choice.

Pulling my hair fromitsbraid, | scowled at the limp mess. The year before | had cut out the snarlsand
tangles, and now the ends had grown in ragged. My black hair now reached past my shoulders. It would
need agood trim and washing.

| changed back into my day clothes and left my rooms to feed the promised applesto Topaz and Kiki.
Conversation in the courtyard ceased as | emerged. Ignoring them, | set out for the stable. | would stop
by the baths on my return.

Thetimefor the feast came quicker than | expected. Once again, | sood in front of the mirror in my
bedroom, assessing my clothing with acritical eye. | pushed asiray curl from my face.

An assistant at the baths had fussed over my awkward attemptsto cut my own hair. She had
commandeered my scissors and proceeded to trim the ends, then had rolled my hair with hot meta tubes.



Instead of being pulled into abun, my hair now fell to my shouldersin big soft curls. | looked ridiculous.
But before | could rearrange it, someone knocked on my door.

| grabbed my bow and peeked out the window. Cahil waited outside. His hair and beard appeared white
inthemoonlight.

Opening the door, | said, “I thought we agreed to mest...” | gaped.

Cahil worealong slk tunic of midnight-blue. The collar sood up and silver piping followed the edge of
thefabric to form avee far enough below histhroat to dlow aglimpse of hismuscular chest. The piping
also went across his shoulders and dropped down the outside seam of hisfull deeves. A slver mesh belt
studded with gemstones cinched the tunic around his narrow waist. His trousers matched his shirt, and,
once again, slver piping traced the outside seam of his pants, carrying my eyesdown to apair of
polished leather boots. Royalty incarnated.

“| passyour rooms on the way. Seemed silly not to stop,” Cahil said.

He squinted into the lantern light that glowed behind me, and | realized he couldn’t see my openmouthed
dare.

“Ready?’ he asked.

“Givemeamoment.” Returning to the sitting area, | gestured Cahil toward achair as| went into my
bedroom, where | secured my switchblade then smoothed my skirt. With no timeto fix my hair, | settled
for tucking it behind my ears. Curldl Living in Sitiahad made me soft.

Cahil smiled broadly when he saw mein thelight.

“Don’'tlaugh,” | warned.

“I never laugh at abeautiful woman. I’d much rather laugh and dance with her.”
“Faseflatery won't work on me.”

“I meant every word.” Cahil offered hisarm. “ Shal we?’

After adight hesitetion, | linked my armin his.

“Don’'t worry. I'm only your escort tonight. | would offer to protect you from the drunken attentions of
the other men, but | know all too well that you' re quite capable of holding your own. Y ou' re probably
amed. Right?’

“AleS”

Wewaked in companionable silence. Groups of students and other couples headed in the same direction
soon joined us. Lively music pulsed through the air, becoming louder as we approached.

The dining room had been converted into aballroom. Orange, red and yellow velvet streamers twisted
aong the ceiling and draped the walls. Laughter and conversation competed with the music as some
people drank and ate, while others danced on the wooden dance floor. Everyone appeared to be
wearing their finest clothes. The room sparkled with jewdry in the candlelight.

Our arrival went unnoticed. But as Cahil pulled me through the crowd toward the back of the room, a
couple of surprised glances marked our passing.



A jolt snapped through me as we cleared the crowd and | spotted Leif. | hadn’t seen him since Irys had
left, and | had assumed since he had graduated from the Keep he was no longer involved with the
students or classes. But there he stood, next to Roze and Bain. Cahil aimed for them.

| amost fainted when Leif smiled at me as we approached, but when he recognized meit turned into a
scowl. | wondered what | would have to do to get atrue smile from Leif. Dismissing the thought, | didn’t
want to earn hisgoodwill, and | certainly didn't need it. Now, if | could keep saying that over and over in
my mind, | might just Sart to believeit.

When we joined the group, Bain complimented my hairstyle, while Roze ignored me. Our group only
truly came divewhen Zitorajoined us.

“Perfect! Absolutely perfect!” Zitoraexclamed over my ouitfit.

Thetalk soon turned to Council business and Cahil pressed Roze to get him on the agenda. Having no
interest in discussing palitics, my attention wandered as | scanned the crowd. | saw only afew of Cahil’'s
men. They wore dress uniforms and stood avkwardly to the Sde asif on duty instead of being there for
pleasure. Perhaps they were.

| watched the dancers for awhile. They circled the floor in pairs. After eight begts, they stopped and then
took four stepsinto the center, then four steps back and continued around the circle. The pattern was
then repeated. Similar to some of my salf-defense katas, the dance resembled a prescribed set of moves.

Dax and Gels appeared. Bain's students greeted the three Master Magicianswith atiff formdity. Gels
wore a soft green gown that shimmered in the lantern light. The gown’ s color matched her big eyes.
Studded with gold buttons, Dax’ s red shirt had amandarin collar. Gold piping lined the outside seam of
his black pants.

“Hey, we maich,” Dax said to me. | could just hear him over the music. “Would you like to dance?’
| glanced at Cahil, debating with Lef. “Sure”

Dax smiled and pulled me into an opening on the dance floor. Watching had been easier than doing, but
with Dax’ s steady guidance, | soon caught the rhythm.

Aswecircled thefloor, Dax said, “Remember when | said you had three points against you?’

| nodded.

“Now therearefive.”

“What now?’ | asked in exasperation. It was hard to believe I’ d had time to make anyone else mad.

“Y ou cameto the feast on Cahil’sarm. Everyone will assume two things. One. That you're his girlfriend.
And two. That you' re an Ixian sympathizer, which isthe grester of thetwo evils”

“Wall, they would be wrong. Who comes up with al these points and assumptions?’ | demanded.

“Not me, that’sfor sure,” Dax said. “If | werein charge, we' d have more desserts at dinner, more feasts
and much more dancing.”

We danced for awhilein slence. | mulled over theimplications and decided not to waste my time
worrying about what everyone el se thought, or to bother attempting to change their perceptions. My time
at the Kegp was just a stopover. Let them wonder. My nervousness about the evening dissipated with



my decision. | smiled at Dax.
“Y ou have amischievous glint. What are you planning?’

“Only five pointsagaingt me?’ | narrowed my eyesin mock concern. “ Such asmall number. | say wetry
for eight or ten.”

A wolfish grin spread across Dax’ sface. “My lady, you are far too modest. Y ou’ re more than capable of
handling fifteen or twenty.”

| laughed with genuine pleasure. Dax and | twirled around the dance floor for afew more songs before
rgjoining the group. Cahil met our return with a sour look. Before he could say anything or go back to
debating with Leif, | grabbed Cahil’ s hand and pulled him toward the dancers.

“Tonight isnot for business,” | said aswe followed Dax and Gels around the floor. “ Tonight isfor fun.
Dancing insteed of fighting.”

Helaughed. “You'reright.”

The evening flew by as | danced with Cahil, Dax and Bain. Even the Stable Master swung me around for
arowdy foot-stomping song. If Cahil hadn’t inssted, | wouldn't have stopped to est.

Irys sarrival should have made the evening perfect, but | could see exhaustion etched in her face.
Wearing asmplelight blue gown instead of traveling clothes, she must have taken the time to bathe and
to decorate her regal bun with rubies and diamonds before coming to the fesst.

“Iseverything okay? Did you find Tula'ssster?’ | asked.
Irys nodded. “Her sigter, Opdl, iswith Tulanow.” She gave me an odd look.
“Should wetry to help Tulatonight?’

Irys shook her head. “Let Opa spend sometimewith her sgter. It sthefirst she' s seen her snce Tula
was kidnapped.” Again, Irysflashed methat strange look.

“What then? There s something you' re not telling me.”

“I warned Opal of Tuld s condition—both mental and physical.” Irys rubbed a hand dong her cheek.
“But when we arrived, it seemed amiracle had occurred.” Irys peered with adeep intensity into my eyes.

“IsTulaawake?’ | asked in confusion. Irys s news contradicted her body language.
“No, her soul istill in hiding, but her body iscompletely hesled.”

Chapter Sixteen

“How?’ | asked Irys. Hayes had said he could only heal afew bones at atime. Perhaps another healer
had cometo hep himwith Tula

“Youtdl me” Irysdemanded. “What did you do that day? Hayes has been in astate ever since. He's
terrified of you.”

((Mel?!

Bain cameto my temporary rescue. “ Perhaps you ladies would like to go outside.”



| looked around. Several people had stopped talking and gawked at us.

“| forget mysdlf,” Irys apologized to Bain. “Now is not thetime to discuss this”

She headed toward the buffet. Everyone returned to their conversations. But she wasn't finished with me.
Yelena, she said inmy mind. Please tell me what happened with Tula.

Sudden dread churned in my stomach. Was Irys upset because | had lost control of my magic and had
accidentally healed Tula, or because | could have jeopardized Tula slife? With reluctance, | told her
everything that had happened that day in Tula sroom.

You were in pain and you pushed the pain away from yourself? Irys asked.
Yes. Did | do something wrong?

No. You did something impossible. | thought you tried to heal her, which would have been
dangerous, but it sounds asif you assumed her injuries and then healed your self.

| stared at Iryswith pure amazement. She sat across the room, eating her dinner.
Could you do it again? she asked.
| don’'t know. It must have been an instinctive reaction.

Thereisonly one way to find out. | fdt Irys sweary sgh. For now, | want you to get a good night’s
rest. Meet mein Tula’s room tomorrow afternoon. Irys broke her magica connection to me.

Confusion creased Cahil’ sface, and | readlized he had been watching me. “What' s the matter?” he asked.
“Shouldn’t Fourth Magician be pleased that you healed that girl? That would mean...Oh, my sword!” He

gaped.
Before | could press him for details, the music stopped.

“Midnight,” Bain declared. “Timeto go. The students have afull day tomorrow.” Hisddighted
anticipation of afull day of learning caused aripple of smilesaround him.

Obediently, everyone streamed out into the darkness, heading off to dorms and apartments. As he
passed, Dax caught my eye. He grinned and held up seven fingers. | looked forward to hearing from him
about my additiona two points of gossip-ingpiring behavior.

Cahil waked meto my rooms. He was unusualy quiet.

Findly, I couldn’'t stand it anymore. “Oh, my sword what?’ | demanded.

“I redized something,” he said, trying to shrug me off.

Not content with his vague answer, | prompted, “Whichwas...”

“If I told you, you would be angry. | don’t want to end the evening with afight.”
“Andif | promised not to get upset?’

“Y ou would anyway.”

“Tomorrow, then?’



“Ask methe next imewe refighting.”
“What if wedon't fight?’
Cahil laughed. “With you, thereisadwaysanext time.”

Then with aspeed that surprised me, he grabbed me around the waist and pulled mein for aquick kiss
on the cheek before rleasing me.

“Till tomorrow,” he said over his shoulder as he strode away.

It was only after watching him disappear into the darknessthat | realized | tood with my switchblade
clutched in my right hand. But | hadn’t triggered the blade. The south was making me soft. First curls,
now this. Shaking my heed, | opened my door.

At Tula sroom the next afternoon, | had to squeeze my way in. Tula s bed occupied the center. Leif and
Hayes stood on theright side of her bed, and Irys and ayoung girl sood on the left. Tula s guard, one of
Cahil’s men, looked uncomfortable wedged in acorner.

Hayes paled when | looked at him. Irysintroduced meto Opal, Tula ssister. Opa’ slong brown hair
was pulled into aponytail, and her red-rimmed eyeslooked swollen from crying.

| hadn’t expected an audience. “Irys,” | said. “I need to spend some time with Opal before | can try to
bring Tulaback.”

Lef muttered something about grandstanding on hisway out, and Hayes just aimed for the door.
“Do you need me?’ Irys asked.

“No.”

“Wedon't have muchtime,” Iryswarned as she left the room.

Shedidn’t need to remind methat Tuld s attacker still roamed free, possibly hunting for another victim.
However, | knew in my heart that if | rushed this, | wouldn't succeed.

| asked Opd to tell me about her siter. In halting sentences, the young girl told me only acouple stories
of their childhood.

“Tulaonce made mealarge glasstiger to protect me from nightmares.” Opd smiled at the memory. “It
worked and the tiger looked so lifdlike that Tula started making other glassanimals.” She glanced from
her sgter’ still form to the guard in the corner.

Opal seemed hesitant and distracted by her sister’s condition. So | changed the subject and asked about
her trip to the Citaddl.

Her dark brown eyes widened. “Fourth Magician woke usal up in the dead of night.”
At the word deed, the young girl glanced with dread at Tula.

“I was barely awake. Beforel knew it, | was on the magician’ shorse, riding flat out for the Keep.” Opa
clutched her armsto hersdlf. “When Tulawas found, the hedlers rushed her to the Citadel. My parents
had to find people to work the kilns and take care of us before they could follow her. They’re on the



road somewhere.” Opal began to ramble. “We didn't passthem. They don’t know I'm here. It smy firgt
trip away from home, and we stopped only to eat. | dept in the saddle.”

That would explain Irys s exhaustion. Even today she had dark circles under her eyes. That dso
explained why Opa seemed so distressed. | switched tactics and invited Opa to take awalk. She
appeared reluctant to leave her Sster until | assured her that Tulawould be fine.

| showed her the campus. The air temperature felt comfortable. With warm afternoons and chilly
evenings, the westher during the cooling season was my favorite.

Eventually, we wandered out into the Citadel. | guided Opal toward the market. Fisk appeared with a
ready smile and led usto adress shop. | bought Opal achange of clothes and Fisk played tour guide for
her.

When Opa seemed more relaxed, my questions about Tula grew more specific. As she remembered
more stories, | pulled athread of magic and linked my mind with Opd’s, withessing her memories as she
spoke. | smelled the hot furnace of their family’ s glass factory, and felt the coarse sand in my hands.

“Tulaand | used to hide from Mara, our older sister. We had found the perfect spot. Mara still doesn't
know whereitis” Opd said, amiling.

Theimage of an awning of tree limbs and sun-dappled grassfilled Opa’ s mind as the cool scent of moist
earth reached my nose.

“That'sit.” | grabbed Opa’sarm. “Hold that place in your mind. Concentrate on it.”

Shedid as| asked. | closed my eyes and put myself into the memory. Blades of grass brushed my arms
as| lay inthe small hollow behind arow of overgrown bushes. The smdll of sweet honeysuckles hung
heavy in the fresh ar. Dewdrops sparkled in the morning sunlight. Ingtinctively, | knew this place hid
Tula ssoul.

“Comeon.” | pulled Opa toward the Keep, waving goodbye to Fisk. A guard stood outside Tula's
door. He nodded to us as we went inside.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Fourth Magician and the others?’ Opal asked.

“Notime. | don't want to losetheimage.” | took one of Tula s hands and held my other out to Opadl.
“Take my hand. Now, | want you to imagine yoursdf in your hiding spot with Tula. Close your eyesand
really concentrate. Can you do that?’

Opd nodded, her paleface drawn.

| linked with Tula. The ghogts of her horrors dtill floated in the emptiness, but they seemed lesstangible
than before. Connecting with Opal, | followed the smell of honeysuckles and dew through Tula s mind.

The ghosts thickened with a sudden fury, flying at me, blocking my passage. Theair pressed and clung
like molasses. | pushed past them only to be ensnared in arow of thorn bushes. My clothing snagged on
branches and the barbs dug into my skin.

“Go away,” Tulacaled. “I don’'t want to come back.”
“Y our family missesyou,” | sad.

Vines began to wrap around my arms and waist, anchoring me.



“Go away!”
| showed her Opd’ s memories of what her family suffered when Tula had disappeared.

The thorny bushes thinned a bit. Through their branches | spotted Tulacurled up in her childhood hiding
spot.

“l can't facethem,” Tulasad.
“Your family?’

“Yes. I'vedone...things. Terrible things so he wouldn't hurt me.” Tula shuddered. “But he hurt me
anywey.”

The vines climbed up my arms and circled my neck.
“Y our family ill lovesyou.”

“They won't. He Il tell them what | did. They’ll be disgusted. | was hisdave, but | didn't try hard enough
for him. | couldn’t get anything right. | didn’t even diefor him.”

| controlled my anger; my desire to daughter the beast would have to wait. “Tula, he isthe disgusting
one. He isthe one who should die. Y our family knowswhat he did to your body. They only want you
back.”

She drew her body into atighter ball. “What do you know?Y ou know nothing about what 1 went
through. Go away.”

“Y ou assume too much,” | choked out as the vines around my throat squeezed tight. | struggled to
breethe. Could | face my own horrors again? To find thismonster, | would. | opened my mind to hers
and showed her Reyad. Hisddight in torturing me. My willingness to make him happy so hewouldn’t
harm me. And the night | dit histhroat after he had raped me.

Tulapeeked at me through her arms. The vines lessened the pressure. “ Y ou killed your torturer. Mineis
dill out there, waiting.”

| tried again. “ Then heisfreeto make someone dse hisdave. What if Opd ishisnext victim?’
Tulajumped up in horror. “No!” she screamed.

I linked Opa’ s mind with ours. For amoment, Opa stood stunned, blinking in surprise. Then sheranto
Tulaand hugged her. Together they wept. The vineswithdrew, and the bushes died away.

But thiswas just the beginning. The grassy hollow soon faded and Tuld s ghosts hovered around us.
“Therearetoo many,” Tulasaidin defeat. “1 will never berid of them.”

| drew my bow from its holder on my back and broke it into three pieces. Handing one to Tulaand the
other to Opd, | said, “You're not aone. We'll fight together.”

The ghosts attacked. They were tenacious and quick. | swung at them over and over until my armsfelt
likelead. A few of Tula s horrors disappeared, others shrank, but some seemed to grow asthey fought.

My energy drained at an darming pace. | felt my bow become stuck inside one of the ghosts. The spirit
expanded and consumed me. | screamed as the pain of being whipped racked my body.



“You' rewesk. Tell meyou'll obey and I'll stop,” avoice whisperedin my ear.

“No.” Near panic | reached out for help. A powerful presence formed and handed me afull-size bow
that pulsed with energy. Strength returned to me and | best at the horror until it fled.

We had repdlled the attack, but | could see that Tula s ghosts prepared for another.

“Tula, thisismerely thefirg battlein an ongoing war. It will take time and effort to be free of your fears,
but you'll have plenty of help from your family. Areyou coming with us?’ | asked.

She bit her lip, gazing at the piece of bow in her hands. Opa added her bow to Tula' s. Tulaclutched
them both closeto her chest. “Yes. I'll come.”

Tula'smind filled with memories of her life. Vertigo twirled in my somach as| broke my menta links
with Tulaand Opal. Relief descended, and | sank into blackness.

When | cameto my senses, | felt hard stone againgt my back. For the third time | had collapsed on
Tula sfloor. Thistime | had no hope of moving. My energy was completely depleted. After awhilel
noticed that someone gripped my hands. Strong fingers wrapped around mine, encompassing them with
warmth.

With effort | opened my eyesto seewho held me. Then | closed them tight. | must still be adleep. But
after hearing Irys singstent calls, | looked again. And there sat my brother, holding my hands and sharing
hisenergy with me.

Chapter Seventeen

Wearinesslined Leif’ sface. “You'rein big trouble,” he said.

Hiswords didn’t seem mdicious, just factual, and, as expected, past his shoulders, | saw Irys, Roze,
Hayesand Bain dl frowning at me. Leif released my hands, but remained on the floor beside me.

Roze eyed him, her displeasure evident in the tight twist of her lips. “Y ou should have let her die” she
scolded him. “One less magician to taint our land with her incredible stupidity.”

“A littletoo harsh, Roze,” Bain said. “Though | agree about the stupidity. Child, why did you try that
aone?’ Bain asked.

| couldn’t even speak in my defense for | hadn’t the energy to form words, let donetry and explain
mysdf.

“Cocky and stupid,” Roze said for me. “ Since she cured Tulaof her physical injuries, she must have
believed she was an dl-powerful magician and could do anything. The fool will probably be asking to
takethe Magter level test next.” Roze snorted with disgust. “Maybe she' ll fed differently after we assign
her to thefirst year’ sbarracks. There she can learn the basics of magic while scrubbing thefloors, like
every new student.”

| glanced at Irys. Roze' s punishment sounded horrible. Irys said nothing. Disapprova pulsed off her. |
braced for an outburst.

Instead, Opal called, “Tula s avake!”

| closed my eyesin rdief as everyone focused on Tula. When | opened my eyes, the magicianshad al



disappeared from my view.

“You're till headstrong and reckless; an out of control strangler fig,” Leif said. “1 guessixiadidn’t
change everything about you.” He stood on shaking legs, and | watched him join the othersby Tula's
bedside.

| puzzled over hiscomment. Good or bad? | couldn’t decide. But then Roze' s harsh voice jarred me out
of my reflection. She bombarded Tulawith questions about her attacker, but Tulawouldn’'t answer. |
cringed, knowing that Tulawasn't up to Roze' sinterrogation. Thank fate, Hayes intervened.

“Give her sometime,” hesaid.

“Thereisnotime,” Rozereplied.

A thin raspy voice asked, “Who are all these people? Where' s Yeena? | can't see her.”
“She'shere” Opd sad. “ She' sjust exhausted from helping you, Tullie”

“Hayes, get some assistants and go dump the fool girl into another room,” Roze ingtructed. “ She' sdone
enough damage for one day.”

When Hayes moved to obey, Tulasaid, “No. You leave. All of you. | won't tell you anything. Yelena
gayswithme. I'll talk to her.”

A mummer of irritation and discussion rumbled through the magicians before Roze agreed with reluctance
to bring abed in for me. Hayes and Irys hoisted me off the floor and dropped me without fanfare onto
the mattress. Irys till hadn’t said aword, and her silence scared me.

“Child,” Bain said to Tula. “1 understand your fear. Y ou have awakened to aroom full of strangers.” He
then introduced everyonein the room. “First Magician and Leif are the ones you need to tell about your
abduction. They will find your kidnapper.”

Tulapulled the sheet up to her chin. “I’ll tell Yelena. No onedse. She'll take care of him.”

Roze s harsh laughter scraped in my ears. “ She can’t even talk! If your attacker walked into thisroom,
he would kill you both.” She shook her head in disbelief. “ Y ou’ re not thinking clearly. I'll be back in the
morning, and you will talk to me. Come, Leif.” Roze strode out the door with Leif on her hedls,

Hayes shooed everyone else out. Asthe door closed, | heard Bain tell Irysto assign an extraguard for
the evening. A good idea. If God camein, | couldn’t prevent him from carrying out his promisesto
torture me.

Apprehension about being so helpless crawled aong my spine. A similar Stuation that haunted Tula. One
of her many ghosts was being at the mercy of another. Her promiseto tell me everything weighed on my
mind; | had just gotten rid of my own ghost. Though, | hated to admit, Reyad il retained some power.
Whenever | had doubts, he seemed to enjoy visiting my nightmares. Or did he cause them? Or did |
invitehim?

To digtract mysdf from such troublesome thoughts, | tried to muster some energy to talk to Tula, but
exhaustion claimed meinstead and | sank into a deep dreamless deep.

| fdlt alittle better in the morning, but had only enough strength to it up in bed. At least | could ask Tula



how shefdlt.

She closed her eyes. Pointing to her temple she said, “Come.”

| sghed with regret. “1 don't have the energy to link our minds, Tula.”
“Perhaps| can help,” Leif said from the doorway.

“No! Go away.” Tulashidded her face with her arms.

“If you don't talk to me, First Magician will come and take the information she needsfrom you,” Lelf
explaned.

Tulapeeked out at mein confusion.
“Itwon't be pleasant,” | said. “It'samost as bad as what your attacker did to you. | know.”

Lef averted hiseyes. | hoped he fet guilty. Studying him closer, | wondered why he had aided methe
day before. What had happened to his smirk? Where was his derision and condescension? | redlized |
barely knew this man.

Not wanting to guess his motives anymore, | demanded, “Why did you help me?’

A scowl gripped hisface, but, with asigh, he smoothed his features, shuttering his emotions. “Mother
would kill meif I had let you die” he said.

Heturned to Tula, but | refused to let him get away with such aflippant response. “What' sthered
reason?’

Hatred blazed in Leif’ s jade eyes, but asecond later his posture softened, asif someone had blown out a
candle. Hewhispered, “I couldn’t bear to do nothing and lose you again.”

Then, hismenta defenses dropped and | heard histhoughts. | still hate you.

Histrust surprised me, though his petulant comment failed to concern me. An emotion, even hatred, was
better than apathy. Could thisbe afirst step in bridging the distance between us?

“What did he say?’ Tulaasked.

“Hewantsto helpyou,” | said. “Tula, thisis my brother. Without him we wouldn’t have gotten you back.
If you want meto find your attacker, I’ll need his strength.”

“But, he'll see. HE'Il know about...” Tulasqueezed her armstogether.
“| dready know,” Lef said.

He pulled Tula sarms away from her face with agentleness that amazed me. | thought back to my
mother’ s comments about Leif’s magic. She had said he helped with crimes, sensing a person’ s guilt and
history. Now, as | watched him with Tula, | wanted to know more about him and how he used his magic.

“We need to find him and stop him from hurting another girl,” Leif explained.

She swallowed and bit her lip before nodding. Leif stood between our beds, took Tula s hand, and
reached for mine. | reclined on the mattress and grabbed his hand. Then, using hisenergy, | formed a
mentd link with Tula



In her mind, the two of us stood by agray stone furnace. Leif’s power roared around us like thefire
under thekiln.

“I was here, putting cod into the furnace. It was close to midnight when...” She clutched her gpron.
Black soot streaked the white fabric. “ A dark cloth wrapped around my face. Before | could scream, |
felt asharp gab in my arm. Then...then...” Tula stopped speaking.

On our mentd stage, she stepped toward me. | hugged her trembling body, and within the space of a
bresth | became Tula, witnessng my own abduction.

Numbness spread from the stab wound, freezing my muscles. Dizzinesswas the only indication I’ d been
moved. Time passed. When the cloth was removed from my face, | waslying ingde atent. Unableto
move, | stared up at alean man with short brown hair that was stresked with gold. He wore only ared
meask. Strange crimson symbols had been painted al over his sand-colored skin. He held four wooden
stakes, rope and amallet. Feding returned to my limbs.

“Tulg no. | can't,” | said in my mind. | knew what horrors threatened to come. | lacked the strength to
endure them with her right now. * Just show himto me.”

She froze theimage of the man so | could study the symbols. The circular patterns resided within bigger
patterns of animals. Triangles traced down his smooth arms and legs. Though thin, he radiated power.

A complete stranger to Tula, everything about him seemed foreign to her. Even the harsh way he
pronounced her name, emphasizing the |la, sounded odd. But he knew her. Knew the names of her ssters
and parents. Knew how they melted sand, working it into glass.

Then, inawhirl of sound and color, she showed me the man at different times. Shewasn't permitted to
leave the tent, but whenever he entered or |eft, Tula caught a glimpse of the outside, atease of freedom.
Long thick grassfilled thewholeview.

When he cameto her, he dwayswore amask. Letting the numbnessin her body wear off before beating
or rgping her. Letting her fed the pain he applied with seeming reverence. After hefinished the torture, he
took athorn and scratched her skin.

Puzzled at first by thisaction, Tulasoon learned to dread and to crave the ointment he would rub into the
thorn’ s bleeding gash. It was the numbing lotion that would parayze her, taking away dl her pain and any
chance she might have to escape.

The ointment, though, had a strong crigp scent, Smilar to the sharp smell of acohol mixed with acitrus
perfume. The aromaremained around me like a poisonous fog as L eif’ s energy waned. He broke the
meagica connectionto Tula

“That smell...” Lef said as he perched on the edge of my bed. “I couldn’t get agood whiff. All my effort
went into keeping you and Tula connected.”

“It' shorrible” Tulasaid, shuddering. “1 shdl never forget it.”

“What about those symbols?’ | asked Leif. “Did you recognize them?’
“Not really. Though there are some clansthat use symbolsfor rituas.”
“Rituas?’ Dread coiled in my stomach.

“Wedding ceremonies and naming rituals.” Leif scowled in concentration. “ Thousands of years ago,



magicians used to perform intricate rituds. They believed that magica power came from adeity, and if
they tattooed their bodies and showed the proper respect, they would be granted greater power. Now
we know better. I’ ve seen some symbols painted on faces and hands before, but not like the oneson
Tula s attacker.”

Lef pulled hisblack hair back behind his head with both hands. With his elbows jutting out past hisface,
his posture seemed so familiar. | felt like | could transport back to atime when my concerns only focused
on what gameto play next. Thefaint childhood memory dissolved with my effortsto concentrate on it.

Tulacovered her eyes, silent tears spilling down her cheeks. Rdliving the kidnapping and the torment had
to be gruding.

“Get somerest,” Leif told her. “I'll come back later. Perhaps Second Magician will know something
about those symbols.” Heleft the room.

The morning's events had drained my own small supply of energy. | knew words would give no comfort
to Tula, so | wasrdieved when Opa camein. Seeing her sster’ s concern, Tula sobbed loudly, and Opa
crawled into the bed with her, held Tula close and rocked her like ababy. | fell adeep listening to Tula
purge her body of the masked man’ s poison.

We had visitors throughout the rest of the day. Cahil came, smdlling of the barn.

“How'sKiki?" | asked, missng her. Even though my connection with her remained, | couldn’t produce
enough power to hear her thoughts.

“A little agitated. All the horses are. The Stable Master’ sbeen in one of histempers. Horses take their
cues from people semotions. If arider is nervous, then the horse will be, too.” Cahil shook hishead. “|
dill have ahard time believing you can communicate with them. Guesstoday isjust one of those days
where my notions are proven wrong.”

“Why'sthat?’

“| thought you were an overconfident braggart when you said you could help Tula. But you did it.” Cahil
Sudied me.

| conceded the overconfidencetitle. My rescue of Commander Ambrose' s soul had seemed easy in
comparison to Tula's, but | had forgotten that Irys had been with mein the Commander’ sroom, and it
had been his superior fighting skills and determination that had gotten usfree of hisdemons.

“You amost killed yoursdf saving Tulg, though,” Cahil said. “Wasit worth therisk to prove mewrong
agan?’

“My motivationsweren't selfish,” | snapped at him. “| wanted to help her. | understood what she’ s been
through and | knew she needed me. Once | had an ideaabout how | could find her, | didn’t stop to
think. I just reacted.”

“And the danger to yoursdf never entered your mind?’
“Not thistime.” | Sghed at his aghast expression.
“Y ou have put yoursdlf in danger for others before?’

“I was the Commander’ sfood taster.” Thiswas common knowledge, unlike my rolein stopping Brazell.



Cahil nodded. “A perfect position to overhear the Commander’ s plans. He used you asashield. You
should want to help overthrow him. Why do you hold such loyalty for him?” Frustration roughened his
voice.

“Because of my position, | saw through his reputation. | witnessed kindness and a deep concern for his
people. He didn't abuse his power, and, while heisfar from perfect, he aways stayed faithful to his
beliefs. Reliable and true to hisword, you never had to guess at hidden meanings or suspect duplicity
fromhim.”

His stubbornness refused to soften. “Y ou’ ve been brainwashed, Y elena. Hopefully, you'll regain some
sense dfter living in Sitiafor awhile” Cahil left without waiting for areply.

Our conversation had drained me. | drifted in and out of an uneasy deep the rest of that afternoon. The
measked man invaded my dreams, hunting me through athick jungle.

Toward evening Dax Greenblade surged into the room, energizing the air.
“Youlook likehell,” hesaidto mein alow voice. Tulaand Opa had falen adeep in Tula s narrow bed.
“Geg, Dax, don't coat it with honey. Tell mewhat you redly think,” | said.

He covered his mouth to mute his laughter. 1 figured I" d hit you while you were down, because once you
hear the rumorsthat have been flying through the campus like bare feet on hot sand, your ego will think
it sacompliment.” In agrand gesture, Dax swept hisarmsinto the air. “Y ou have become alegend!”

“A legend? Me?’ Disbelief colored my voice.
“A scary legend,” he amended, “but alegend dl the same.”
“Comeon! How gullibledo you think | am?’

“Simple enough to think you can find someone' s consciousness alone.” Dax waved ahand over my bed.
“Although, it’ snot so stupid if thiswas an attempt to get out of class. But if you see your fellow students
scurrying to get out of your way, now you know why. Here comes Y elena, the dl powerful Soulfinder!”

| threw my pillow at Dax. His magic brushed my skin asthe pillow veered to the right and struck the wall
with a soft thump before diding to the floor. | glanced at the girls. They appeared to be adeep.

“Now you're exaggerating,” | said.

“Can you blame me? Cursed with the ability to read and speak archaic languages, Master Bain hasme
trandating ancient history. Very dry and dull.” Dax retrieved my pillow and even fluffed it before returning
ittome.

When Leif entered the room carrying alarge square box, Dax |eaned close to me and whispered,

“Spesking of dull...”

| suppressed a chuckle. Dax left as Lef began to unpack smal brown vids. The clink of glasswoke Tula
and Opal. Tulaeyed the bottleswith obvious aarm.

“What arethose?’ | asked Léaf.

“Scent vids,” he said. “ Each one contains a pecific odor. Mother and Father hel ped me make these.
Smdlstrigger memories, which ad meinfinding criminas. But | figured | could usethiskit asagtartin
determining the ointment that Tuld s attacker used.”



Interested, Tulatried to St up. Opal got off the bed to help her. Leif rummaged through his collection of
about thirty viasuntil he had lined up ten of them.

“We ll try thesefirst.” He uncorked one and passed it under my nose. “Breathe normally.”
| wrinkled my nose and sneezed. “No. That's awful.”

A smdl smiletouched Lef’sface as he put that vial away.

“Leif?’ Tulaasked. “What about me?’

He hestated. “Y ou’ ve done so much aready; | didn’t want to exhaust you.”

“I want to help, too. Better than lying here doing nothing.”

“All right.” He had us sniff three morevias. Tulaand | each smelled different ones, and then wetook a
break for dinner.

“Too many scentswill give you a headache, and you won't be ableto tell the difference between them
after awhile,” he explained.

Leif spent the evening with us. My interest began to wane, but he kept at it even when he neared the
bottom of the box. | was on the edge of degp when a sharp odor jolted me.

Lef held an uncorked bottle. Tula cowered in her bed, her hands raised as though she tried to deflect a
blow. Lef squinted in confusion.

“That'sit,” | cried. “Can't you smdll it?’

He passed the vial under his nose, breathing in the pungent scent. Then he shoved the cork back in,
flipped the bottle over, and read the label. He stared at me in shock.

“It makes perfect sense!” His mouth opened in horror.
“What?’ | demanded. “Tdll me”

“It'sCurare.” When he saw my confusion he continued, “ Comes from avinethat growsinthellliais
Jungle. It pardyzesthe muscles. It' sgreat for numbing toothaches, and for relieving minor pain. To freeze
awhole body, the medicine would have to be very concentrated.” Lef’s eyesflashed in dismay.

“Why areyou so upset?’ | asked. “Now you know what it is. 1sn't that good?’

“Curare was rediscovered just last year. Only ahandful of Zatanas know about its properties. Our clan
likesto know everything about a substance before sdlling it to others.”

Understanding flooded my mind. Leif believed that the red-painted man could be from our clan.
“Who found the Curare?’ | asked.
Still upset, Lef turned the vid in hishands.

“Father,” he said. “And the only person | can think of who has the skillsto concentrate the Curare
enough to paralyze awhole body, is Mother.”

Chapter Eighteen



| sat upin bed. “Leif, you don't redly believe...” | couldn’t bring myself to conjecture aoud. To say that
Esau and Perl, our parents, might have some connection to this horrid murderer.

Leif shook hishead. “No. But someone close to them, perhaps.”
Another dreadful thought cameto mind. “ Arethey in danger?’

“I don't know.” Leif began to pack his scent vidsinto their box. “I need to talk to our clan leader.
Somehow, the Curare must have been stolen. That one of our clanis...” Seeming lost for words, Leif
banged the box’ s top down. * Compromised? Saying we have a spy sounds too dramatic even for me.”
Lef gavemearueful grin. “I doubt our leader will even believe me.” He grabbed hiskit and rushed from
the room.

Tula, who had remained quiet during our conversation, asked, “ Could Ferde...” She swallowed. “ Could
my attacker be from the Zdtana Clan?’

“Ferde? Isthat his name?”

She covered her face with ahand. “No. That’sjust what | named him. | hid that from you. | was
embarrassed.” She stopped and took a deep breath, glancing at her sister. Opal yawned and said she
needed to get some deep. She kissed Tulaon the cheek and pulled the covers up to Tula s chin before
leaving.

After afew moments of silence, | said, “Y ou don’t haveto explain.”

“I want to, talking helps. Ferdeis short for Fer-de-lance. A poisonous viper that hunts for prey by
seeking heat. We used to get them in our factory dl thetime. They were drawn to the kilns. Onekilled
my uncle. Anytime one of uswould go out to the factory, my mother would say, ‘ Be careful. Don't let
Ferde get you.” My older sister and | used to scare Opa by telling her Ferde was coming for her.” Tula
made asmall sound astears tracked down her face. “1 have to apologize to Opal for being so mean. It’'s
funny...” She choked out. “I was the one taken by Ferde, but if I'd had a choice, | would have rather
been hitten by thered snake.”

| couldn’t find any words of comfort for Tula

Later that night, Bain arrived. He carried alantern, and Dax, ladened with alarge |eather-covered book
and rolls of paper, followed him into the room. Y et another roll of paper was tucked under Bain’'sarm.
Helit the lanternsin the room until the air blazed with candldight. Bain wore the same purple robe he had
worn the day before. Without preamble, he spread the paper across my bed. My stomach clenched
when | looked at the scroll. The symbols | had seen tattooed on Ferde’ s body covered the parchment.

Bain watched my reaction closaly. “These, then, are theright symbols?’
| nodded. “Where..?’
Bain took the book from Dax, and for once the young man’ s face held a serious expression.

“Thisancient text written in the Efe language tells of magic symbolsfrom long ago. It reportsthat these
symbols were so powerful that they could not be drawn in the book, for to do so would cal the power.
But, fortunate for us, they describe them in detail. And fortunate, too, Dax was able to trandate the Efe
language into these.” Bain gestured to the paper.

“That’ s some progress,” | said.



Dax flashed asmile. “My tdents are finally being used for agood cause.”
Bain gave Dax astern look. Dax sobered.

“The order of the symbolsisvery important,” Bain explained, “for they weave agtory. If you cantdl us
wherethey were on the killer’ s body, we might be able to discern what motivates him.”

| studied the sheet, trying to remember where Ferde had painted the markings on hisbody. “There are
some patterns on him that aren’'t on this paper,” | said.

“Here,” Tulasaid. Her eyeswere closed. Even though her arm trembled, she held out her right hand. “I
know them by heart.”

Bain handed her the paper as Dax put hisrollson thefloor. Unrolling one, he began to sketch an outline
of aman on the sheet with adender piece of charcod. Tulastared at the symbols for amoment then she
recited their order. Starting with Ferde’ sleft shoulder; she worked her way across hisbody to hisright
shoulder, then continued left to right like lines of wordsin abook.

When Tulacameto asymbol that wasn't on Bain's sheet, | drew it on apiece of scrap paper for Dax.
Even though my drawingslooked clumsy compared to his, he was able to duplicate my effortson his

paper.

Tulastuttered in embarrassment when she reached Ferde’ s groin. Bain squeezed her hand and made a
comment about how the man must have suffered for hisart. A single chuckle burst from Tula. By her
expression, | knew the brief laugh had surprised her. | suppressed asmile; Tulahad started on thelong
road of recovery.

Tulahad memorized the symbols on her attacker’ s back. | cringed, remembering that she had spent
amost two weeks as his prisoner. She dso recdled other things about him—the scars on his ankles, the
sze of hishands, the red dirt under hisfingernails, the shape and soft fabric of hisred mask, and hisears.

“Why hisears?’ Bain asked.

Tulashut her eyes and, even though her voice quavered, explained that each time he had staked her to
the ground and thrust deep inside her, he turned his head to avoid looking into her eyes. To block out the
pain, Tulafocused on hisear. Thefirst time he raped her, Tulabit him on theright ear. Sherecalled
fedling amoment of satisfaction when the hot metdlic taste of hisblood filled her mouth.

“A tiny victory for me,” Tulasaid then shuddered so fiercely her bed shook. “I never did it again.”

Dax, who had been drawing Tuld s every description from his spot on the floor, smoothed his horrified
expresson before giving her his sketch.

After some minor corrections, Tulahanded the paper to Bain. “That'shim,” she said.

The effort had sapped so much of her strength that Tulafell adeep before Dax could gather his supplies.
| touched Bain'sdeeve. “Can | ask you something?’

The magician glanced at his gpprentice.

“I'll wait for you in your tower,” Dax said to him. Heleft.

“Y ou can dways ask. No need to get permission, child.”



| shook my head at the endearment. With only abit of my strength returning, | felt ancient. | had no
energy to correct him, though | doubt it would do me any good. He tended to call everyone child, even
Irys, and she was twice my age.

“Iryshasn’'t cometo vist. Isshe dtill angry with me?’
“I would not use the word angry. Furious or livid comes closer to the truth.”
My face must have reflected my terror because Bain laid a soothing hand over mine.

“Y ou must remember that you are her student. Y our actionsreflect her skills as ateacher. What you did
with Tulawas extremely dangerous. Y ou could havekilled Tula, Opd, Leif and yoursdlf. Y ou did not
consult Irys or seek her help, relying solely on yoursdlf.”

| opened my mouth to defend myself, but Bain raised aforestaling hand. “ A kill, | am sure, you learned
in Ixia. No oneto help you. No oneto trust. Y ou did what you had to do to survive. Am | not correct?’
Baindidn't wait for my reply. “But you are not in the north anymore. Here you have friends, colleagues
and othersto guide you and to help you. Sitiais very different from Ixia. No one person rules. We have a
Council that represents our people. We debate and decide together. Thisis something you need to learn,
and Irys needs to teach you. When she understands why you acted as you did, she will not be so upset.”

“How long will thet take?’

Bain smiled. “Not long. Irysislike the volcanoesin the Emerdd Mountains. She might emit some steam,
spit somelava, but sheis quick to cool. She probably would have visited today, but amessenger arrived
from Ixiathis afternoon.”

“A messenger?’ | tried to get out of bed, but my legswouldn’t hold my weight. | ended up on thefloor.
Bain tsked a me, calling Hayesto help meinto bed.
When Hayes | €ft, | asked again, “What messenger? Tell me.”

“Council busness.” The magician made ashooing motion with hishand asif the entire topic bored him.
“Something about an Ixian ambassador and hisretinue requesting permisson to vist Sitia.”

An Ixian ambassador coming here? | mulled over theimplications, as Bain, anxiousto trandate the
killer’ stattoos, hastened to leave the room.

“Bain,” | caled as he opened the door. “When are the | xians coming?’
“I do not know. | am sure Iryswill tell you when she comes.”

When. At thispoint, | felt if was the better word. Waiting for her becameintolerable. | hated just lying
there, being s helpless. Irys must have sensed my agitation.

Yelena, | heard her voicein my mind. Relax. Conserve your strength.
But | need—

To get a good night’s sleep. Or | shall tell you nothing. Under stand?
Her firm tone left me no chanceto argue. Yes, Sir.

| tried to settle my mind. Instead of obsessing about when the northern delegation would arrive, | thought



about who Commander Ambrose would send as his ambassador. He wouldn't risk one of hisgenerds,
sending an aide seemed morelogical.

Vaek would be my choice, but the Sitianswouldn’t trust him, and he would be in too much danger. Cahil
and hismen would try to kill him for assassinating the former King of Ixia. But would they succeed? That
would depend on how many attacked him at onetime.

| imagined Vaek countering strikes with histypical grace and speed, but huge green leaves began to
obscure the image in my mind. The leaves blocked my view and soon vegetation surrounded me. | fought
my way through the dense jungle, searching for Valek. My pace increased as the awareness of being
chased pressed on my back. Glancing over my shoulder, | spotted along tan snake with red markings
dithering after me.

Catching glimpses of Vaek through thetrees, | shouted and called to him for help. But thick vinesfrom
the jungle had ensnared historso and legs. He hacked a them with his sword, but the vines continued to
wrap around him until they covered hisarms, aswell. | pushed toward him, but a sharp pinch in my thigh
stopped me.

The viper had wrapped around my leg. Hisfangs dripped Curare. Blood welled from the two small holes
in my pants. The drug spread through my body. | screamed until the poison froze my voice.

“Yelena, wake up.”
Someone shook my shoulder hard.
“It'sjust adream. Come on, wake up.”

| blinked at Leif. A frown anchored hisface. His short black hair stuck out at odd angles, and he had
dark smudges under hiseyes. | glanced at Tula. Propped up on one elbow, she looked at me with
concern in her brown eyes.

“IsVaek introuble?’ she asked me.

Lef’ sgaze jumped to Tula. “Why are you asking about him?’ he demanded.

“Y denawastrying to help him when she was bitten by the snake.”

“You saw it?" | asked.

She nodded. “1 dream of the snake every night, but Vaek’ s new. He must be from your dreams.”
Leif turned back to me. “Y ou know him?’

“I..." I dlosed my mouth. Choosing my words with care, | said, “Asthe Commander’ sfood taster, | saw
him every day.”

Lef blinked. The red flush of annoyance drained from hisface. “I know nothing about your lifein Ixia,”
hesad.

“That was entirely your choice.”
“I don't think | could stand the extra guilt.” Lef turned hisface away, staring at thewall.

“Y ou shouldn’t fed any guilt now that you know | was kidnapped. There was nothing you could do,” |
sad, but he refused to meet my questioning gaze.



“lsn’'t sheyour sster?’ Tulaasked into the silence. She wrinkled her nose, squinting in confusion.
“It'salong complicated story,” | said.

Tulasettled her head on the pillow, and then squirmed around under the covers as though she were
seeking amore comfortable position. “We have plenty of time.”

“Wehavenotime” Iryssad from the doorway. “Lef, areyou ready?’ “Yes.”

Irystook a step insde the room. “Then go help Cahil with the horses.”

“But | wasgoing to—"

“Explanwhat isgoing on,” | demanded, sitting up.

“Notime Banwill fill youin.”

Irysand Leif turned to leave.

Fury bloomed in my chest. Without thought, | pulled power and directed it toward them. “ Stop.”

They both froze in place until | released them. | dumped in bed. My outburst had sapped what little
srength | had.

Irysreturned to my bedside. An odd mixture of anger and admiration on her face. “ Fedling better?’
“No.”

“Lef,go,” Iryssad. “I'll catch up inamoment.”

He shot me arueful glance on hisway out. Leif’ sway of saying goodbye, | guessed.

Irys perched on the edge of my bed and pushed me back onto the pillow. “ Y ou'll never get better if you
kesp usng magic.”

“I’'msorry. | just can’'t stland being so—"

“Helpless” A wry smile bent Irys smouth. “It’ s your own fault. At least, that’ swhat Roze keepstelling
me. She wants me to assign you to a season of kitchen duty as punishment for rescuing Tula”

“She should be rewarded, not punished,” Tulasaid.

Irysheld her hand up. “Advicel won't betaking. Infact, | believe that your current Situation is bad
enough that you'll think twice next time you' re tempted to use more magic than you can handle. And
being stuck herewhile Cahil, Leif and | travel to the Avibian Plainsto vist the Sandseed Clan is sufficient
punishment.”

“What happened?’ | asked.

Irys softened her voice, her words just louder than awhisper. “Lagt night Leif and | asked Baval, the
Zdtana s Councilman about the Curare. It did come from your parents. They made alarge batch and
had it delivered to the Sandseed Clan.”

My heart skipped a best. “Why?’
“According to Bavol, Esau had read about a substance that paralyzes musclesin a history book about



the nomadic tribes of the Avibian Plains. So, Esau traveled to the Sandseed Clan and found ahedler
named Gede who knew alittle about this substance. In the Sandseed Clan, information is orally passed
down from one hedler to the next, and sometimes knowledgeislost. Esau and Gede searched the jungle
for the Curare vine and, once found, they had Perl help them extract the drug. It' satime-consuming
process so Gede returned to the plains, and Esau promised to send him some Curare as agift for helping
him.” Irys stood. “ So, now we are going to find out what Gede did with his Curare since Councilor
Harun Sandseed didn’t know.”

“I must come!” | struggled to sit up, but my arm refused to hold my weight.
Irys watched meimpassively. When | stopped, she asked, “Why?’
“Because | know thekiller. I've seen him in Tula’smind. He might be with the clan.”

She shook her head. “We have Dax’ s drawing and Lef caught aglimpse of the man when he helped you
connect your mind to Tula's.” Irys reached out and smoothed my hair from my face. Her hand felt cool
against my hot skin. “Besides, you' re not strong enough. Stay. Rest. Grow strong again. | have agresat
dedl to teach youwhen | return.” She hesitated, then leaned over and kissed me on the forehead.

My protests froze on my lips. My reason for being at the Keep wasto learn, and aready | felt asif | had
gone off course, but visiting the Sandseeds could be an educationa experience. Why wasn't anything
smple?

Irys reached the door when | remembered to ask her about the Ixian delegation.

Pausing at the threshold, she said, “ The Council has agreed to ameeting. The messenger |eft thismorning
to ddliver our reply to Ixia”

She shut the door, leaving me to ponder dl that she had told me.

“Ixia” Tulasaid with wonder. “Do you think VVaek will escape the vines and come with the delegation?’
“Tulg, that wasanightmare.”

“But it seemed soredl,” sheingsted.

“Bad dreams are ghosts of our fears and worries, haunting uswhile we deep. | doubt Vaek isin
trouble”

My thoughts, though, lingered on theimage of Valek trapped. It had seemed redl. | gritted my teethin
frustration and impatience. Irys had been right, lying here unable to do anything was far worse than
scrubbing the kitchen.

Taking some deep breaths, | camed my mind, cleansing out my worries and irritation. | focused on my
last night with Vaek in Ixia. A cherished memory.

| must have drifted off to deep because | felt Valek’ s presence. A strong cloud of energy surrounded me.
You need help, love? he asked in my dream.
| need you. | need love. | need energy. | need you.

Hisregret pulsed in my heart. | can’t come. You already have my love. But | can give you my
strength.



No! You'll be helplessfor days! Theimage of Vaek tangled in vineslegped into my mind.

I’ll be fine. The power twins are with me. They' Il protect me. Vaek showed me animage of Ari and
Janco, my friendsin Ixia, guarding histent. They camped in the Snake Forest, participating in amilitary
exercise.

Before | could stop him, power washed over me, soaking into my bodly.
Good luck, love.

“Vaek,” | yelled out loud. He disappeared.

“What wasthat?’ Tulaasked.

“A dream.” But | felt reuvenated. | ssood on my now steady legs, marveing.
Tulagtared. “It wasn't adream. | saw alight and—"

| made a sudden decision and bolted for the door. “1 haveto go.”

“Where?’ Tulademanded.

“To catch up with Irys.”

Chapter Nineteen

The two men guarding our room jumped in surprise when | sprinted out the door. | raced toward the
stable before my mind could dow me down with logic, but | arrived too late. The yard was empty.

Kiki poked her head out of her stall. Lavender Lady better?
Yes, much better. | stroked her nose. | missed the others. When did they leave?
Some chews of hay. We catch up.

| studied Kiki’ s blue eyes. She presented an interesting idea. Even if | had caught up to Irys before they
|eft, there was no guarantee that she would have let me go with them to the Avibian Plains.

Kiki pawed the ground with impeatience. Go.

| thought fast. Perhapsit would be better if | followed Irysand Leif to the plains, revealing mysdlf only
when we traveled too far for her to send me back to the Keep.

| need supplies, | told Kiki. On the way to my room, | made amentd list of everything | would need.
My backpack and bow, my switchblade, my cloak, some clothes and food. Money perhaps.

After gathering what | could from my room, | locked the door, turned to go and bumped into Dax.

“Look who'sverticd,” he said. A wide smile spread across hislips. “1 don’t know why I'm surprised.
After dl, you arealiving legend.”

Shaking my head, | sad, “Dax, | don’t have time to exchange barbs with you.”
HWM!



| paused, redizing that taking off on my own would be yet another black mark against me. An Ixian
decision. But getting information from the Sandseeds was too important for me to worry about the
consequences. | told Dax about my plans. “Can you tell Second Magician where I’ ve gone? | don’t want
Bain combing the Keep for me.”

“You're on the fast path to expulsion,” Dax warned. “I’ ve lost count of points againgt you.” He paused,
consdering. “Doesn't matter now. How long of ahead start do you want?’

| glanced at the sky. Midafternoon. “Till dark.” Thetiming still left Bain adight chance to send someone
to retrieve me, but | hoped he would wait until the morning.

“Done. I'd wish you good luck, but | don't think it would help.”
“Why not?’
“My lady, you make your own luck.” Then he shooed me away. “Go.”

| hurried to the kitchen and grabbed enough bread, cheese and dried mest to last for ten days. Captain
Marrok had said the Avibian Plainswere vast and it took ten daysto crossthem. If the Sandseed Clan
lived on thefar side, | would have enough food to reach them, and | hoped | could buy more for the
return trip.

With my thoughts focused on supplies, | raced toward the barn. As| approached, Kiki snorted in
agitation, and | opened my mind to her.

Bad smell, shewarned.

| sounintimeto see Goel rush me. Before | could react, the point of his sword stopped mere inchesfrom
my stomach.

“Going somewhere?’ he asked.
“What are you doing here?’
“Little birdie told me you flew the coop. It wasn't hard to track you.”

The guards outside Tuld sroom must have derted God. | sighed. My distraction while collecting supplies
had made me an easy target.

“Okay, God. Let’smakethisquick.” | took a step back and reached for my bow, but Goel moved
forward. The point of his sword cut through my shirt and pricked my skin just as my hands found the
smooth wood of my staff.

“Freezel” he shouted.

| huffed morein annoyance than fear. | didn’t have timefor this. “Too scared for afair fight? Ow!” The
sword'stip jabbed into my stomach.

“Drop your bow to the ground. Slowly,” he ordered.

He nudged his sword tip degper when | hesitated. In dow moation, | pulled my bow from its strap,
keeping God’ s attention on me because out of the corner of my eye | saw Kiki open the latch on her
gdl’sdoor with her tegth.

The door thumped open. Godl turned his head at the noise. Kiki spun, aimed her hind legs. | scurried



back afew paces.
Not too hard, | told her.
Bad man. Shekicked him.

God flew through the air and dammed againgt the pasture’ swooden fence. Then he crumpled in a heap.
When he didn’'t move, | approached and fdlt for apulse. Still dive. | had mixed fedings about his
survival. Would he ever give up or would he keep coming after me until he had caught me or until | had
killed him?

Kiki interrupted my thoughts. Go.

| retrieved her tack and began to saddle her. As| tightened the girth straps around her chest, | asked,
Could you always open your door?

Yes. Fence, too.
Why don’'t you?
Hay sweet. Water fresh. Peppermints.

| laughed and made sure to take some mints from Cahil’ s supply, packing them into my bag. | hooked
five feed bags and water bags for her onto the saddle ong with my own food and water skins.

Too heavy? | asked.
She looked at me with scorn. No. Leave now. Topaz scent going.

| mounted. We left the Magician’ s Keep and headed through the Citadd. Kiki stepped with care as she
walked along the crowded streets of the market. | spotted Fisk, my beggar boy, carrying a huge package
for alady. He smiled and tried to wave. His clean black hair shone in the sun and the hollow smudges
under his eyeswere gone. A beggar no longer. Fisk found ajob.

When we passed under the massive marble arches that marked the gateway of the Citadel, Kiki picked
up her pace, breaking into agallop. The view sped past as we traveled along the main valley road that
led from the Citadel to theforest.

Harvest activity buzzed in the fieldsto our right. On the I eft, the Avibian Plainsflowed out to the horizon.
The colors of thetall grasses had transformed from the greens and blues of the hot season into reds,
yellows and oranges as though someone had taken a giant paintbrush and swabbed large bands of color
across the landscape.

The plains appeared deserted, and | saw no signs of wildlife. Only the colorsrippled in thewind. When
Kiki turned to enter the plains, | spotted afaint trail cutting through the grass.

The long blades rubbed againgt my legs and Kiki’ s somach. Kiki relaxed her pace. | touched her mind.
We were on the right path, and the strong scent of horses filled her nose. She picked out each one by
their smdl. Slk. Topaz. Rusalka.

Rusalka?
Sad Man's.

Confused at firgt, it took me amoment to realize Sad Man was Kiki’ s name for Leif. From what | had



gathered from Kiki, when a horse meets someonefor the first time their immediate impression becomes
that person’ s horse name and they relayed it to other horses. Apparently it doesn’'t change. To the
horses, it made sense. They gave us namesjust like we had given them names.

Other horses? | asked.
No.

Other men?

No.

Surprised that Cahil hadn’t taken some of his men with him, | wondered why. Cahil had skirted the plains
on our trip to the Citadd, afraid of the Sandseeds even when traveling with twelve men. | guess he felt
safer having aMaster Magician accompany him. Either that, or Irys had inssted he leave hiswatchdogs
at the Keep.

Aswe advanced farther into the plains, | realized that the surrounding grasdand hid many things. Despite
appearing flat, the terrain rolled like amessy blanket. | looked back the way we had come and couldn’t
seethe farmland. Clusters of gray rocks peppered the plains, an occasiona tree rose up from the grass,
and | glimpsed field mice and small animals darting away from Kiki’ s hooves.

We passed a strange crimson-colored rock formation. White veined the single stone, whose top tier
loomed above my head. The thick squarish profile of the structure reminded me of something. | scanned
my memory and redlized the rock resembled a human heart. Thefact that | had recalled my lessons
surprised me. Biology at Brazell’ s orphanage had been my least favorite subject. The teacher had
delighted in making his students sick to their somachs.

When the light over the plains began to fade and the air chilled, the thought of spending anight in such an
exposed place made me uneasy.

Catch up? Kiki asked.
Arewe close?

The pungent smell of horses mixed with athin scent of smoke. Through Kiki’seyes, | could see adistant
fire

They stop.

| weighed my options. A night done or the possibility of facing Irys sanger if | joined her. Not used to
sitting in the saddle for more than an hour, my legs and back ached. | needed a break. Kiki, though,
could travel much longer. Pulling power, | projected my awareness, fedling for the overall mood of the
campsite.

Cahil gripped the handle of his sword; the wide-open sky alarmed him. Leif lounged on the ground
amost adeep. Irys—

Yelenal Her outrage seared my mind.

Decision made. Before she could demand an explanation, | showed her what had happened between
Vaek and me.

Impossible.



Theword triggered amemory. You said the same thing when | reached out to Valek to help me
against Roze's mental probing. Perhaps there is something connecting us that you haven't
encountered?

Perhaps, she conceded. Come, join us. It’s too late to send you home. And you can’'t go back to
the Keep without me to help you against Roze' s wrath.

With that sobering thought, | told Kiki to find the campsite. Shefelt glad, though, when we reached
Topaz. He grazed with the other horses near the camp.

| removed Kiki’ stack, rubbed her down and made sure she had enough food and water. Reluctance and
sore muscles made my movements ow.

When | finaly joined Irysin the smal clearing where they had stopped for the night, she only asked meif
| needed dinner. | glanced at the others. Leif stirred a pot of soup cooking over the flames. Hewore a
neutral expression. Cahil’s hand now hovered near his sword handle; he seemed more relaxed about the
night sky. He grinned when he met my gaze. He was either glad about my arriva, or was anticipating the
entertainment from the reprimand | was certain to receive from Irys.

Instead, Iryslectured Cahil and me on the proper way to interact with the Sandseed Clan members.

“Respect of the eldersisamugt,” she said. “ All requests are to be made to the elders, but only after they
invite usto speak. They don't trust outsiders and will watch for any sign of disregard or any indication
that you are spying on them. So don't ask questions unless given permission and don't stare.”

“Why would we stare?’ | asked.

“They don't like to wear clothes. Some memberswill dresswhen outsiders are vigiting, but others
won't.” Irysamiled ruefully. “ Also they have afew powerful magicians. They aren’t Keep trained, they
teach their own. Although afew of their younger magicians have come to the Keep, seeking to enhance
their knowledge. Kangom was one of these, but he didn’t stay at the Keep for long.” Irys frowned.

Unfortunately, | knew where he had gone from there. He changed his name to Mogkan and started
kidngpping children, smuggling theminto Ixia

Before Cahil could voice his questions about Mogkan, | asked Irys, “What about the Sandseed
magiciansthat say with the dan?’

“They cal them Story Weavers,” Irysexplained. “They hold the clan’ s history. The Sandseeds believe
their higtory isaliving entity, like an invisible presence that surroundsthem. Sincethedan’'sgory is
adways evolving, the Story Weavers guide the clan.”

“How do they guide them?’ Cahil asked with concern.

“They mediate disputes, help in decision making, they show the clan memberstheir past and aid themin
avoiding the same mistakes. Very smilar to what the Master Magicians do for the people of Sitia.”

“They soothe atroubled heart,” Leif said, staring into the flames. “Or so they clam.” Then he stood
abruptly. “ The soup’ sdone. Who' s hungry?’

We atein slence. After we arranged deeping areas for the evening, Irysinformed usthat we would be
on the road for one more night before we reached the clan’s dwellings.

Cahil wanted to make anight watch schedule. “I’ll take thefirst shift,” he offered.



Irysjust looked at him.
“It makes sense,” he said in his defense.

“Cahil, thereis nothing to fear. And if trouble headsin our direction, | will wake you long beforeit
arives,” Iryssad.

| hid my smileas| watched Cahil pout. | wrapped my cloak around me againgt the cold night air and lay
on the soft sandy ground of the clearing. | checked with Kiki. Everything okay?

Grass sweet. Crunchy.
Bad smells?
No. Niceair. Home.

| remembered now that Kiki had been bred by the Sandseeds. Nice to be home? | thought of Vaek in
the Snake Forest, and hoped he had regained some of his strength.

Yes. Nicer with Lavender Lady. Peppermints? Hopeful.
In the morning, | promised.

| gazed up at the night sky, watching the stars dance while waiting for deep. Kiki’ sview of life sounded
right. Good food, fresh water, an occasional sweet and someoneto care for. That’swhat everyone
should have. A smplistic and unredlitic view | knew, but it soothed me,

My thoughts, though, drifted into strange dreams. | ran through the plains, searching for Kiki. The
knee-high grass grew until it reached above my head and impeded my forward motion. | pushed through
the sharp blades, trying and failing to find away out. My foot snagged on something and | fell. When |
rolled over, the grass transformed into afield of snakes and they began to wrap around my bodly. |
struggled until they immobilized me.

“Y ou belong with us” asnake hissed inmy ear.

| jerked awake in the weak light of dawn. My ear tingled from the dream snake, and | shivered in the
cold morning air, trying to shake off the horror of my nightmare,

Irys and the others milled around the small fire. We ate a breakfast of bread and cheese and saddled our
horses. My muscles had stiffened during the night, and they protested each movement. By midmorning,
the sun warmed the land and | shed my cloak, stuffing it into my backpack.

Aswetraveled, the soft ground turned into hard stone and the grasses thinned. Small sandstone
outcroppings sprinkled the area. By lunch the outcroppings rose higher than our heads, and | felt asif we
rode ingde a canyon.

During abrief stop, | noticed streaks of red on apair of sandstone pillars some distance away. “Tula's
attacker had something red under hisfingernails,” | told the others. “ Could it be from here?’

“It'spossible,” Irys agreed.
“We should get asample,” Lef said. He rummaged in his pack until hefound ashort glassvid.

“We need to keep going.” Irys squinted at the sun. “I want to find a campsite before dark.”



“Go. I'll catchup,” Leif said.

“Yelena, help him, make sureit’ sthe color you remember,” Irys ordered, then turned to Cahil before he
could voice the objections behind hisfrown. “ Cahil, you stay with me. If Y elena can find us hours after
we |eft the Citadel, she'll have no problem catching up today.”

Irysand atill scowling Cahil mounted their horses and headed toward the sun, while Leif and | found a
path to the pillars. They were farther away than | had thought. Then, it took uslonger than we had
anticipated to collect asample. The stresks turned out to be alayer of red clay. The exposed clay had
hardened, and we chipped through it to reach the softer materia underneath. We placed both the hard
chipsand soft clay into the vid.

By the time we returned to our starting point, the sun hovered hafway to the horizon. Kiki found Topaz's
trail, and we nudged the horsesinto arun.

| felt unconcerned when the sky began to darken. Topaz’ s pungent scent filled Kiki’ s sensitive nose,
which meant we were getting close. But when full dark descended and | could not see afire, | beganto
worry. When the moon rose, | halted Kiki.

“Arewelost?’ Leif asked. He had been following me without comment since we had discovered the
trall. | could just make out hisannoyed frown in the faint moonlight.

“No. Kiki says Topaz' s scent is strong. Perhaps they decided to travel longer?’
“Canyoureach Irys?’ Lef asked.

“Oh, snake spit! | forgot!” | took adeep breath and gathered a string of power, chastisng myself for
failing to remember my magic again. | wondered when using magic would become ingtinctive.

| felt asurprising rush of power. The source seemed concentrated in this area. Projecting my awareness,
| searched the surrounding land. Nothing.

Alarmed, | extended my reach, seeking further. Then | realized that my mind hadn’t even touched field
mice or any other creatures. | sopped in frustration. If | could connect to Vaek in the Snake Forest, |
should be ableto find Irys; after dl, her horse had just passed thisway.

Topaz smell always strong, Kiki agreed.

Always?

Yes.

“Wd|?" Lef asked withimpatience.

“Something’swrong. | can't find Irys.” | told him what Kiki had just said.
“But that’ sgood, right?’

“There should have been agradua buildup of scent from faint to sharp. Instead, it's been the same since
wefound ther trail.” | turnedin acircle, magic pulsed in theair al around us. “Someoneistrying to trick
lﬁ"

“Findly!” A deep voice barked from the darkness.
Kiki and Rusakareared in surprise, but asoothing strand of magic camed them. | pulled my bow and



scanned the few faint shapes| could seein the wesk light.
“Not very quick, areyou?’ the voice taunted from my |eft.

| spun Kiki around in time to see aman coa esce out of ablue ray of moonlight. Tal enough to meet my
gaze without having to look up, the naked man’s skin wasindigo and hairless. His bad head gleamed
with swest and | could see strength coiled in his powerful muscles. But his round face held amusement,
and | sensed no immediate threat from him. Pure magica energy emanated from him, so | thought he
might beinfluencing my emotions.

| drew my bow. “Who are you and what do you want?’ | demanded.

Bright white teeth flashed as he amiled. “1 am your Story Weaver.”

Chapter Twenty

| glanced at Leif; hisaarmed expression had turned to fear. Color leaked from hisface as he looked
from meto the large indigo-colored man. The man's painted skin and lack of clothes made methink of
Tuld s attacker, but his body was more muscular and scars crisscrossed hisarms and legs. But no
tettoos.

With my mental barrier in place, | held my bow ready, but the man stood relaxed. | would be relaxed,
too, if | had accessto the amount of magica power within his control. He had no need to move; he could
kill uswith aword. Which begged the question, why was he here?

“What do you want?’ | asked.
“Go away,” Lef sadto the man, “you cause only trouble.”

“Y our stories have tangled and knotted together,” Story Weaver said. “1 am here as aguide to show you
both how to untangle them.”

“Banishhim,” Leif told me. “He hasto obey you.”
“He does?’ That seemed rather easy.

“If youwish meto leave, | will go. But you and your brother will not be alowed to enter our village. His
twisted soul causes us pain and you are linked to him.”

| stared at the Story Weaver in confusion; hiswords didn’t make sense. Friend or foe?
“Y ou said you were hereto guide. Guide uswhere?’

“Banishhim now!” Leif yeled. “Hewill deceive you. HE s probably in league with Tula s kidnapper and
istrying to dday us”

“Your fear remains strong,” Story Weaver said to Lef. “Y ou are not ready to face your story, preferring
instead to surround yourself with knots. Some day, they will strangle you. Y our choice wasto decline our
help, but your tangles threaten to squeeze the life out of your sister. Thismust be corrected.” Extending
his hand to me, he said, “Y ou are ready. Leave Kiki and come with me.”

“Where?

“To seeyour gory.”



“How?Why?’

Story Weaver refused to answer. He radiated calm patience asiif he could stand there with hisarm
extended dl night, waiting.

Kiki looked back at me. Go with Moon Man, she urged. Hungry. Tired. Want Topaz.
Smell? Bad? | asked.

Hard road, but Lavender Lady strong. Go.

| returned my bow to its holder and dismounted.

“Yeena, no!” Lef cried. He clutched Rusalka sreinstight to his chest.

| paused in shock. “ That’ sthefirgt time you' ve caled me by my name. Now you care what happensto
me? Sorry, it' stoo late in the game for that to work. Frankly, | don’t want to deal with your troubles. |
have enough of my own. And we haveto find Tula s attacker before he takes another, soit’ simperative
that we meet with the clan dders. If thisiswhat | need to do, then so beit.” | shrugged. “Besides, Kiki
told meto go.”

“And you would listen to ahorse instead of your brother?”

“Until now my brother has refused to acknowledge any connection with me since | have arrived in Sitia
| trust Kiki.”

Lef snorted in exasperation. “ Y ou spent your lifein Ixia. Y ou know nothing of these Sandseeds.”
“I learned who to trust.”
“A horse. You'reafool.” He shook his head.

There was no sense telling him about how | had trusted an assassin, amagician who had tried to kill me
twice and two soldiers who had jumped mein the Snake Forest. All four now dear to my heart.

“When will | be back?’ | asked Story Weaver.
“With thesun'sfird ray.”

| unsaddled Kiki and gave her aquick rubdown while she ate some oats. Then | exchanged her feed bag
for water. Shedrained it, and | placed the empty sacks near her tack.

Apprehension about this strange trip began to crawl aong my stomach. Wait for me? | asked Kiki.

She snorted and whacked me with her tail, moving away to search for some sweet grassto graze on.
Ask adull-witted question.

| met Leif’s stony gaze for amoment, then walked over to Story Weaver. He hadn’t moved. Kiki had
caled him Moon Man. Before | took hishand, | asked, “What’ s your name?’

“Moon Manwill do.”
| studied his colored skin. “Why indigo?’

A dow grin spread over hislips. “A cooling color to help soothe the fire between you and your brother.”
Then, ashesgpish look. “Itismy favorite”



| lad my hand in his. His pdm fdt like velvet. His warmth soaked into my bones and flowed up my arm.
Magic shimmered and the world around us melted. | began to uncail, feding my body loosen and
elongateasif it transformed into astring. Theindividud strands that entwined within my life s story began
to separate and diverge so | could see the many eventsthat had formed my life.

Some of my history was familiar; | sought the pleasant memories, watching them asif | sood outside a
window.

Thisiswhy you need me, Moon Man' s voice floated through the scene before my eyes. You would
stay here. My job is to guide you to the proper thread.

Memories blurred around me. | closed my eyes asthe visions swirled. When the air settled once more, |
opened them.

| sat inthe middle of aliving area. Couches constructed of lianas and a glass-topped table surrounded
me. A young boy about eight or nine years old reclined across from me on the wooden floor. He wore a
pair of green short pants. With his hands behind his head and his elbowsjutting out, he stared a the
leaf-covered ceiling. About ten bone dice littered the ground between us.

“I’'m bored,” the boy said.

The appropriate response popped into my mind. “How about Onesies? Or Two Through the Skull?” |
scooped up the dice and shook them.

“Baby games,” hesad. “Let’sgo down to the jungle floor and explore!” Lef jumped to hisfedt.
“I don’'t know. How about we go swinging with Nutty?’

“If you want to play silly baby gameswith Nutty, go ahead. I’ m going to explore and probably make a
big discovery. Maybe I'll find the cure to the rotting disease. Il be famous. They’ Il probably eect methe
next clan leader.”

Not wanting to miss any important discoveries and ensuing fame, | agreed to go with him. With aquick
cal to our mother, we left our tree dwelling and climbed down the Palm ladder into the cooler air of the
junglée sfloor. The soft ground felt spongy under my bare feet.

| followed Lef through the jungle, marveling a the youthful energy pumping through my six-year-old
body. A part of me knew the truth, that | was older and not really here, that thiswasavision. Yet | found
| didn’t care, and | cartwhedled down the jungle path just for fun.

“Thisisserious,” Lef scolded. “We re explorers. We need to collect samples. Y ou gather some leaves
while | search for flower petas.”

When he turned his back, | stuck my tongue out at him, but | grabbed some tree leaves dl the same. A
quick movement among the branches distracted me. | froze, scanning the area. Clinging to a sapling hung
ayoung black-and-white vamur. Brown eyes bulged from its smal face, peering & me.

| smiled and whistled at the creature. It scampered a bit higher, then turned its gaze back to mine and
flicked itslong tail. The anima wanted to play. | followed, copying its movements through the jungle. We
climbed vines, siwung and dodged around the big buttress roots of a Rosewood Tree.

| stopped when | heard adistant voice. Straining to listen, | heard Leif calling for me. | would have
ignored him, playing was more fun than collecting leaves, but | thought he said something about a
Y lang-Y lang Tree. Mother would bake us star fruit piesif we brought her Ylang-Y lang Flowersfor her



perfumes.

“Coming,” | shouted, jumping down to the jungle floor. When | turned to wave goodbyeto thelittle
vamur, it startled and dashed high up into the Rosewood Tree. A fedling of unease settled over melikea
mist. | searched the nearby branches, looking for necklace snakes—the main predator of vamurs. With
my gaze focused on the tree canopy, | amost tripped over aman.

| jumped back in surprise. He sat on the ground with hisright leg splayed out and the other tucked in
close. Hishands gripped hisleft ankle. Torn and stained with dirt and sweset, his clothing hung in tatters.
Leaves and tendrils clung to his black hair.

The adult part of my mind screamed. Mogkan! Run! But my young self remained unafraid.

“Thank fatel” Mogkan cried asrelief smoothed the worry from hisface. “I’mlogt. | think | broke my
ankle. Canyou hdp?’

| nodded. “I'll go get my brother—"
“Wait. Just help meupfirst.”

((WI,N?l
“Toseeif | canwalk. If my ankleisredly broken, you' |l haveto get more help.”

My adult consciousness knew helied, but | couldn’t prevent my child salf from stepping closer. | reached
out ahand; he grasped it then yanked me down. In one swift motion he grabbed me and muffled my cry
with adamp cloth. He pressed it tight against my mouth, forcing a sweet aromainto my nose.

The jungle spun around me. Stay awake! Stay awake! | yelled to my body, but the blackness crept
closer.

Struggling in Mogkan'sarms, my adult self knew what would happen next. Mogkan would take meto
Ixia, and | would be raised in the orphanage of Reyad' sfather, General Brazell, so when | reached
maturity they could try to take the magic out of me asif milking acow. All so Mogkan could increase his
magica powers and help Brazell take over control of Commander Ambrose and Ixia. Even knowing the
ending didn’t make me fed any better about my abduction.

Lef’ sfacein the busheswasthe last thing my young self saw before the darkness claimed me. And that
wastruly horrifying.

Thevision faded. | stood with Moon Man on adark plain. “ Did Lef redly see what happened to me?’ |
asked Story Weaver.

1] Yaﬂ

“Why didn't hetell our parents?’ They could have sent arescue party, or tried to get me back. Better for
them to know their child’ sfate than to guess and wonder for years.

As| thought about Leif, my resentment grew. He had robbed me of the chance to have a childhood, to
have a bedroom and loving parents, to learn about the jungle with my father and ditill perfumeswith my
mother, to swing through the trees with Nutty and to play gamesinstead of memorizing Ixia s Code of
Behavior.

“Why?" | demanded.



“That isaquestion you must ask him.”

| shook my head. “He must have hated me. He was glad to see me kidnapped. That explains hisanger
when | returned to Sitia.”

Moon Man said, “Hate and anger are some of the emotionsthat strangle your brother, but not dl. The
easy answer isnever the right answer. Y ou must untangle your brother before he chokes himself.”

| thought about Leif. He had helped me with Tula, but he could have lied when hetold mewhy, just like
he had lied to our parentsfor fourteen years. My interactions with him since my return to Sitiahad dmost
al been unpleasant. And the single memory | now owned of Leif before my timein Ixiamade my blood
boil with fury. Perhgpsif | had more memories of my childhood.

“Why can't | remember my life before M ogkan kidnapped me?’ | asked.

“Mogkan used magic to suppress al your memories, so you would believe him and stay inthe
orphanage.”

That made sense. If | had remembered afamily, | would have tried to run away.
“Do you want those memories back?’ he asked.

“yeg”

“Promise you will help your brother and | will unlock them.”
| consgdered hisoffer. “How do | hedp him?’

“Youwill findaway.”

“Cryptic, aren't we?’

He smiled. “Thefun part of my job.”

“What if | refuseto help him?’

“That isyour decison.”

| huffed in frugtration. “Why do you care?’

“He sought rdlief from hispainin the Avibian Plains. Hetried to kill himsdlf. Hisneed for help drew meto
him. | offered my services, but fear twisted his heart and he refused. His pain reaches me dtill. A job
unfinished. A soul logt. Whilethereistimeleft, | will dowhat | can eveniif | haveto bargain with a
Soulfinder.”

Chapter Twenty-One

“Soulfinder?” Fear brushed up my spine. “Why do | keep hearing that name?’ | asked Story Weaver.
We gtill stood on the featurel ess expanse. Not unlike the surface of afrozen pond.

“Becauseyou are one,” he said in aplain, matter-of-fact tone.

“No,” | protested, remembering the loathing and horror that had crossed Hayes s face when he had first
mentioned that title to me. He had talked about waking the dead.



“I will show you.”

The smooth plain under our feet turned transparent and, through it, | saw my Ixian friend, Janco. Hispae
face grimaced in pain as his blood gushed from the sword lodged in his ssomach. The scene switched to
Commander Ambrose lying motionless on a bed; his eyes vacant. Then | saw my own face as| stood
over an unconscious General Brazell. My green eyestook on asudden intengity asif I’d had an
epiphany. A brief image of Fisk, the beggar boy, carrying packages and smiling. Then apicture of Tula,
lying broken on her bed. The images faded as the ground returned.

“Y ou have found five souls dready,” Moon Man said.

“But they weren't—"

“Dead?’

| nodded.

“Do you know what a Soulfinder is?’ he asked.

“They wake the dead?’ When he raised an eyebrow without commenting, | said, “No, | don't.”
“Youneedtolearn.”

“And teling me would be too easy. Right? Takes dl the fun out of being amysterious Story Weaver.”
He grinned. “What about my bargain? Childhood memoriesfor your help with Leif.”

Just hearing his name sent waves of anger through my body. My reasons for coming to Sitiahad been so
sample. First for surviva, fleeing the Commander’ s order of execution. Second had been to learn how to
use my magic and meet my family. Perhgps aong the way | might develop akinship with this southern
world. Or perhaps not.

My plans had seemed straightforward, then my road kept dipping and turning and | kept getting caught in
itstraps. Now | felt mired in mud in the middle of nowhere. Lost.

“Your pathisclear,” said Moon Man. “You need tofind it.”

And the best way to find something you had lost wasto return to the last place you remembered having
it. Inmy case, | needed to dart at the very beginning.

“I promisetotry to help Leif,” | said.

Smédls and softness flooded my mind as memories of my childhood cameto life. Apple Berry perfume
mixed with the musky scent of earth. Laughter and the pure joy of swinging through the air followed an
argument with Lef over thelast mango. Playing hide-and-seek with Lef and Nutty, crouching on
branches to ambush Nutty’ s brothers during amock battle. The sharp sting of hazelnuts on my bare arms
as her brothers discovered our hiding spot, launching an attack. The dap of mud as our clan leader dug a
gravefor my grandfather. The sound of my mother’ s soothing voice as she sang me alullaby. Thelessons
with Esau on different species of leaves and their medicina properties.

All the happiness, sadness, pain, fear and thrills of childhood came rushing back. | knew some would
fade with time, but others would stay with me forever.

“Thank you,” | said.



Story Weaver inclined hishead. He held out ahand and | grasped it. The dark plain faded and shapes
grew from the ground. Colors returned as the sun’ sfirst light crested the horizon.

| blinked, trying to orient mysdlf. The clearing where | had left Kiki and Lef had changed. Large circular
tentsringed a huge fire pit. Brown anima shapes had been painted on the white canvas of the tents.
Dark-skinned people milled about the roaring fire. Some cooked while otherstended children. Some
wore clothes while others wore nothing. The clothes were al made of white cotton. The women wore
either deeveless dresses that reached to their knees or atunic and short pantslike the men.

Near thefire, Irysand Cahil sat cross-legged with two older men and awoman. They wereintent on
their discussion and didn’'t seeme. | couldn’t spot Leif or hishorse, but Kiki stood next to one of the
tents. A woman wearing short pants groomed her. Her brown hair bobbed to her neck.

| jumped when | realized Moon Man no longer stood beside me. Infact, | couldn’t see him anywherein
the small village. Perhaps he' d goneinto one of the tents.

Not wanting to interrupt Irys, | checked on Kiki. She whickered a mein greeting. The woman stopped
brushing the dust off her coat. She studied mein silence.

Who'sthis? | asked Kiki.
Mother.

“Isthisyour horse?’ the woman asked. Theinflection in her voice rose and fell with each word, and there
was adight pause between them.

| reviewed Irys slecture about the Sandseeds from the night before. The woman had spoken first so |
guessed it would be dl right to answer her. “I’'m hers.”

She snorted a short laugh through her nose. “I raised her, taught her and sent her on her journey. It' sa
pleasure to see her again.” She kicked at her saddle on the ground. “ She does't need this. She will float
under you likeagust of wind.”

“That'sfor me.” And for our supplies.

Another huff of amusement. Shefinished brushing her. Kiki turned her blue eyestoward her and
understanding flashed on the woman’ s face. She whooped and jumped up on Kiki’ s back.

Have fun, | told Kiki as she raced through thetall grass.

“Isthat wise?’ Cahil asked. He watched Kiki disappear over ahill. “What if that woman doesn’t come
back?’

“| don't careif she comesback or not.” | shrugged, looking past Cahil. Irys and the three Sandseeds
stood next to thefire. They were still in deep conversation. One of the men gestured in what appeared to
be anger.

“Youdon't careif shesedsKiki?’

Instead of trying to educate Cahil on my relationship with Kiki, | searched hisface. Tension had pulled
his eyesinto an intent expression. His gaze darted around the campsite asif he expected to be attacked.

“What'sbeen going on?’ | asked him, tilting my head toward Irys.

“Lagt night, we made camp and waited for you and Leif. | worried when you failed to catch up, but Irys



seemed amused. Then this group of Sandseeds arrived at our Site. These are the clan leaders. They travel
from villageto village, settling disputes, bringing news and goods. It’ s very convenient that they found us.
| think they’ re hiding something.”

Cahil’ sfrown reminded me of my brother. “Where sLef?’
Worry lined hisface. “ They said he went back to the Keep. Why would he do that?’
Because he, too, felt afraid. But, | said, “He probably wanted to get the red soil samplesto Bain.”

Cahil appeared unconvinced. Before | could ask more questions, Irys ended her conversation and
moved tojoin us.

“They'reupsat,” shesaid.
“Why?' | asked.

“They think we' re accusing them of giving the Curareto Tula s attacker. And Cahil’ s attempts to recruit
them to his cause have inflamed them.” Irys scowled at Cahil. “1 thought you wanted to come along so
you could see another part of our culture. Y our selfish obsession to raise an army hasjeopardized our
misson.”

Cahil didn’t look remorseful. “1 wouldn’t have to raise an army if the Council supported me. Y ou—"
“Slence!” Irysdiced her hand through the air and | felt abrush of magic.
Bright red blotches grew on Cahil’ s cheeks as he tried to speak.

“Despitedl my diplomatic training, | can’t get them to tell me anything. Cahil has offended them. They
will now tak only toyou, Yelena”

“Should we plan our escape route now?’ | asked.
Shelaughed. “We Il push Cahil into their path to dow them down.”
Cahil shot Irysavenomous glare.

“You have adight advantage, Ydena,” shesad. “I might be aMaster Magician and member of the
Council, but you're ablood relétive. In their eyes, arelative is more important than aMaster.” Irys shook
her head in frudtration.

“Relative?’ | asked.

“About five hundred years ago a group of Sandseeds decided to moveinto the jungle. The Sandseeds
are wanderers by nature, and there have been many groups that have broken from the main clan to find
their own way. Most don't stay in communication with the main clan, but some, like the Zatanas, do. Just
try and discover some information without implying that these Sandseeds are involved. Choose your
words carefully.”

Irys must have read the skepticism on my face because she added, “ Consider it your first lessonin
diplomecy.”

“Seaing how wdll you did with them, I'm surprised that | don’t fee more confident.”

“Avoid sarcaam.”



“How about coming with me? So when | start to say something stupid you can wave your hand and
slence me, too.”

A sardonic smile flashed on her face. I’ ve been asked to leave and to ‘ take that annoying puppy’ with
me. Y ou're on your own. | won't be able to reach your mind through this bubble of Sandseed magic, so
we || meet you at the edge of the Avibian Plains next to Blood Rock.”

Irysformed an image in my mind of that white-veined structure that Kiki and | had passed two days ago.

Cahil waved hisarms and tapped histhroat. Irys sghed again. “Only if you promise not to talk about
armies until we' re back at the Citadd.”

He nodded.
“Yelena, I'll let you release hisvoice,” shesaid.

Another lesson. | calmed the nervous thoughts about my meeting with the elders before | opened my
mind to the magic. Magica energy pulsed dl around me, but | saw athin thread of power wrapped
around Cahil’ sthroat. Pulling the power to me, | unlocked hisvoice.

“Wel done” Iryssaid.

Cahil’ searswere dtill bright red, but he had the sense to spesk in an even tone. “1f | may point out the
obvious,” hesad. “Leaving Y denadoneis dangerous.”

“I don't have achoice,” Iryssaid. “I could force them to tell me what they know, but the Sandseeds
would consider that an act of war. Then you'll never get your army, Cahil; because we' |l be too busy
trying to prevent the Sandseeds from taking a blood vengeance from everyonein Sitia” Sheturned to
me. “Y elena, good luck. We' |l have alot to discuss when you catch up with us. Cahil, go saddle Topaz.”
Irys strode away, whistling for her horse.

A stubborn expression gripped Cahil’ sface, and he crossed hisarms over hischest. “| should stay.
Someone needs to watch your back. Basic military tactics. Always have apartner.”

“Cahil, thereis so much magic in the air around here that the Sandseeds could close my windpipe and
thereisn’'t adamn thing you or | could do about it.”

“Then comewith us”

“What about Tulaor thekiller’ snext victim?1 haveto try.”

“But the risk—"

“Livingisarisk,” | sngpped a him. “Every decison, every interaction, every step, every time you get out
of bed in the morning, you take arisk. To surviveisto know you're taking that risk and to not get out of
bed clutching illusons of safety.”

“Y our view of life doesn’t sound comforting.”

“It'snot supposed to. That' s the whole point.” Before Cahil could launch into adiscusson on
philosophy, | tried to shoo him away. “ Get going before Irysloses her patience with you again.” | swept
my hand through the ar aslrys had done.

He grabbed my wrigt. “No, you don’'t!” He held my hand for amoment. “If the Sandseeds hurt you,
they’ll see some of my blood vengeance. Be careful.”



| pulled my hand away. “Always.”

All those worried thoughts about offending the Sandseeds came flooding back as | watched Irysand
Cahil rideaway. | reviewed Irys s last-minute ingtructions about dedling with the clan elders. | glanced
around, wondering what | should do.

The Sandseeds worked in their temporary village with acam efficiency. My hunger flared when | caught
awhiff of roasting meat, and | redlized | hadn’t eaten since we had stopped for lunch the day before. |
laid my pack next to Kiki’ s saddle and rummaged for something to est, but sitting down proved to be a
bad decision as exhaustion pulled a my body. | let my new memories of childhood circlein my mind, and
| contented mysalf with reliving some of them. Using the saddle asa pillow, | stretched out on the grass,
not bothering to spread my cloak. Strangethat | felt so safe here.

But | wasn't safe from my nightmares. Hunted by adithering mass of snakes, | scrambled through the
jungle. They wrapped around my ankles, yanking me down. Unable to move, they sank fangs, dripping
with Curare degp into my flesh. “Comewith us,” the snakes hissed.

“Coudn?’ atimid voice asked.

| awoke with aloud cry. A petite woman with large eyes stepped back in alarm. Her brown hair was
streaked with yellow and tied back with aleather cord. Stains lined the white fabric of her dress.

“Thedderswill seeyou now.”
| peered at the sky, but sheets of clouds obscured the sun. “How long was | adeep?’
Thewoman smiled. “All day. Follow me please.”

| looked at my bow, knowing it would be an insult to bring it, yet wanting it anyway. With reluctance, |
left it on the ground and followed the woman. Questions swirled in my mind as we passed the tents, but |
bit my lip to prevent mysdlf from voicing them. Wait, wait, | thought, quelling my impatience.
Unfortunately, diplomacy was adance | needed to learn.

The woman stopped at the largest tent. The animd patterns amost covered the white fabric. She swept
back apand and gestured for me to enter. | stepped into the tent, waiting in the muted light for my eyes
to adjust.

“Y ou may gpproach,” said amale voice from thefar sde of the tent.

| surveyed theinterior as| crossed to the back. Maroon and tan rugs woven with intricate geometric
patterns covered the floor of the round tent. | spotted some deeping mats and colorful pillows on the lft.
Bigger pillows on the right surrounded alow table, and candleholders with long red tassels hung from the

caling.
Sitting cross-legged in arow on an ebony-and-gold mat were two men and awoman. One | recognized.

Moon Man smiled at me from between the man and woman. His skin was now painted yellow. Wrinkles
creased the face of the other man, and the woman’ s hair was peppered with gray. Both wore red robes.

| hdted in shock as the sudden image of my red prison robe, tattered and bloody, rosein my mind. |
hadn’t thought of that garment since Vaek offered me the option of being executed or becoming the
Commander’ sfood taster. | had cast it aside and accepted the Ixian uniform without a backward glance.
Odd that | should think of it now. Or had Story Weaver pulled those thoughts from my mind? | peered at



Moon Man with suspicion.
“Sit,” said thewoman. She gestured to asmall round rug on the floor in front of them.
| settled into the same position as my hosts.

“A Zatanawho hastraveled far. Y ou have returned to your ancestors to seek guidance,” the man said.
His dark eyes brimmed with knowledge and his gaze pierced my soul.

“| seek understanding,” | said.

“Y our journey hastwisted and bent. Y our journey has stained you with blood and pain and degath. Y ou
must be cleansed.” The man nodded to Story Weaver.

Moon Man rose. From under the mat, he pulled a scimitar. The sharp edge of thelong blade gleamed in
the candldight.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Moon Man advanced. He rested the curved blade of the scimitar on my left shoulder with the sharp edge
dangeroudy closeto my neck.

“Areyou ready to be cleansed?’ he asked.
My throat tightened. “What? How?" My mouth slumbled over thewords. All logic fled.

“We take the stains of blood, pain and death from you. We take your blood and cause you pain. Y ou
will atone for your misdeeds with your eventua death and be welcomed into the sky.”

Oneword cut through the jJumble of fear in my mind. Sudden clarity focused my thoughts. | stood with
deliberate care, trying not to jostle the weapon, and stepped back. The blade remained poised in midair.

“I have no misdeedsto atonefor. | hold no remorse for my past actions and, therefore, do not need to
be cleansed.” | braced for their reaction. Diplomacy be damned.

Moon Man grinned and the two e ders nodded in approval. Confused | watched him replace the scimitar
under the mat and settled back into his position. “That isthe correct response,” he said.

“What if | had agreed?’

“Then we would have sent you away with only afew cryptic remarksto puzzle over.” He laughed. “I
must admit | am dightly dissppointed. | worked al afternoon on those remarks.”

“Sit,” the woman ordered. “What do you seek to understand?’

| chose my words with great care as| sat on the mat. “A beast has been preying on young women
throughout Sitia. To date, he haskilled ten and injured one. | want to stop him. | seek to understand who
heis”

“Why cometo us?’ the woman asked.

“He has been using a certain substance as awegpon. I'm concerned that he might have stolen it from one
of your clan members.” | waited, hoping the word “stolen” would not imply guilt.

“Ah, yes, this substance,” the old man said. “A blessing and acurse. A package from Esau Liana



Sandseed Zdtana arrived a one of our villages near the Daviian Plateau. That village was raided soon
after by the Daviian Vermin.” The old man spat on the dirt floor. “Many thingswere solen in that raid.”

His scorn for these Vermin was obvious, but | asked anyway. “Who are these Vermin?’
The ederstightened their jaws, refusing to reply.

Frowning, Moon Man explained them to me. “They are young men and women who have rebelled
againg our traditions. They have broken from the clan and settled on the Plateau. The Plateau does not
give up its bounty without afight. The Vermin prefer to sted from usrather than work to grow their own
food.”

“Could one of them be the monster | seek?’

“Yes. They have perverted our art of magic weaving. Instead of benefiting the clan, they seek to increase
their power, enriching only themsalves. Most of them do not have the gift, but there are afew who are

very powerful.”

Moon Man’ sfierce expresson gave me amentd image of how he would ook when swinging his scimitar
in battle. | held apicture of Ferde, Tula s attacker, in my mind.

“Ishe one of them?’ | asked. Moon Man's magic coursed through me.

Moon Man grunted, then growled deep in histhroat. Looking at the elder man, he said, “ They are
practicing the old evil. We must stop them.”

Horrified, the man replied, “We will try again to pierce their magic screen. We will find them.” He stood
with grace and dignity, bowed once to me, then gestured to the woman. “Come. We must make plans.”

They left the tent. Moon Man and | remained. “The old evil 7’ | asked.

“An ancient horribleritua of binding avictim’s soul to you, then killing him. When the victim dies, his
magic flowsinto you, increasing your strength. The red markings on that beest are part of theritud.”
Moon Man'’ s brow furrowed for amoment before his eyes widened with concern. “Y ou said one woman
wasinjured. Whereiis she now?’

“Inthe Magician' s Keep.”
“Guarded?’
“Yes Why?'

“The one you seek will not be in the Daviian Plateau; he will bein the Keep, waiting for another chance
to take her life. He can not bind another soul until she dies.”

“I must go back.” | jJumped up from the small mat intent on leaving.

Moon Man grabbed my shoulder and turned meto face him. “ Do not forget your promise.”
“I won't. Tulafirg, then Leif.”

He nodded. “May | ask another favor?’

| hesitated. At least, he didn’t want a promise. “Y ou can ask.”



“When your training with Magter Irysis complete, will you return to me so | may teach you the magica
arts of the Sandseeds? It is part of your heritage and of your blood.”

The proposition sounded appeding, but would be yet another curvein my journey. At thisrate, |
doubted | would even finish my training. If history served as guidance, my futuretended to goin
unanticipated directions. “1 will try.”

“Good. Now go!” He bowed to me, then shooed me from the tent.

A frenzy of activity encompassed the camp. Dismantled tents littered the ground as the clan members
prepared to leave. Twilight crept closer as | searched for my pack. | found Kiki instead. She was
saddled and ready to go. Her short-haired “mother” offered her reinsto me.

Asl| took the leather straps, she said, “Do not sit on the saddle. Crouch over it and shift your weight
forward. And shewill fly homefor you.”

“Thank you.” | bowed.

She smiled. “You are wedll matched. | am pleased.” With afinal pat to Kiki’s neck, the woman turned to
jointhedan in their packing efforts.

| mounted Kiki, and tried to follow her directions. Wewould lose the light soon. Kiki turned her head to
the left, peering a mewith ablue eye.

Catch Topaz? SIk? she asked.
Yes. Let’sfly!

Kiki moved. The long grasses blurred past my feet until | could no longer see them in the darkness. | held
my position aswetraveled over the plains. It felt asif | rode on top of awind storm rather than ahorse.

When the moon reached its apex, | felt the Sandseed’ s magic thin, then disappear. No longer surrounded
by their power, | used my magic to search for Irys.

I’mhere, shesaid in my mind and | saw through her eyesthat they had made camp by Blood Rock.
Wake Cahil, | told her. We have to return to the Keep as fast as we can. Tula’ s still in danger.
Sheiswell guarded.

He has powerful magic.

We're on our way.

| sent my awareness toward the Keep, hoping to warn them. My mind touched Hayes dozing in his
office. Heflinched away from mein horror and raised a stronger barrier. The other Master Magicians
defenses were as well congtructed as the towersin which they dept. Growing weary with the effort, |
pulled back.

Kiki overtook Irysand Cahil on the Citadel road just asthe sky began to lighten. | had only amoment to
wonder how she had managed atwo day journey in one night before we sped past the others.

Need rest? | asked her, glancing behind in time to see Irys and Cahil wave me on.
No.



But my legsburned asif they were on fire. | aimed blue cooling thoughts at them, and they numbed.

We were within sight of the marble gates of the Citadel when al desireto rest fled my mind. A sudden
and intense feding of terrified helplessness pressed on my body. Tula. | launched my awareness toward
the Keep, searching for someone, anyone to warn. The guards with Tuladidn’'t have any magic. Whilel
could read the minds of non-magicians, they had no power to “hear” me. Desperate, | kept hunting.

My mind found Dax. He wasin the middle of a practice bout, learning to parry and lunge with awooden
sword.

Tula, | screamed in hismind. Danger! Get help!
He dropped his sword in surprise and was whacked in the ribs by his opponent.
Yelena? He spun around, looking for me.

Tula’sin danger! Go. Now, | ordered. Then my connection to him severed. It felt asif someone had
drawn a stone curtain down between us.

Time dowed to drips of molasses as we entered the Citaddl and navigated the busy streets. It seemed as
if the entire population walked in the streets. Their unhurried pace clogged the roadway.

Theair sparked with the perfect cooling season temperature. And a perfect contrast to the firein my
heart. | wanted to scream at the crowd to move. Kiki, sensang my urgency, stepped up her pace and
nudged the dawdlers out of our way.

A few cursesfollowed us. Kiki startled the guards at the Keep' s entrance when she refused to stop. She
headed straight to the infirmary and even climbed the stairs, stiopping only when we had reached the
door.

| did from her saddle. Racing toward Tula sroom, | feared the worst when | spotted her guardslyingin
the corridor. | jumped over them and burst into her room. The door dammed against thewall. The noise
echoed off the cold marble, but failed to rouse Tula

Her lifeless eyes stared at nothing. Her bloodless lips were frozen in agrimace of horror and pain. My
fingers sought apulse; her skin felt icy and stiff. Black bruises ringed her neck.

Too late, or, was1?| placed my hand on her throat, pulling power to me. In my mind’ seye, | saw her
crushed windpipe. She had been strangled. | sent abubble of power to reinflateit, sending air into her
lungs. | focused on her heart, willing it to pump.

Her heart beat and air filled her lungs, but the dullness refused to leave her eyes. | pushed harder. Her
skin warmed and flushed. Her chest rose and fell. Y et, when | stopped, her blood stilled and shefailed to
take another breath.

He had stolen her soul. | couldn’t revive her.
A heavy arm rested on my shoulder. “ There is nothing more you can do,” Iryssaid.

| glanced around. Behind me stood Cahil, Leif, Dax, Roze and Hayes. They crowded the small room and
| hadn’t even noticed their arrival. Tula s skin cooled under my fingers. | pulled my hand away.

A sharp, bone-crushing exhaustion settled over me. | dropped to the floor, closed my eyes and rested
my head in my hands. My fault. My fault. | should never have l€ft her.



The room erupted with sound and activity, but | ignored them as tears poured down my face. | wanted to
dissolve into the floor, mixing mysdf with the hard stone. A stone had asingle purpose: to be. No
complicated promises, no worries and no feglings.

| lowered my cheek to the smooth marble. The cold stung my fevered skin. Only when the noisein the
room faded did | open my eyes. And saw a scrap of paper lying under Tula sbed. It must have falen off
when | had tried to put lifeinto her body. | reached for it, thinking it had been Tula's.

Thewords written on the paper cut through the fog of my grief like Moon Man's scimitar.

Thenotesaid: | have Opal. | will exchange Opal for Yelena Zaltana at the next rising of the full
moon. Send Tula’ s grief flag up First Magician’s tower as a sign of agreement and Opal will not
be harmed. More instructions will follow.

Chapter Twenty-Three

“Well send Tula sgrief flag up, but we re not exchanging Yeenafor Opd,” Irysinssted. “We have two
weeks until the full moon. That should give us enough timeto find Opd.”

Again, loud arguments echoed through the magician’ s meeting room. Zitora had returned from her
mission for the Council so dl four Master Magicianswere there, aswell as Tula sfamily, Lef, and the
Captain of the Keep'sguard.

Leif had tried to ask me about the Sandseeds before the meeting tarted, but | cut him off with an angry
response. | till couldn’t look at him without seeing his eight-year-old face in the bushes, watching my
kidnapping and doing nothing.

The eventsthat had occurred after | discovered the ransom note felt asif they happened in adream.
Once everyone settled down, the killer’ s movements prior to attacking Tulawere uncovered.

He obtained a position with the Keep's gardeners. Unfortunately, the people he worked with couldn’t
agree on hisfacia features and Bain had drawn four completdly different men from their descriptions.
They a0 failed to remember hisname.

With ten magica souls, Ferde obtained enough power to equa aMaster Magician. He concealed his
presence in the Keep with ease and confused those he worked with.

Tula sguards were shot with tiny darts dipped in Curare. They could only recal seeing one of the
gardeners ddivering some medicind plantsto Hayes before their muscles froze. The fact that Ferde had
infiltrated the Keep had put the Keep’ sguardsin serioustrouble.

“Hewasliving in the Keegp and we had no clue,” Roze said. Her powerful voice rose over the din. “What
makes you think we can find him now?’

Tula smother and father drew in horrified breaths. They had arrived the day before. The news of her
passing had shocked them to their core. | could seein their drawn faces and in their haunted gazes that
knowing the same man held Opa madetheir livesaliving nightmare. Just like mine.

“Givehim Yelena,” Roze said into the now quiet room. “ She was able to animate Tula. She hasthe
power to handlethiskiller.”

“We don't want anyone else harmed,” said Tula sfather. He wore asimple brown tunic and pants. His
large hands were rough with caluses and burn scars; evidence of alifetime of working with molten glass.



“No, Roze,” Irysadmonished. “ She doesn’t have full control of her magic yet. Probably the main reason
he wants her. If he stole her magic, think how powerful he would then be.”

Bain, who had trandated the markings on the killer’ s skin, told the group in the meeting room that the
purpose of the man’s quest was written in histattoos. Bain' s information matched what Moon Man had
told me.

Ferde performed an ancient Efe binding ritua that used intimidation and tortureto turn avictiminto a
willing dave. When dl free will had been surrendered, the victim was murdered and her soul’ s magic was
directed into Ferde, increasing his own power. He had targeted fifteen- and sixteen-year-old girls
because their magic potentia was just beginning.

Sour bile churned in my stomach as| listened to Bain' s explanation. Reyad and Mogkan' stacticsin Ixia
to increase Mogkan' s magic had been sickeningly familiar. Although, they hadn't raped or killed their
thirty-two victims, they tortured their soulsfrom them, leaving them mindless. Just ashorrible.

Ferde had gained eeven souls. According to theritud, the twelfth soul must go to himwillingly. No
kidnapping for thefind ritua, which, when completed, would give him dmost unlimited power.

Debate on why Tulasurvived theinitia attack led to a guess that Ferde had been close to being
discovered and fled before finishing theritud.

“Ydenashould be protected at dl times,” Irys said. Her words brought me back to the meeting. “If we
can't find him, we'll set up an ambush near the exchange site and apprehend him that way.”

The magicians continued to argue. It seemed asif | would have no say in the plans. It didn’t matter. |
would ether find Ferde or be at that exchange site. | had failed Tula; | wasn't going to let Opd suffer the
samefate.

A messenger from the Council arrived as the meeting ended. He handed Roze ascroll. Sheread it then
thrust the paper at Irysin what appeared to be disgust. Irys s shoulders drooped when she scanned the
document.

What else has gone wrong? | asked her.

Another situation to deal with. Thisoneis not life threatening, though, just bad timing, she said.
At least thiswill be another chance for you to practice your diplomacy.

How?
An Ixian delegation is expected to arrivein six days.
So soon? | had thought the messenger with the Council’ sreply had just | eft.

Yelena, it's been five days. It's a two-day ride to the Ixian border and a half a day to the
Commander’s castle.

Five days? So much had happened in those five daysthat | felt asif | lived one endless day. Difficult, too,
to believe | had been living in Sitiafor only two and ahaf seasons. Almost haf ayear gonein what
seemed like afortnight. My achefor Vaek hadn't dulled, and | wondered if meeting the northern
delegation would cause me to miss him more.

| followed the others from the room. In the hdlway outside, Zitoralinked her armin mine.



“I need some help,” she said, guiding me from the Keep’ s administration building, and toward her tower.
“But | need to—"

“Get somerest. And not go searching the Citaddl for Opd,” Zitorasaid.

“I will, anyway. Y ou know that.”

She nodded. “But not tonight.”

“What do you need?’

A sad smiletouched her face. “Help with Tuld sflag. | believe asking her parents would only increase
their grief.”

We entered her tower and climbed two flights of stairsto her workroom. Comfortable chairs and tables
littered with sewing and art suppliesfilled the large chamber.

“My seamstress killsarelimited,” Zitora said. She moved around the room, adding fabric and thread to
the one empty table near the chairs. “But not for the lack of practice. | can sew and embroider, but I'm
better at drawing. When | havethetime, I’ ve been experimenting with painting on silk.”

Satisfied with her collection, Zitoradug through another pile of cloth and pulled out asheet of whitesilk.
She measured and cut off afive-foot-by-three-foot rectangle.

“The background will be white for Tula s purity and innocence,” Zitorasaid. “Y dena, what should | put
in the foreground?’ When she saw my confusion, she explained, “ A grief flag isour way of honoring the
dead. It'sarepresentation of the person. We decorate it with the things that made up a person’slife, and
when we raise theflag high, it rdleases their spirit into the sky. So what would best represent Tula?’

My thoughts went immediately to Ferde. A poisonous snake, red flames for pain and ajar of Curareall
cameto mind. | scowled, unableto imagine Tula s pirit free. She had been trapped in the blackness of
Ferde s soul because of my stupidity.

“He sacunning demon, isn't he?’ Zitoraasked, asif reading my mind. “ To have the boldnessto livein
the Keep, to have the kill to kill under our roof and to have you blame yourself for it. A masterful trick,

I'd say.”
“Y ou're gtarting to sound like acertain Story Weaver | know,” | said.

“I'll take that as acompliment,” Zitorareplied. She sorted through colorful squares of silk. “Let’ ssee. If
you had listened to Irys and remained behind, the killer would have gotten Tula and you.”

“But | had gotten my energy back,” | said. Irys had thought it best not to mention Vaek’s help.
“Only because you wanted to follow Irys.” Zitoraraised athin eyebrow.

“But | wouldn't have gone with Ferde willingly.”

“Truly? What if he had promised not to kill Tulain exchangefor you?’

| opened my mouth, then closed it, considering. She had a point.

“Once you say the words or move with intent, it's done. What follows after will not change that, and he
would havekilled Tulaanyway,” Zitorasaid. Shelined the colored squares dong the table' sedge. “If



you had stayed behind, you would both be gone, and we wouldn’t have the information from the
Sandseeds.”

“Areyou trying to make mefed better?’
Zitorasmiled. “Now, what should we put on Tula sflag?’
The answer came to mind. “Honeysuckles, asingle drop of dew on ablade of grassand glassanimals.”

Opd had told me about Tula sglassanimas. Most of them Tulahad either sold or given away as gifts,
but Tulakept asmdl collection of them near her bed. The unwel come thought of what we would sew on
to Opd’ sflag rosein my mind. | suppressed it, squashing theimage into asmall corner of my brain. |
would not let Ferde murder Opal.

Zitoradrew shapeson the silk and | cut them out. When the pile met her approva, we arranged them on
the white silk. Honeysuckles bordered the flag, while the blade of grassrosein the center surrounded by
aring of anima sculptures,

“Beautiful,” Zitorasaid. Her eyes shone with grief. “Now comes the tedious part—sewing al these bits of
cloth onto the background!”

| threaded needlesfor her, the extent of my sewing ability. After awhile, shetold meto go back to my
room and get some seep.

“Don't forget about our agreement,” Zitoracalled as| started down the steps.
“l'won’t.”

Now that shewas back, | could begin teaching her some self-defense. With my thoughts preoccupied
with scheduling her training, | was startled by two guards who waited for me outside Zitora stower.

“What do you want?’ | demanded, pulling my bow.

“Ordersfrom Fourth Magician. You'reto be protected at all times,” said the larger of the two men.
| huffed with annoyance. “ Go back to the barracks. | can take care of mysdlf.”

The men grinned.

“Shetold usyou would say that,” the other man said. “Wefollow her orders. If our unit failsto protect
you, we' |l be assigned to clean chamber potsfor the rest of our days.”

“I could make your job very difficult,” | warned them.
The stubborn stiffness of their shoulders never softened.
“Thereis nothing you can do that’ sworse than cleaning chamber pots,” said the large man.

| sighed; giving them the dip to search for Opal would be hard. Which was probably why Irys had
assigned them to me. She knew that | would go hunting as soon as | could.

“Just stay out of my way,” | growled.

| turned my back on the guards and headed for the apprentice’ swing. The dark campus seemed to
mourn, and an uneasy quiet filled the ar. The raising ceremony for Tulawas scheduled for dawn.



Then lifewould continue. I would have my afternoon lesson with Irys. Cahil had aready reminded me of
our evening ride. | would attempt to keep my promise to Moon Man. All these events would occur
despite the threat to Opal. Or should that be in spite of the threat?

My guardsrefused to let me enter my rooms until one of them searched for intruders. At least they
remained outside afterward and didn’t ingst on staying with me. But Irys had informed them that | would
attempt to “escape,” because when | looked out my bedroom window, | saw one of the guards standing
there. | closed and locked the window shutters.

The guards blocked both exits. | could see Dax’ sgrin in my mind, knowing he would delight in telling me
the gossip and rumors from the other students about my protectors.

| sat on the bed in annoyance and sealed my fate. The soft comfort of my pillow called to me. | would
rest only amoment, clearing my head so | could plan away to lose my two shadows.

During the next five days, | had only one successful escape. The morning after | had helped Zitorawith
Tuld sgrief flag, | stood next to Irysfor Tuld sraisng ceremony.

Tula s body had been wrapped in white linen strips and covered with her flag. Theleader of the Cowan
clan spoke kind words over her body as her parents wept. All four Master Magicians attended. Zitora
soaked a handkerchief with her tears, but | clamped down on my emotions and focused on Opdl,
hardening my resolveto find her.

Tula sbody wasto be taken home and buried in her family’ s graveyard. But, according to Sitian beliefs,
during thisfarewell ceremony her spirit transferred to the flag. The people surrounding me believed that
when this pennant of white silk fluttered above Roze stower, Tula s spirit would be released into the sky.

But | knew better. Tula s spirit was trapped inside Ferde and only his death would release her. For me,
Tula sflag not only signaed Ferde that we had agreed to his exchange, but also symbolized my
determination to find and stop him.

The morning after Tula s ceremony, | led my guardsto the baths. The pools and changing rooms bustled
with students getting ready for classes, and despite the assortment of wary looks aimed my way, |
managed to pay afew novicesto create adiverson near the back entrance.

The ruse worked. | dashed out of the baths and out of the Keep before the soldiers at the gate could
recognize me. The guards stationed at the Keegp' s gate monitored who camein, and, unlesstherewasa
crigs, they only paid apassing interest to those who | eft.

Once out of sght, my first task included finding Fisk and hisfriends. The market wasjust girring to life.
Only afew customers wandered through the stands at thisearly hour. | found Fisk playing dicewith a
group of children.

Heran over to me. “Lovely Ydena, how can | assst you today?’ Hissmilelit up hisface.

The other children surrounded me, waiting for instructions. They gppeared clean and cared for. They
earned money for their families, and | thought that once | finished this ugly businesswith Ferde, | would
give them more help. | remembered to tell them about the Keep’ s need for another gardener, though, and
was rewarded to see one girl run hometo tell her father.

“I need guides,” | told Fisk. “Show me all the shortcuts and hidden areas of the Citadel.”



While they took me through back aleys and forgotten quarters, | questioned them about the people.
Anybody new? Anybody acting strange? Had they seen ayoung, frightened girl with aman? They
regaled me with wild stories, but the information was not what | needed. Aswe moved, | searched the
surrounding homes with my magic, seeking Opd, or the wisp of someone el sg's magic, or anything that
might give me a clue asto her whereabouts.

The day waswell spent and only my hunger could sop me. Fisk led meto the best mest griller in the
Citadd’ smarket. As| aethejuicy beef, | decided | would continue my search late into the night and
then find a place to deep. | would have plenty more days to spend hunting Opal.

At least that had been my intention until Irys and my guards ambushed me. Hidden behind ashield of
magic, she prevented me from sensing them until too late. The instant the two soldiers grabbed my arms;
she seized control of my body, pushing aside what | had thought to be a strong menta barrier. Thefull
power of aMaster Magician reduced my own defensesto dust. Unableto move or to talk, | stared at
her in complete surprise.

Even though | had missed Irys s morning lesson and blocked her effortsto find me with her magic, |
thought she would understand my mission. | was unprepared for the severity of her anger.

My guards, looking grim and scared, clung to me.

You will not leave the Keep again. You will not lose your guards again. Or | will lock you in the
Keep's prison. Understand?

Yes. I'm—

I’1l be watching.

But—

Irys savered our mental connection with ahead aching abruptness. Y et her magic still gripped my body.

“Take her back to the Keep,” Irys ordered the guards. “ Take her to her rooms. She may leave them only
for lessons and medls. Do not lose her again.”

The guards flinched under her searing gaze. The larger one picked me up and threw me over his
shoulder. | suffered the indignity of being carried through the Citadel, across the Keegp's campus and
dumped onto my bed.

Irysdidn’t reinquish control of my body until the next morning, athough | till felt aband of her magic
wrapped around my throat. By then, | was ready to throttle anyone who dared to get in my way.
Avoided asif | carried adisease, | could only vent my ill humor on the guards asthey escorted me
through the campus.

After three days of thishdll, | stood next to Irysin the great hal of the Council building, waiting for the
Ixian delegation to arrive. Irys had used my lesson time to lecture me on proper Sitian protocols and
diplomacy. She had refused to let me talk to her about anything other than the lecture topic. My
frustration at not knowing about the search for Opal seized my chest likeavise.

The great hall was decorated with large silk banners representing each of the el even clans and each of the
Magter Magicians. Hung from the ceiling, these colorful banners flowed down three stories of marble
walls until they reached the floor. Tal dender windows separated the banners, dlowing the sunlight to



stripe the floor with gold. The Council memberswore formal robes of silk, embroidered with silver
thread. Irys and the other Masterswore their ceremonial robes and masks.

| remembered Irys s hawk mask from when she had visited the Commander in Ixia, and | looked at the
otherswith interest. Roze Featherstone, First Magician wore a blue dragon mask. Bain Bloodgood,
Second Magician had donned aleopard skin mask. And awhite unicorn covered Third Magician,
Zitord sface.

According to Fisk, these animas acted asthe magicians guides through the underworld and throughout
their life. They had found them while enduring the Magter level test, which, from thelittle bits of
information | could gather, seemed ahorrible orded.

Cahil had donned the midnight-blue tunic with the sllver piping that he had worn to the New Beginnings
feast. The color complemented his blond hair and he looked rega despite hishard expression. Present to
assess his enemy for weakness, he promised to keep quiet and not draw attention to himself; otherwise,
the Council memberswould have banned him from the greeting ceremonies.

Fidgeting, | twisted the wide deeves of my forma apprentice robe around my arm. Paeyelow in color,
the hem of the plain cotton garment touched my feet and reveded the black sandds Zitora had given to
me. | plucked at the skin on my neck and pulled at the robe’ s collar.

What'swrong? Irys asked. Her rigid posture radiated disapproval.

It wasthe first time since my house arrest that she had mentally communicated to me. | wanted to ignore
her. My anger at her punishment gtill sizzled in my blood. Even now, Irys s magic wrapped around my
neck. She hadn’t been kidding when she had said she' d be watching. The power | would need to
remove her magic would exhaust me, and | didn’t possess enough nerve to provoke her again.

Your leash chafes. My thoughts were cold.

Good. Maybe now you'll learn to listen and to think before you act. To trust others’ judgments.
I’ ve learned something.

What?

The harsh tactics of the Commander are not unique to Ixia.

Oh, Yelena. Irys s <tiff demeanor melted. The hard band of magic around my throat disappeared. I'm at
my wit’s end. You' re so focused on action. You have a single-minded determination that barrels
through situations. You' ve been lucky so far, and | don’t know how to make you under stand that
if Tula’skiller absorbs your power, he will be unstoppable. Stia will be histo rule. This goes
beyond you and your desire for revenge. This affects us all. All options must be carefully
considered before any action is taken. That is the Stian way.

She shook her head, sighing. | have forgotten that you' re a grown woman. Once you have complete
control of your magic and when thiskiller isfound, you can do as you like, go where you please. |

had hoped you would have become a part of our efforts to keep Stia a safe and prosperous place
to live. But your unpredictability will only jeopardize our community.

Irys swords cut through my anger. To be free to do anything | wanted seemed aforeign concept. The
firgt timeinmy lifethat | had been offered such achoice.

| envisioned traveling dl over Stiawith Kiki and with no worries or promisesto keep. To be



unconnected. Moving from one town to the next, experiencing the culture. Or climbing through the jungle
with my father, learning about the medicind properties of someleaf. Or sneaking into Ixiato meet with
Vaek. She presented an attractive option.

Perhaps | would take her up on it, but not until after | captured Ferde and fulfilled my promiseto Moon
Man.

Deciding | would try harder to work inthe Sitianway, | said, Irys, | would like to help find Opal.

Sensing my intentions, she turned to me and studied my expression. There's a meeting scheduled after
the formalities with the Ixians. You' re welcome to come.

| smoothed out the deeves of my robe as the row of trumpet players sounded the arrival of the
northerners. An immediate hush fell over the great hall as a stately parade of Ixians entered the room.

The Ambassador led the procession. Thetailored cut of her black uniform lent her an air of importance.
Two diamonds sparkled from her collar. The Commander must have shown her greeat favor in dlowing
her to wear the precious stonesfor thismission. Her long straight hair was fading toward gray, yet her
amond-shaped eyes held a powerful vitdity.

Sudden recognition pierced my heart.

Chapter Twenty-Four

| quickly scanned the rest of the Ambassador’ sretinue, searching for the person who had to be there.
Her aide, walking one step behind her, wore the same uniform as the Ambassador except the red
diamonds on his collar had been titched with thread. His bland face was unremarkable, so | moved my
gazeto the others.

Some of the guards|ooked familiar, but two captains near the middle caught my eye. Ari’smassive
muscles strained the seams on his uniform. Histight blond curlslooked amost whitein the sunlight. His
face remained impassive when he glanced at me, but | could see two red blotches spreading on his
cheeks as he fought to keep from smiling.

Janco sauntered next to him, looking much hedthier than when | had said goodbyeto himin Ixia. Then
his pae face had been tight with pain and he hadn’t the sirength to stand. The results of defending Irys
againgt Mogkan’s men. Now he moved hislean build with an athletic grace and his skin was tanned.
Straight-faced, he peered a me, but | could see pure mischievous glee dancing in his eyes.

It was wonderful to seethem, but | kept searching. Clutching my butterfly pendant through my robe, |
scrutinized dl the guard’ sfaces. He had to be here. If the Commander was here, posing asthe Ixian
Ambassador, then Vaek had to be close by.

But Vaek didn't know about Commander Ambrose’s secret. Only | knew about what the Commander
caled his mutation, having been born awoman with aman’s soul. Since Vaek didn’t know the
Ambassador was the Commander, he probably would be with whoever was posing as the Commander
inlxia

Unless the Commander had sent VVaek on another mission, or, even worse, maybe Vaek sill hadn't
recovered from giving me his strength. Maybe he had been injured while weak. Or dead. Horrible
scenarios chased through my mind as the delegation exchanged forma greetings.

| willed the pleasantries to move faster. My need to question Ari and Janco about Vaek grew with every



second.

With my thoughts on Valek, | found my eyes lingering on the Ambassador’ saide. His Sraight black hair
fell to hisearsand clung limply to hishead. A soft fat nose sat above colorless lips and awesk chin. He
appeared to be bored as he scanned the Councilors and magiciansin the room with no hint of intelligence
inhisblueeyes.

Our gazes met for amoment. Sapphire-blue lightning struck my heart. That rat. | wanted to dug Vaek
and kisshim & the sametime.

His expresson never changed. He gave no sign of having seen me &t al as his attention refocused on the
Councilors. | could hardly bear the rest of the meseting.

Too impatient to wait until the meeting concluded, | tried to link with Vaek’ smind. | encountered a
formidable barrier stronger than any of the Master Magicians . Vaek sensed the magic and glanced at
me

When the introductions and formdaities came to an end, the Ixian del egation was served refreshments and
every one milled about in smdl groups.

| headed for Ari and Janco, who stood near the Ambassador asif they had metal rods strapped onto
their backs, but Bavol Cacao, my clan leader, stopped me.

“I have amessage from your father,” Bavol said. He handed measmdl scrall.

| thanked him. Thiswas only the second time | had talked to him since he had arrived at the Citadel. He
had ddlivered the clothes Nutty had sewn for me. Even though | wanted to talk to my friends, | inquired
after theclan.

“Deding with the usua petty problems, and trying to combat some fungusthat is eating through the wood
onafew wals” Hesmiled. “I’ ve no doubt that Esaur Il figureit out. Now if you'll excuse me, | need to
check to make sure the Ambassador’ s suite is ready.”

Before Bavol could walk away, | touched his deeve. “What does the suite [ook like?” | asked him.

Puzzled, he said, “Our most opulent chambers. The Citadd’ s guest suites have every convenience.
Why?’

“The Ambassador doesn't like opulence. Perhaps you could have some of it removed? Simple elegance
would suit her better.”

Bavol consdered. “ She' sacousin of Commander Ambrose. Have you met her?’
“No. But | know most Ixians agree with the Commander’ s didike for extravagance.”
“Y our concernisnoted. I'll seeto the changes.” Bavol hurried away.

| broke the wax sedl on the scroll. Unrolling the paper, | read the note then closed my eyesfor a
moment. In my mind’seyel saw my story line twist into abig complicated noosdlike knot. According to
the letter, Esau and Perl were on their way to the Keep to visit me. They planned to arrive five days
before the full moon.

Who el se could come? If | had gotten a message from the underworld announcing Reyad and Mogkan's
arrival, | wouldn’t have been surprised.



Tucking the note away, | shook my head. | had no control over these events and | would deal with my
parents when they arrived. | approached the Ixians. The Ambassador chatted with Bain, Second
Magician.

Her gold eyesflicked to me and Bain stopped speaking to introduce us. “ Ambassador Signe, thisis
Apprentice YelenaLianaZdtana”

| clasped her cool hand in the Ixian greeting, and then bowed formdly in the Sitian sautation.

She returned the bow. “| have heard much about you from my cousin. How are your studies
progressng?’

“Very well, thank you. Please extend my best wishesto Commander Ambrose,” | said.
“I will.” Signeturned toward her aide. “ Thisis Adviser [lom.”

| held my facein aneutral expression as| shook hislimp hand. He mumbled a greeting then ignored me
as someone not worth histime or attention. | knew Vaek had to be acting, yet his complete disregard
made meworry if hisfedingsfor me had changed.

| didn’t have much time to brood, though. When Bain led Signe and Ilom to meet another Councilor, Ari
grabbed meinaquick bear hug.

“What'swith the dress?’ Janco asked.
“Better than that wrinkled uniform,” | countered. “And isthat gray hair in your goatee?’

Janco smoothed ahand over hisfacia hair. “ A little present from my run-in with asword. Or should | say
from when the sword had arun-in with me?’ His eyeslit up. “Want to see the scar? It'scool.” He
garted pulling his shirt out of his pants.

“Janco,” Ari warned. “We re not supposed to be fraternizing with the Sitians.”

“But she’ snot Sitian. Right, Y elena? Y ou haven't gone south on us, have you?’” Janco’ s voice held mock
horror. “Becauseif you havel can't give you your present.”

| took my switchblade out, showing the inscription to Janco. “What about ‘ Sieges weathered, fight
together, friends forever’ ? Does that changeif | become an officid southerner?’

Janco rubbed the hair on his chin, considering.

“No,” Ari said. “Y ou could changeinto agoat and it would still apply.”

“Only if she made us some goat’s cheese,” Janco said.

Ari rolled hislight blue eyes. “ Just give her the gift.”

“It'sfrom Vaek,” Janco said, digging into his pack. “ Since he was unable to accompany the delegation.”
“Suicide” Ari sad. “The Sitianswould execute Vaek if they caught himin their lands.”

Concern for Vaek coursed through me, and | glanced around the hal, looking to seeif anyone else had
recognized him. Everyone seemed to be engaged in conversation except Cahil. He stood aone, watching
the Ixians. He met my gaze and frowned.



At Janco’ striumphant grunt | turned back to my friends. Once | saw what Janco had in hispam, al
thoughts about Cahil disgppeared. A black stone snake with glints of silver twisted four times around his
fingers. The snake' s scales had been carved with a diamond pattern adong its back, and two tiny
sapphires gleamed from its eyes. One of Vaek’s carvings.

“It'sabracdet,” Janco said. He took my hand and dipped the snake over it until it fit onto my forearm.
“It wastoo small for me,” Janco joked. “So | told Vaek he should giveit to you. Looks likeit fitsyou

perfectly.”
| marveled a my gift. Why had Vaek chosen a snake? Apprehension coiled in my stomach.

“Things have been quiet Snce you left,” Ari said. “Even though we re not part of his corps, Vaek made
Janco afox statue and a horse for me. They’ re the nicest things we own.”

Wetaked until Ari and Janco had to follow the Ambassador to her suite. They told me they would have
rotating shiftsto guard Signe and llom and would have sometimeto talk to me again. | offered to show
them around the Citaddl and perhaps the Keep.

Irysfound me before | |eft the great hall and she accompanied me through the Citadd’ s Streetsto the
meeting to discuss the ongoing effortsto find Opal. My ever-present guards, who had been discreet
during the ceremonies, followed us.

“Janco looks great,” Iryssaid. “ That was aquick recovery from such asevereinjury. I'mglad.”

Irys swords reminded me of something Story Weaver had said. With al the commotion surrounding
Opa and the delegation, | hadn’t discussed Moon Man’ s claims with her.

“Irys, what isa Soulfinder? My—"

Don’'t say anymore aloud, Irys's voice admonished in my mind. That’s not something you want
anyone to overhear.

Why not? Why all the fear? My hand sought Valek’ sbracelet. | twisted it around my arm.

Shesighed. Stian history is full of wonderful and brave magicians, who have joined the clans
together and stopped the wars. Unfortunately, those tales aren’t told in the taverns and to the
children. The tales of the few magicians who have caused harm seem to be the ones whispered by
the fireside. With Mogkan’ s corruption and now this beast that has Opal, | don’t want rumors and
storiesto circulate about a Soulfinder.

Irys fiddled with the brown feathers on her hawk mask that she carried. About a hundred and fifty
years ago, a Soulfinder was born. He was considered a gift from the underworld. His strong magic
affected peopl€’ s souls, healing both emotional and physical pain. Then he discovered he could
pluck a soul fromthe air before it could float to the sky, waking the dead.

But something happened. We don’t know what, but he became bitter and he went from helping
people to using them. Keeping the souls for himself, he woke the dead without their souls. These
emotionless creatures followed his orders and had no remorse for their actions. That ability is
considered an aberration and is against our Ethical Code. With his soulless army, he had control
of Stia for many many dark years before the Master Magicians could stop him.

Before| could ask for details, Irys continued her story. Yelena, you have all the abilities of a
Soulfinder. When you breathed for Tula, you shocked me and alarmed Roze. That’swhy | was so
harsh with you about losing your guards. | had to show Roze | could control you. But today you



made me realize that was wrong. It was probably the same type of panicked response that pushed
the Soulfinder over the edge. We need to discover the extent of your abilities before we categorize
you. Who knows? You could be a Master Magician.

| laughed, thinking of how easy it had been for Irysto ambush me and bresk through my magica
defenses. “Highly doubtful,” 1 said. And aso doubtful was Moon Man's claimsthat | was a Soulfinder.
Tula s soul was stolen. | could breathe for her, yet | couldn’t wake her without it. | shared some abilities
with a Soulfinder, but obvioudy not dl.

Aswe drew closer to the Kegp’ sentrance, | noticed asmall beggar wearing adirty cloak huddled by the
wadll, shaking a cup. Annoyed that | was the only oneto notice, | walked over and dropped acoin into
the cup. The beggar looked up, and | saw aflash of Fisk’s smile before he hid hisface again.

“We have news about the one you seek. Come to the market tomorrow.”
“Hey, you! Stop bothering thelady,” said one of my guards.
| spun to glare at the guard. When | turned back, Fisk was gone.

| mulled over Fisk’ smessage. My firdt inginct involved ditching my guards tomorrow and meeting with
him, an Ixian response, but | decided to try the Sitian approach and see what the others had found

regarding Opd.

Lef leaned over atable in the meeting room, studying amap. He greeted my arriva with asurprised
expression, but | refused to acknowledge him and had to suppress a sudden fury that welled in my throat.
| had no ideahow | would fulfill my promiseto Moon Man when al | wanted to do was shake Leif and
demand an explanation.

Irys broke the sillence and filled mein on the group’ s efforts so far. They had divided the Citadd into
sections and one magician was assigned to search each quarter. Councilor Harun, the Sandseed’ s
Councilman, had taken his people to hunt for Opal in the part of the Avibian Plainsthat bordered the
Citadd. No clues had been found.

“WEe |l send guardsto search every building in the Citadel,” Roze said, sweeping into the meeting room
with Bain on her hedls.

“Which will cause Opd’ simmediate death,” | said.
Roze sneered at me. “Who invited you?’ She gave Irys apoisonous glare.

“She'sright, Roze,” Iryssaid. “News of the searches would spread like abarn fire and he would be
derted”

“Does anyone have a better idea?’
“I do,” | said into the silence.
All eyesturned toward me. Roze' s gaze froze my blood.

“I have friendsin the Citaddl who can get information without caling attention to themselves. Seemsthey
might have aready learned something, but | need to meet them at the market tomorrow.” Under my
deeve, | twisted Vaek’s snake around on my wrist, waiting for their response.

“No,” Rozesaid. “It could be atrap.”



“Now you're concerned for my welfare? How touching. Although | think jealousy istherea emotion,” |
shot back.

“Ladies, please,” said Bain. “Let usfocus on thetask a hand. Do you trust this source, Y elena?’
HY$H

“It would not look unusua for Y elenato go to the market to shop. Her guards would be with her,” Irys
added.

“The guards would scare away my source,” | said, which wastrue enough for my purposes. “ Also my
source might lead me somewhere, so I'll have to move quick.”

“But you'll need protection. We could disguise your guards,” Irys offered.

“No. They're not the protection | need. | can defend myself against aphysica thresat, but | need to
defend againgt amagica one.” Iryswas apowerful aly.

Irys nodded, and we made plans for the next day.

After the meseting, | went to the dining room to grab something to eat and | picked up afew gpplesfor
Kiki and Topaz. My guards continued to follow me, and it felt odd how I had grown used to their
presence. At least | didn’t need to worry about God trying another surprise attack. Especialy when |
had so many other things to occupy my thoughts.

| hadn’t been able to ride since my house arrest, and, eveniif | couldn’t leave the Keep, at least | could
practice riding. Kiki’s mother had sneered at my saddle, so | wanted to learn how to ride bareback.
Besdes, it could be aussful ill to learn. In an emergency | wouldn't have time to saddle her.

And | needed the distraction. Bad thoughts of losing my guards and snesking into acertain Adviser's
room in the Citadd’ s guest quarters kept surfacing. | drowned the dangerousimpulse. | wouldn't risk
Vaek' slifefor my own sdfish reasons. Pulling up my deeve, | examined Vaek’ sgift in the late afternoon
sunlight, running afinger along its back. The bracelet even felt like asnake, athough its body language
seemed to indicate a protective rather than an aggressive stance.

Again, | wondered at his choice. Perhaps he had somehow witnessed my nightmares about snakes, but
why make one as a present? Wouldn't amongoose make a better gift?

Kiki waited for me by the pasture’ s gate. She nickered in greeting, and | fed her an apple before climbing
over the fence. My guards took up positions outside the gate, close but not too close. They were
learning.

AsKiki ate, | checked her over. She had nettles snarled in her tail, and dried mud on her belly and caked
around her hooves.

“Didn’'t anyone groomyou?’ | asked aoud, tsking.

“Shewouldn’t let anyone near her,” Cahil said. He held abucket of brushes and combs over therail.
“Seems only you can do the honors.”

| took the handle. “ Thanks.” | pulled out a currycomb and began to loosen the mud on her coat.

Cahil rested hisarms on the fence. * Saw you talking to the northerners today. Y ou know some of them?”’



| glanced a Cahil. A serious expression gripped hisface. So histimdy arriva with the supplies hadn’t
been acoincidence. He had waited to ambush me with questions about the Ixians.

Choosing my wordswith care, | said, “Two of the guards are my friends.”

“The ones who taught you how to fight?" Cahil tried to sound casudl.

“yes”

“What divison do they belong to?’

| stopped brushing Kiki and stared at him. “Cahil, what do you redlly want to know?’
He stammered.

“Y ou're not thinking of jeopardizing the delegation are you? Planning to sabotage the meetings? Or are
you more interested in ambushing them on their way back to Ixia?’

He opened his mouth, but no words came out.
“That would be unwise,” | continued. “Y ou’ Il make both Sitiaand Ixiayour enemy, and besdes...”
“Besdeswhat?’ he demanded.

“The Commander’ s dite guards surround the Ambassador. It would be suicide to make a kidnapping
atempt.”

“Aren’'t you just full of wisdom today,” Cahil said with asharp jab of sarcasm. *Y our concern for the
welfare of my menistruly heartwarming. Areyou sure you're not just protecting your northern friends?
Or perhaps protecting your heart mate?”

He had to be guessing. | cdled hisbluff. “What are you ranting about?’

“I was watching you when the delegation arrived. Although your face never moved, | saw your hand fly
to that butterfly pendant under your robe. I know the one who gave that to you is here. In fact, he gave
you ancther gift today.”

| turned back to work on Kiki, hiding my face from Cahil. “If you know so much then why areyou
asking me questions?’

“Who ishe?” When | refused to answer, Cahil continued, “It’ s the man who' s missing haf of hisright
ear. The one who gave you the snake.”

Cahil wore such asmug expression that | laughed. “ Janco? We bicker like brother and sster. No. He
wasjus ddlivering the gift.”

“I don’t believe you.”

| shrugged. “Here.” | handed awire brush to Cahil. “Y ou can get the nettles out of her tail.” When | saw
him hestate, | added, “Don’'t worry, shewon't kick you.”

Weworked for awhilein silence.
Cahil, though, wasn't content with the quiet. “Y ou’ re happier now that your northern friends are here.”
“I missed them,” | agreed.



“Would you want to go back to Ixia?’

“Yes. But that’ simpossible because I’m amagician.” And there was asigned order for my execution, but
| thought it prudent not to mention that.

“Nothing’simpossible.” Cahil finished Kiki’ stail and began combing her mane. “When | gain control of
Ixiaand free the people, you would have a place by my side if you chose to accept it.”

Avoiding his unspoken question, | gave him adubious look. “ Do you il believe Sitiawill support you
even after they’ ve been making nice with the northern delegation?’

With the passion of amystic, Cahil said, “All my lifel have been told | would rule Ixiaone day. Every
lesson, every interaction and every emotion was tailored to that Sngle purpose. Even the Council
encouraged meto plan and train and wait for the perfect moment to attack.” Cahil’ s blue eyes radiated
such apureintensity that | amost stepped back.

“Then the north agrees to atrade treaty and they visit Sitia” He spat the words out. “ Suddenly the
Commander isthe Council’ sfriend, and my reason for existing isno longer supported. The Council has
faled to redize that the Commander is deceiving them, and when hetipshishand, I'll bethere. | have
many loya followerswho are equally unhappy about the Council’ s daliances with the north.”

“Y ou're going to need atrained military if you plan to go againgt the Commander’ sforces” | said. “And
if Vaek—"

“What about Vaek?’ Cahil grabbed my arm. Hisfingers pressed my bracelet into my skin. | winced in
pan.

Kiki cocked an ear. Kick?

No. Not yet.

“If Vaek discoverswhat you' re planning, he'll stop you before you can raly your men.”
“Do you redly think he can stop me?’ he asked.

“Yes” | pulled my arm out of Cahil’ s grasp, but he caught my wrist with his other hand and yanked my
deeve up with hisfree hand, exposing the snake circled around my arm. Before | could stop him, helet
go of my deeve and tugged my collar down. My black stone butterfly pendant swung free. The silver
gpots on itswings glinted in the sunlight, matching the silver on the snake s body.

“And you would know,” Cahil said, releasng me. Hisface took on a stunned expression ashe made a
sudden redlization.

| staggered back.

“Asthe Commander’ sfood taster, you worked with Vaek every day. He had to teach you about
poisons and poisoning techniques.” He stared at mein revulsion. “Marrok told me that when the roya
family memberswere nated, the nwould leave behind ablack statue that glittered with
dlver. It wasthe assassin’s cdling card. Only after the Commander took control of IxiawasVaek
named the assassin.”

| returned to brushing Kiki. “ That’ sabig legp in logic, Cahil. Based on a bedtime story, which I’'m sure
gets more interesting with each telling, and a couple of trinkets. Vaek is not the only person who carves
things out of those rocks. Think about that before you legp to conclusons.”



Refusing to meet Cahil’ sgaze, | put the grooming equipment back into the bucket and led Kiki to her
gdl. By thetimel finished filling her weter pail, Cahil had gone.

My guardstrailed meto the baths, and stayed outside while | washed off the horse hair and dust that
coated my skin. The sun had set by the time we reached my rooms. | waited outside, shivering in the cold
night air while one guard searched insde. Given thedl clear, | entered my dark living room. | shuttered
and locked my windows againgt the chilly wind, then lit afirein the hearth.

“That' s better,” said avoicethat set my soul onfire.

| turned. Valek lounged on achair with his booted feet propped up on the table.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Vaek held the vamur statue | had bought for him long ago, admiring it in the firlight. He woreasmple
black shirt and pants. The clothes did not appear to be astight fitting as his hooded snesk suit, but
seemed snug enough not to impede his movements.

“How did you—"

“Fool your guards? They’ re not very good. They forgot to check the celling for spiders.” Vaek grinned.
His angular face softened.

Startled, | redized hewasn't in disguise. “ Thisis dangerous.”
“I knew faling for you was dangerous, love.”

“I meant coming to Sitia. Being herein the Magician’s Keep with guards just outside my door.” |
gestured wildly.

“It'sonly dangerousif they know I’'m here. According to them, I'm just Ambassador Signe' slowly and
dull-witted aide.” Vaek stood; his movements liquid. The black fabric of hisclothes clung to hislean
build. He stretched hisarms out to the sde. “ See, I'm not even armed.”

He made aweak attempt to look innocent, but | knew better. “ Should | guess how many concealed
weapons you have or should | strip search you?’

“A drip searchisthe only way to be absolutely certain.” Vaek’s deep blue eyes danced with delight.

| took three steps and was wrapped in hisarms, where | belonged. No confusion here. No worries here.
No troubles here. Just Vaek’ s scent, an intoxicating combination of musk and spice.

During our short trip to the bed, | found two knives strapped to Valek’ s forearms, darts and other
throwing implements tucked inside his belt, a switchblade strapped to hisright thigh and ashort sword in
his boot.

| knew more weapons hid within his clothes, but once | touched his skin, the game ceased to matter as
we became reacquainted. With hisbody next to mine, | felt al the empty placesinsde mefill with his
essence. Home.

It wasn't until deep into the night that we stopped to talk. Lying next to him under the blanket, | thanked
himin alow voice for the snake bracelet and told him about Tula, Opa and the reason for the guards.

“And you said it was dangerous for me,” Vaek said, pointing out the irony. “Good thing I’'m here. You'll



need backup that can’t be influenced by magic.”

Vaek’simmunity to magic could be considered another conceal ed weapon. Hope of recovering Opal
unharmed bloomed in my chest for thefirst time since her capture. “How can you provide backup?
Y ou' re supposed to be with the Ambassador.”

Hegrinned. “Don’t worry. I’ ve got that covered. Thisisnot thefirst time, nor will it bethelast time, I've
been in Sitia. Keeping tabs on our neighbors has aways been one of my duties as security chief. Fun
Suff.”

“Until you're caught,” | said. My mood soured, but Vaek seemed unaffected by my comment.

“There sawaysthat chance. Part of the dlure, | suppose.” He nuzzled my neck and sighed with regret.
“I better get back. It'll be dawn soon.” He rolled out of bed and began to dress. “Besides, | don’t want
to be here when your boyfriend arrives.”

“Who?" | sat up.
“The blonde that follows your every move with hislovesick eyes,” Valek teased.

“Cahil?’ | laughed, dismissing him. “He thought Janco was my heart mate. | think you should fed more
jedlousy toward my horse. She' s the one who has stolen my heart.”

Vaek dtilled as the amusement dropped from hisface. “What' s his name?’
“Her nameisKiki.”

He shook his head. “Not the horse. The blonde.”

“Cehil”

“Cahil Ixia? The King' s nephew? He' saive?” Vaek seemed confused.

“| thought you knew,” | said.

| had imagined Vaek had let Cahil live once he had reached Sitia. But now Cahil’s comment about
Vaek forgetting to count the bodies when he had assassinated the roya family cameto mind. With a
growing horror, | redized my mistake.

“Vaek, don'tkill him.”

“He sathreat to the Commander.” A dead flatness covered Vaek’s eyes. He wore his stone face.
Unyidding. Uncompromising.

“Hesmy friend.”
Vaek'scold killer' s gaze met mine. “ The second he becomes more than a potentia threat, he's dead.”

Vaek had pledged to protect the Commander, and only hislove for me kept him from assassinating
Cahil that night. Vaek’ sloydty waswithout fall. If the Commander had given him adirect order tokill
me, Vaek would have. Lucky for usthat the Commander hadn’t given Valek that order.

“I'm glad the Commander is safe within Ixia sborders.” Vaek’ sface softened and he laughed. “He's
taking avacation. He sthe only person | know who thinks hunting sand spidersisrelaxing.”



“Aren’'t you worried he' d get sung?” My skin crawled just thinking about the poisonous spiders. They
werethe size of asmall dog and jumped with aletha quickness. But then | remembered that the
Commander wasredly in the Citadd’ s guest quarters.

“No. | gill can’t beat the Commander in aknife fight. His skills are more than adequate to handle a sand
spider. Plotting royaty is another matter, though. I’ [l have to keep an eye on this Cahil.”

| knew it was amatter of time before VVaek found out about Cahil’ s plansto regain hiskingdom. Then
what would | do? Those thoughts reminded me about something Cahil had said that hadn’t sounded right.

“Valek, did you used to leave your carvings behind when you nated someone?’
“Have you been ligening to Sitian rumors?’ He smiled.
| nodded. “But | don’t necessarily believe dl that | hear.”

“Good. Although, I'm embarrassed to admit that oneistrue. | was young, cocky and stupid, enjoying
being known asthe Death Artist. | even started leaving acarving before | began ajob, letting my victim
findit.” Vaek shook his head at the memory. “That nonsense dmost got mekilled, so | stopped it
dtogether.”

Vaek finished dressing. “1’ [l be at the market today in case anything happens.”

Hekissed meand | clung to him for amoment, wishing we could run away and forget about soul-stedling
magicians and Cahil. But that was't for us. Dealing with prisoners, schemers and killers seemed to be
our lot inlife. Besides, we would probably grow bored living in safety without any problemsto worry
about. But ill | wished for it.

With reluctance, | let Vaek go. He nodded toward the door. | opened it and distracted the guard. When
| returned to the living room, the heavy darkness pressed on my skin astheicy air soaked into my bones.
Vaek was gone.

Irysand | walked to the market that morning. The bleak, overcast sky reflected my mood. | huddled in
my cloak. It wasthefirg timel needed to wear it during the daytime.

People crowded the market. They hurried to get their shopping done before the dark rain clouds that
hovered on the horizon could descend on the Citadd!.

| made afew small purchases before | felt afamiliar tug on my deeve. Fisk stood next to me. He flashed
me asmile. Hisface no longer held the gauntness of malnutrition, and | could see his busy gang of
children carrying packages for the shoppers.

“Y ou wanted to find a strange man living with ayoung girl?’ he asked.
“Y es. Have you seen them?’
He grinned, holding out his hand. “Information costls money.”

“| seeyou' re branching out into anew trade. Very wise,” | said as| handed him a Sitian copper. “But
watch who you ded with. Some won't take kindly to your inquiries.”

He nodded with understanding and | saw awisdom far beyond hisnineyearsin hislight brown eyes. |
suppressed asigh. In Ixia, Fisk’ sintelligence would be encouraged. He would grow up to be an Adviser



or ahigh-ranking officer, but in Sitia he had grown up on the street, begging for food and money. But not
anymore.

| smiled. “What do you know?’

“I'll show you.” Fisk pulled on my hand.

Irys, who had remained silent during our exchange, asked, “Can | comewith you?’

Fisk ducked his head, looking at the ground. “If it pleases you, Fourth Magician,” he mumbled.
A wry grintouched Irys sface. “So much for my disguise”

Fisk glanced up in surprise. “ Only the beggars who work near the Council’ sHall would recognize you,
Fourth Magician. With not much to do dl day, they sudy the Council members. It' sagameto bethe
first to recognize one of the Master Magicians”

Irys considered Fisk’s comments. He squirmed under her scrutiny until he couldn’t stand it any longer
and turned away from her are.

“Come. Thisway,” hesad.

Wefollowed him through the Citadel. Cutting across back alleys and empty courtyards, | wondered if
Vaek followed us. The residents seemed intent on their chores and hardly noticed our passage.

Fisk stopped before we reached an open plaza. A large jade statue of atortoise with intricate carvings
on its shell occupied the middie of the square. The dark green turtle shot water out of its mouth and into a
pool of water.

Pointing to a building on the opposite side of the plaza, Fisk said, “On the second floor lives aman with
red lines on his hands. HE' s new and no one knows him. He wears acloak that hides hisface. My
brother has seen ayoung girl enter the building, carrying packages.”

| looked at Irys. Was this quarter searched with magic? | asked her with my mind.
Yes. But not by a Master.

She stretched out her awareness and my mind’ s eye went with her. Our minds touched ayoung woman
nursing ababy on thefirg floor. Her thoughts on getting the baby to nap after he' d eaten hisfill. Another
woman on the third floor worried about the possibility of rain. We could fedl no one on the second floor,
but Ferde' s magic matched Irys sin strength and he would not be easy to detect.

| could push harder, but he would know we were here, Iryssaid. | will come back with some
reinforcements.

Who?

Roze and Bain. Together we should be able to subdue him. And once he' s unconscious, he'll be
easier to transport to the Keep's prison.

Why unconscious?
A magician is helpless when unconscious.

Seeping? | asked indarm.



No. Only if it'sa drugged sleep or you get knocked out.
What happens once he wakes? Won't he be able to use his magic to escape?

The Keep’ s prison cells contain a power loop. If a magician tries to use magic within the cell, the
loop absorbs the magical power and directsit back into the cell’ s defenses until the magicianis
exhausted.

Fisk, who had been staring at usin fascination, cleared histhroat. “ Do you think the one you seek isliving
here?’

“Could the young girl your brother saw be the one with the baby?’ Irys asked Fisk.
He shook his head. “That’ s Ruby. Sometimes she hires me to watch Jatee.”

| grinned. *Y ou' re turning into quite the entrepreneur.”

“I bought my mother anew dress,” he said with pride.

Rain began to fal aswe made our way back to the market. With awave, Fisk joined hisfriendsand
disappeared. The market emptied as the vendors packed up their wares. One woman bumped into mein
her haste to get out of the rain. She shouted an apology, but never dowed her pace. Rumbles of thunder
echoed off the hard marble wdls of the Citadd.

I’ll find Roze and Bain. You return to the Keep, Irysingructed.
But | want to be there when you search that building.

No. Say at the Keep, Yelena. He wants you. And if something goes wrong and he threatens to
hurt Opal, you know you' Il give yourself up. It’s too dangerous.

| wanted to argue. But Iryswasright, and, if | followed her despite her instructions, shewouldn’t trust me
agan.

Irys headed toward the Council Hall to find Roze, who had an appointment with the Ixian Ambassador.
A meeting | would have loved to eavesdrop on. The arrogant Master Magician against the powerful
Commander.

Therain began to fal in sheets, soaking my cloak. When | tucked my cold, wet hands into the pockets,
my fingerstouched paper. | couldn’t remember putting anything there. | hadn’t worn my cloak since
coming to Sitia, although, 1 had used it to degp when we had camped on the Avibian Plains. Perhapsthe
paper contained a cryptic message from Story Weaver. | laughed; it seemed to be something he would
enjoy doing, leaving a puzzling notein my cloak. However, the mystery would have to wait until | found
some shelter fromtherain.

My guards waited at the Keep' s entrance. They followed me as | headed toward my room. After they
searched theinterior, | invited them ingde, but they declined, citing some military regulation.

After | started aroaring fire and hung up my sodden cloak, | extracted the paper. It was amessage for
me. My handsturned to ice as | read the words, and even the heat from the hearth couldn’t warm them

up.
“What does the message say?’ Vaek asked, coming from the bedroom.
| had ceased to be amazed by his abilities. Dripping wet, he must have come in through the bedroom



window past one of my guards.

He plucked the paper from my hand. “ She had some rudimentary skills. Probably a pickpocket hired to
giveyou thisnote. Did you get agood ook at her face?’

| made the belated connection between the woman who had bumped into me in the market and the
message. “No. Her hood covered most of her head.”

Vaek shrugged, but his gaze pierced me after he scanned the note. “ Interesting devel opment.”
Yes, Vaek would think thisturn of eventsinteresting. However, | found mysdf conflicted.

“Seemsthekiller is one step ahead of the magicians,” he said. “He knows they won't exchange you for
Opd. So he has taken mattersinto his own hands. How important is Opd’ slife to you?’

Vaek had, asusual, gotten to the heart of the matter. Ferde’ s note specified alocation and anew date
for the exchange. Three nights before the full moon, which was four days from now. | guessed that he
needed some time to get me ready for the Eferitua. My skin crawled with dread and | forced horrible
images of being raped and tortured from my mind.

| could tdll Irys and the others. They would set atrap for Ferde. But they wouldn’t let me near the Site,
s0 the trap was bound to fall.

Or | wouldn't tell Irys about the note and would go to the meeting Site alone. Irys swarnings of what
would happen if Ferde absorbed my magic filtered through my mind. He would then be powerful enough
to control Sitia

Let Opal dieto save Sitia? | had promised myself that | wouldn't let that happen to her. And what would
stop Ferde once Opd died from tricking another magician into giving him her soul? Nothing.

| would need to keep this new situation tucked deep beneath my surface thoughts. Irys had been true to
her word to not pry into my mind, but with the fate of Sitiaat stake, | wouldn’t be surprised if she broke
her promise.

My gaze met Vaek’'s. Magic couldn’t detect him.
“Her lifeisimportant,” | said, answering his question. “But capturing thekiller isvital.”
“What do you need, love?’

Chapter Twenty-Six

Vaek and | made someinitid plansfor rescuing Opa. When he returned to the Ixian delegation, | fdt a
renewed sense of purpose. The next day | used my free time to practice controlling my magic and to do
some physicd training in preparation for my encounter with Ferde.

Irys, Roze and Bain had raided the apartment where, according to Fisk, the man with the red hands
lived. The roomswere empty, and, by the mess that was scattered on the floor, the occupants had left in
ahurry. Either someone had tipped him off, or he had felt the Masters approach. A dead end either
way, which made Vaek and my planscritical.

| also began demongtrating self-defense techniquesto Zitora, findly keeping my side of our bargain to
trade the Third Magician' spile of clothesfor defensetraining. Thereview helped in my training, aswell.



Therain from the day before puddied in the training yard, and splattered us with mud as we worked on
basi ¢ sdf-defense techniques. A apt student, Zitora quickly grasped the concepts.

“I pull my wrist out of your grasp through your thumb?’ Zitora asked.

“Yes. It' sthe weakest part.” | grunted as she yanked her arm from me. * Perfect. Now I’ [l show you how
to not only free your wrist, but twist your hand so you can grab your attacker’s arm and bresk it.”

Her eyeslit up with gleeand | laughed. “ Everyone thinks you' re so sweet and nice. | amost fed sorry for
thefirst person to try and take advantage of that. Almost!”

We worked for awhile until her moves became moreinginctive.

“That' sagood gart,” | said. “Those moveswill help you against someone stronger than you, but if you
go against awdl|-trained opponent, you'll have to use different tactics.”

Zitoralooked past my shoulder and her tawny eyes grew wide. “Y ou mean | could take on someone
like him?”

| turned. Ari strode into the training areawith Janco at his hedls. Wearing his deevelesstraining shirt and
short pants, his powerful physique was gpparent. While Janco might be leaner than his partner, | knew
his speed could match Ari’ s strength. They carried bows and broad smiles. My Keep guards looked
queasy and undecided. | waved them off.

“Yes” | saidto Zitora. “With the proper training, you could escape from him. Youwouldn’'t lastina
sparring match, but that’ s not what self-defenseis al about. Remember what | told you? Hit and—"

“Git!” Janco added. “Run like abunny with awolf onitstail. | see you' re passing our wisdom on,
Yelena” Janco turned to Zitora, and said in aconspiratoria whisper, “ She was trained by the very best
indructorsindl of Ixia”

“Another rule of sdf-defenseis never believe everything you hear,” Ari said when Zitora appeared to be
impressed by Janco’ swords.

“How did you get past the Keep'sguards?’ | asked Ari.

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “ The guard asked for our names and our reason for visiting. Wetold
him and he went into the guardhouse to consult with someone. When he came out he told uswhere to
findyou.”

There must be amagician posted &t the gate who could communicate by magic to othersin the Keep.
That was good to know.

“Canwejoinyou?’ Janco asked. “| learned afew new sdlf-defense moves. They’ re nasty, too!”
“Wewerejud finishing up,” | sad.

Zitorawiped her face with atowd. “1 need to get cleaned up before my Council meeting.” She hurried
off withawave.

“Areyou too tired for amatch?’ Janco asked. “| want to make sure you're a your best when | beat
you.” Hesmiled swestly.

“He sbeen getting into trouble dl day,” Ari said. “Too much time spent standing around, guarding
Ambassador Signe and Adviser 1lom asthey sat through one mesting after another.”



“Boring!” agreed Janco.

Thefact that Vaek had managed to fool Ari and Janco with his Ilom disguise made me fed alittle better
about his presencein Sitia

“I could be half-adeep and till beat you, Janco,” | countered with my own boast.

He spun his bow and stepped back into afighting stance. | picked my bow up and set my mind into my
zone of concentration. | attacked.

“Good to know you' re keeping fit,” Janco puffed. He retreated afew feet, but counterattacked with
determination. “ She' s strong and spry, but can she fly?’ Janco chanted.

| smiled, redlizing how much I had missed hisfighting rhymes. A second before he moved, | knew that he
would feint high to draw my guard up so he could strike my exposed ribs. My failure to take the bait and
to counter the rib strike shocked Janco into silence. Laughing, | drove him back, swept hisfeet out from
under him, and scooted back to avoid the splash of mud when he dropped into a puddle.

Wiping his eyes with the back of hishand, Janco said, “ Gee, Ari, and you were worried about her.”

“She' slearned anew trick since coming to Sitia,” Cahil said. He wasleaning on the training yard' sfence,
and must have watched the match.

Ari’ s posture turned defensive and dert as Cahil moved to join us. Armed with hislong sword, Cahil
wore aloose sand-colored tunic and brown pants.

After | introduced Cahil, Ari il didn’'t relax. He kept awary eye on him. | hoped Ari and Janco didn’t
recognize Cahil’ s name. Names of the dead King' s family were not mentioned in the Commander’s
history books of the takeover, and if the older citizens of Ixiaremembered, they kept it to themselves.

“What trick?" Janco asked.
“A magic trick. She anticipated your every move by reading your mind. Devious, isn't she?’ Cahil asked.

Before Janco could respond, | said, “I didn’t read hismind. | kept my own mind open and picked up on
hisintentions.”

“Sounds like the same thing to me,” Cahil countered. “Lef was right when he accused you of using magic
to beat me that time we sparred in the forest. Not only devious, but aliar, too.”

| placed ahand on Ari’ sarm to keep him from throttling Cahil. “Cahil, | didn’t need to read your mind.
Truthisyou're not as skilled as Ari and Janco. In fact, they taught meto find that zone of concentration,
or esel never would have the chance to win against them. Thereisonly one person | know who could
take them on and win without any help,” | said.

Janco congdered. “One?’ He scratched at the scar in hisright ear, thinking.
“Vaek,” Ari sad.

“Oh, yes. Theinfamous Vaek. I'm sure hislover would think that highly of him. Or should | call you his
soy?’ Cahil stared & mein chalenge.

“I think you should leave. Now,” Ari said. Hisvoice rumbled closeto agrowl.

“Thisismy home. Thanksto Vaek. You leave,” Cahil said to Ari, but his eyes never |eft my face.



Janco stepped between us. “Let’ sseeif | havethisright,” he said to Cahil. “Y elena beats you, so you
want arematch, but you think she'll use her magic instead of her fighting skillsto win. That' s quitethe
quandary.” Janco pulled at his goatee. “Since | taught her everything she knows, and | don’t have any
magic, thank fate, how about you fight me?'Y our long sword against my bow.”

“You taught her everything?’ Ari asked.
Janco waved away his comment. “ Detalls, details. I’ m thinking big picture here, Ari.”

Cahil agreed to the match. With a confident expression, Cahil assumed afighting stance then attacked.
Janco’ s bow blurred and he unarmed Cahil within three moves. Hismood didn’t improve when Janco
told Cahil he needed to use alighter sword.

“She helped you,” Cahil said to Janco. “1 should know better than to trust abunch of northerners.” Cahil
galked away with the promise of afuture encounter flaming in hiseyes.

| shrugged his comments off. Cahil wouldn't ruin my time with my friends. Challenging Janco to another
match, | swung my bow toward him, but he blocked it with ease and countered with one of his
lightning-fast jabs

Thethree of usworked together for awhile. Even connected to my menta zone, Ari still best metwice.
Ari grinned. “I’m trying not to project my intentions,” he said after dumping mein the mud.

The daylight disappeared in ahurry. Tired, covered with layers of mud and sweet and smelling asif |
could attract dung beetles, | longed for abath.

Before Ari and Janco headed back to the Citadd, Ari put alarge hand on my shoulder. “Be extremely
careful. | don't likethe way Cahil looked at you.”

“I'm aways careful, Ari.” | waved and aimed my sore body toward the bathhouse.

The cooling season was ending; | could see the | ce Queen congellation glittering in the clear night sky.
The half-moon glowed like ajewe. Only six days until the full moon. | shiveredinthecold ar. The
puddles would be frozen by morning.

My thoughts lingered on Cahil and how fast our relationship had changed back to thosefirst dayswhen
he had believed | was anorthern spy. A full circle. | reached for my snake bracelet, spinning it around my
am.

Only when | noticed that the campus seemed strangely empty and quiet did | look around for my guards.
Used to their presence, it took me afew moments before | redlized that they no longer followed me.

Pulling my bow, | searched for attackers. | saw no one. | drew power to project my awareness out, but
abug bit me on the neck, and, distracted, | dapped at it. My fingersfound atiny dart. The hollow meta
end dripped with my blood.

| liedto Ari. | wasn't careful. | had trusted my guards to keep me safe. Hundreds of excuses for my
lapse churned through my mind as the world around me began to spin. No one to blame but mysdif.

Unfortunately this acknowledgement of my own stupidity didn’t prevent the blacknessfrom claiming me.

Chapter Twenty-Seven



A sharp pain and a burning numbnessin my shoulders roused me from deep. With arank tastein my dry
mouth, | glanced around. Nothing looked familiar. And why was | sanding? Not stlanding, but hanging.
Looking up, | spotted the reason for my position. My wrists were manacled to the ends of along chain
that hung from athick wooden beam in the ceiling. Once | put my weight on my feet, the painin my
shoulders eased somewhat.

Studying my surroundings, | saw rusted shovels and dirt encrusted hoes lining the wooden walls.
Spiderwebs clung to dull-edged scythes. Dust coated the tools. Sunlight filtered in through small cracks
and hales, illuminating what | guessed to be an abandoned shed with amuted light.

My confusion about how | had gotten here disappeared the moment | heard his voice behind me.
“We Il gtart your lessons now.” God’ s satisfied tone caused my stomach to lurch.
“Turn around and see what | have planned for you,” he said.

My skin prickled with fear, but | forced my face into aneutral expresson beforel spun. A smirk lit

God’ sface as he gestured to atable on his right. Weapons and exotic instruments of torture covered the
top. A wagon containing an empty burlap sack wasto the left of Goel. The structure was bigger than |
had thought. The shed’ s door loomed behind him, gppearing impossibly far to me, but in redity only ten
feet.

Goel followed my gaze and smiled. “Bolted and locked. We rein aforgotten place far away from the
Keep.” He picked up asmall black leather whip that had metal spikes on the ends.

The Keep! | pulled some power to me and projected a desperate mental call. Irys.
“How’retheribs?’ | asked, trying to distract him.

He frowned and touched the side of his chest. “ That horse is gonnamake atasty sew.” He smacked his
lips. “But that’ s later.” Heraised the whip.

Yelena! Thank fate you're alive. Where are you? Irys sworried voice sounded in my mind.
A shed somewhere.

Godl stepped closer to strike me with the whip. | kicked him in the ssomach. He jumped back more from
surprise than pain.

“Memistake,” he said, retreating to histable. “Not toworry. I'll fix.” He picked up adart, dippingitina
vid of liquid.

The deeping potion. | thought fast.

| need more information. Is Ferde with you? Irys asked.
Not Ferde. Goel.

Godl?

No time. I'll explain later.

Godl loaded the dart into a hollow pipe. He amed. | laughed. The pipe wavered as he squinted a mein
confusion.



“I can't believeit,” | said.
“Believewhat?’ He lowered the weapon.

“That you're afraid of me. No, not afraid. Terrified.” | laughed again. “Y ou can’t beat mein afair fight so
you ambush and drug me. And even when I’ m chained, you' re ftill scared.”

“Am not.” He exchanged the pipe for apair of manaclesthen dove for my fet.

| struggled, but he outweighed me. In the end, my ankles were manacled together. Godl then staked the
six-inch chain between the cuffsto the floor. No more kicking, but | remained awake, and | had another
trick. Magic. My mind raced through options.

| could try and freeze the musclesin hisbody, but | didn’t know how. Goel chose another whip from his
table. Thisonewas longer with braided lesther and smal metal balstied into the fringes on the end.

Hisarm blurred. | projected a confusing array of imagesinto his mind.
God logt hisbadance and fdll to the ground. “Huh?’ He seemed confused.

Asheregained hisfeet, | caught adight movement behind Goel. The bolt moved and the knob turned.
The door burst open with arush of light. Two figures stood in the doorway. They pointed their swords at
God'’s heart. Ari and Janco.

“Yeena areyou dl right?’ Ari asked. Hiseyes never left God’ s surprised face.

Janco came over and ingpected the chains. “Keys?' he asked Goel, who pressed hislips together.
“GuessI’ll haveto do it the hard way.” Janco pulled hislock picksfrom his pocket.

My firgt rush of relief a seeing my friends cooled. This rescue wouldn't stop Goel from trying again. Even
if hewas arrested for kidnapping, God would harbor his grudge until freed and years from now, | might
bein the exact same position. | had to dedl with him. He needed to know that he couldn’t win against

me

| shook my head at Janco. “I’ ve got the situation under control. Go back to the Keep, I’ [l meet you
there”

Janco stared at me in astonished silence. Ari, though, trusted me. “Come on, she doesn’'t need our help.”
Ari shesthed his sword.

Janco recovered. He flashed me one of his mischievous grins. “I’ll bet you a copper that she'll befreein
fiveminutes” hesaid to Ari.

Ari grunted in amusement. “ A slver on ten minutes,” he countered.

“I'll bet you both agold coin that shekillshim,” Vaek said from behind them. They moved asde and he
entered, till dressed in hisAdviser llom disguise. “ The only way to take care of your problem. Right,
love?

“Nokilling,” I sad. “I'll manage.”
“He' smy man. I'll handlethis” Cahil said from the doorway.

Vaek spun, but Cahil just stared at him for amoment before coming insde. “ Goel, stand down,” Cahil
ordered.



Va ek disappeared from sight. The crowded shed seemed to shrink in size and, by this point, | wouldn’t
be surprised to see Irys and the other Magters following Cahil. We could al have afestival.

During the conversations and arrivals, Godl’ s face had transformed from stunned to horrified and findly
Settled into stubborn determination. “No,” he said to Cahil.

“God, you wereright about her. But thisisn't the way to dedl with her. Especidly not with her two
henchmen nearby. Release her.”

“I don’'t take orders from you. Everyone else can pretend you'rein charge. | won't.”

“Are you chdlenging my authority?’ Cahil demanded.

“Y ou don't have any authority with me,” Goel shot back.

Cahil’ sface turned bright red as he sputtered. “How dare—"

“Gentlemen!” | shouted. “Y ou can fight it out later. Everyone leave. Now! My arms arekilling me.”
Janco pulled Cahil from the shed. Ari shut the door. Goel stood there blinking in the sudden darkness.
“Where were we?’ | prompted.

“You can't expect me...” He gestured toward the door.

“Forget about them. Y ou have more to worry about in here than outside.”

He sneered. “Y ou're not redly in the position to be boasting.”

“And you don't fully understand what it’ slike to go against a magician.”

The sneer faded from hislips.

“You think I'm just some girl to betaught alesson. That | should fear you. Y ou' re the one who needsthe
lesson.” | gathered power to me and reached my awareness out to Godl’s.

Theword “magician” had only caused abrief feding of doubt in Goe’smind. After all, hethought, if she
was a good magician, she wouldn’t have been so easy to catch.

“A momentary lapse,” | said. Since he had no magica power, he couldn’t hear my thoughts, but I might
be able to control him. | closed my eyes and projected myself into Goel, taking the chance that if | could
doit with Topaz | should be ableto do it with a person.

Hejumped asif struck by lightning when | entered his mind. Although glad that my transfer worked,
being closer to God’ s dimy thoughts made me wish for Topaz' s clean mind.

When | focused Godl’ seyes on me, | understood why he thought o little of me. My hair hung in messy
clumps. The combination of closed eyes, dirt-stresked face and mud covered clothes made me seem
pathetic. A helplessfigurein need of abath.

| felt his panic when heredlized he had lost control of hisbody. He could till think, see and fedl. |
marveled at hisphysica strength, but | encountered some difficultly moving hisbody around. The
proportions felt strange and balancing his body took a concentrated effort.

Hetried to regain control, but | pushed hisweak efforts aside. | searched for the key to the manacles and



found them in his pack under the table. Then | unlocked and removed the manacles from my body’ s feet.
Supporting myself with one of God’sarms, | unlocked the wrist cuffs. | grabbed my body beforeit could
fal to the ground and lifted it up.

It felt light asapillow. My body breathed and blood pulsed. | carried it and laid it gently on the ground
near the door. Using God’ sthumb, | raised my left eydid. Although my body lived, the spark of life was
gone. Unnerved | stood and backed away.

When thefedling of utter hel plessness overcame God, | let him experience that sensation for along while.
Picking up aknifefrom thetable, | cut ashalow lineaong hisarm. | fet his pain from the cut, but it was
muted and distant. Resting thetip of the blade on his chest, | wondered if | plunged the knifeinto his
heart, would | kill usboth?

An interesting question that would have to be answered at another time. Kicking off hisboots, | snapped
the manacles around God'’ s ankles then | shortened the chain hanging from the overhead beam before
locking hiswrigtsinto the cuffs. | savored the combination of fear, discomfort and chagrin that coursed
through hismind before | projected myself back toward my own body.

The shed spun for amoment when | opened my eyes. Fatigue coursed through my limbs. | sood in dow
motion, but managed asmug smile at God’ s new predicament. As | headed for the door, | thought |
probably wouldn't have discovered that magical skill working with Irys or the other magicians. And what
exactly had | done? Transferred my magic? My will? My soul ? | shied away from those disturbing
thoughts. Taking control of someone’ sbody and forcing him to move must bein violation of the Ethica
Code. But when God kidnapped me he became acrimina. The Ethical Code didn’t apply to him. |
amost laughed. | guess | should be grateful Godl attacked me. Now | knew another defensive magical
move.

Ari and Janco waited for mein the overgrown field that surrounded the shed. | saw a dilapidated fence
and a collapsed barn and guessed we stood on an abandoned farm outside the Citaddl. Vaek and Cahil
hadn’t waited for me.

Ari smiled as Janco dapped asiver coininto his huge hand.

“Your problem?’ Ari asked me.

“| left him hanging.”

“What took you so long?’ Janco complained.

“| wanted to prove my point. Where's...ah, Adviser [lom and Cahil?’

“Why the sudden concern for Ilom?” Janco asked with mock sincerity. “He'sagrown man with
surprising abilities. That stuffy old bore appeared out of nowhere, did adead perfect impression of
Vaek’svoice and disappeared asif by magic. Theman’sagenius | should have known he would come
adong. Vadek wouldn't missdl thefun.”

The smile dropped from Ari’ sface. “Vaek’ sgoing to get caught. Cahil made abedinefor the Citadd,
probably to tell the Council members about Vaek.”

“Great disguise, though,” Janco said. “He had usfooled.”

“Cahil aready suspected Vaek washere” | said, shivering in the cold morning air. Now he knew for
certain. “I’m sure Vaek can handleit.” My tired mind, though, couldn’t produce a good solution.



Ari went over to the shed and picked up my backpack from where it leaned againgt the side. “I thought
you might need this.” He handed it to me.

| found my cloak ingde. Wrapping the warm garment around me | moved to ding the pack onto my
back, but Ari took it from me.

“Let’sgo,” Ari said.

He and Janco led me through the falow fields. We passed an empty farmhouse.
“Wherearewe?’ | asked.

“ About two miles east of the Citadd,” Ari said.

| sumbled just a the thought of waking two miles. “How did you find me?’

“Wefollowed your guards last night to make sure they knew what they were doing. By thetimewe
realized they had been hit, you had disappeared,” Ari said.

Janco grinned. “The magicians were frantic. Search parties were sent.” He shook his head asif amazed

by the uproar. “We had no ideawhat they would find in the dark. We just hoped they wouldn’t ruin the
trail. Once the sun was up, it took us no timeto follow the tracks. God used awagon to whedl you out

of the Keep and Citadd.”

| thought of the burlap sack lying in the wagon. Goel must have hidden mein that sack.

“I guess Cahil followed us,” Janco said. Scratching his scar, he added, * Of course, you didn’'t want our
help. Now | have to go beat up some soldier just to keep my ego intact.”

Aswe reached the east gate of the Citaddl, | spotted acommotion near the guardhouse. A loose horse
was giving the guards sometrouble. Kiki.

She stopped when we crossed through the gate. Lavender Lady tired. Need ride.
How did you find me?
Follow scent of Srong Man and Rabbit Man.

Shereferred to Ari and Janco. | apologized to the gate’ s guards about Kiki’ s disruption. Ari helped me
onto her back and gave me my pack.

“WEe | catch up with you later,” Ari promised.

Before Kiki and | headed toward the Keep, | thanked my friends.

“For what? We didn't do anything,” Janco grumbled.

“For caring enough to follow my guards. And the next time, | might need the help.”
“There better not be anext time,” Ari said, giving me astern look.

“How touching,” Janco said, pretending to wipe hiseyes. “Get going, Y eena. | don’t want you to see me
cry.” Hefaked asniffle.

“I’'m sure your ego can handleit,” | said. “Or will you need to beat up sometraineesto fed likeaman
agan?”



“Very funny,” hesad.

| waved and asked Kiki to take me home. On theway, | connected to Irys and updated her on what had
happened. She promised to send some guards out to arrest Goel.

If I don't make it to my room, I'll be asleep in the barn, | said, yawning. | felt her hesitate. Now
what?

Your parents arrived this morning.
Oh, no!

Oh, yes. Esau is here with me, but when your mother found out you were missing, she climbed a
tree and we can’'t convince her to come down. She's hysterical and won't listen to us. You'll have
to talk to her.

| Sghed. I’'mon my way. Where is she?
Perl wasin one of thetall oak trees next to the pasture.

Kiki took meto the base of thetree. A handful of orange and brown leaves till clung to the branches. |
gpotted my mother’ s green cloak near thetop. | called to Perl, telling her | wasfine. “'Y ou can come
down now,” | said.

“Ydena Thank fatel Come up here whereit’ssafe” she said.

| resgned mysdlf to the fact that getting Perl down would be difficult, and took off my cloak and
backpack, dropping them to the ground. Even standing on Kiki’sback, | still had to stretch to reach the
lowest branch. My mother’ s climbing ability wasimpressive.

AsKiki grazed, | hauled mysdlf higher, climbing until | reached my mother. | settled on abranch below
her, but she appeared next to mein an ingtant, hugging me tight. When her body started shaking with
sobs, | had to grab the tre€’ s trunk to keep us both from faling.

| waited for her to calm before gently pulling her away. She sat next to me, leaning against my shoulder.
Her face was streaked with dirt where her tears had mixed with the dried mud on my clothes. | offered
the one clean spot on my shirt, but she shook her head, taking a handkerchief from her pocket. Her dark
green cloak had many pockets, and the garment had adim tailored cut, diminating the bulky excess of
materia. 1t wouldn't make agood blanket, but it was perfect for kegping warm while traveling through
the tree tops.

“Isthisone of Nutty’sdesigns?’ | asked her, fingering the cloth.

“Yes. Sincel hadn't Ieft thejunglein fourteen years...” She gave mearueful amile, “I needed something
for the cooler westher.”

“I'mglad you came,” | said.

Her smilefled. A look of terror touched her eyes before she took afew deep breaths. “Y our father gave
me some Eladine to keep me cam during thetrip, and | was doing so well, until...” She put ahand to her
neck, grimacing.

“Badtiming,” | agreed. “But I'mfine, see?’ | held out an arm. My mistake,

She gasped, staring at the bloody bruises around my wrist. | pulled my deeve down to cover them.



“They'rejust scratches.”

“What happened? And don’t sugarcoat it for me,” she ordered.

| gave her acondensed verson with only adight dusting of sugar. “Hewon't be bothering me again.”
“It won't happen again. Y ou are coming homewith us,” she declared.

After thismorning, | wanted to agree. “What would | do there?’

“Hep your father collect samples or help me make perfumes. The thought of losing you again istoo much
to bear.”

“But you haveto bear it, Mother. I’m not going to run or hide from difficult or dangerous situations. And
I’ ve made some promises to mysalf and others. | have to see things through, becauseiif | ran away, |
couldn’t livewith mysdf.”

A breeze rudtled the leaves, and the siweat on my skin fdlt likeice. My mother pulled her cloak tight. |
could sense her emotions asthey twisted into knots around her. Shewasin a strange place, deding with
the realization that her daughter would willingly put herself in harm’sway for others, and she could lose
her again. She struggled with her fear, wanting nothing more than the safety of her family and the
familiarity of home.

| had anidea. “Nutty’ s cloak reminds me of thejungle,” | said.
She glanced down &t the garment. “ Redlly?’

“It’' sthe same color asthe underside of an Ylang-Y lang Leaf. Remember that time when we were caught
in a sudden downpour on our way home from the market, and we huddled under abig Y lang-Ylang
Led?

“Y ou remembered.” She beamed.

| nodded. “My childhood memories have been unlocked. But | wouldn't have them now, if | hadn't
taken arisk and followed Irysto the Avibian Plains.”

“You've beento the plains.” The horror on her face transformed to awe. “Y ou’ re not afraid of anything,
areyou?’

“During that trip, | could list a least five things| was afraid of.” Especidly getting my head chopped off
by Moon Man’ s scimitar, but | was smart enough not to tell that to my mother.

“Thenwhy did you go?’
“Because we needed information. | couldn’t let my fear stop me from doing what | needed to do.”
She conddered my wordsin silence.

“Y our cloak can protect you from more than the weather,” | said. “If you fill the pockets with specia
items from home, you can surround yourself with the jungle whenever you' re feding overwhelmed or
afrad.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Infact, | have something you can put into your pocket now that will remind you of me. Come on.”



Without waiting to seeif shefollowed, | climbed down. | hung from the lowest branch before dropping to
the ground.

As| searched my backpack, | heard arustling and | looked up in time to see my mother shimming down
the tree' strunk. | found my fire amulet in one of the pack’ s pockets. Considering my recent run of
troubles, the amulet would be safer with my mother.

“I won thisduring atimein my life when fear was my constant and only companion.” | handed it to her. It
was thefirst place prize for an acrobatic competition at Ixia sannual Fire Festival. What followed after
wastheworgt time of my life, but | would have competed for the amulet again, even knowing the
outcome.

| handed the amulet to my mother. “Thisisone of only four items| hold dear. | want you to haveit.”
She examined the fire amulet. “What are the other three?”

“My butterfly and snake.” | pulled out my necklace, and | showed her my bracelet.

“Did someone make those for you?’

“Yes. A friend,” | said before she could ask more.

She raised adender eyebrow, but only asked, “What' sthe last thing?’

| rummaged in my pack while | decided if my mother would be shocked to know | held aweapon dear.
Far from being the perfect daughter, | figured she wouldn't be surprised at al. Handing her my
switchblade, | explained what the silver symbols on the handle meant.

“Samefriend?’ she asked.
| laughed and told her about Ari and Janco. “They’ re more like older brothers than friends.”

My mother’ s smilefdt like the sun coming out after a storm. “Good to know there are peoplein Ixiawho
care about you.” She tucked my fire amulet into apocket of her cloak. “Fire represents strength. | will
keep it with me dways.”

Hugging metight for amoment, Perl pulled away and declared, “Y ou’ re freezing. Put your cloak on.
Let'sgetingde”

“Yes, Mother.”

Esau and Iryswaited for usin the Kegp's guest quarters on the west side of the campus. | endured a
bone-crushing hug from my father, but had to decline an invitation to dinner with my parents. My desire
for abath and deep overrode my hunger. | had to promise to spend most of the next day with them
before they dlowed meto leave.

Irys accompanied me to the bathhouse. Dark smudges lined her eyes and shelooked astired as| felt.
She seemed in a contemplative mood.

“Did you use magic on your mother?” she asked.
“I don't think so. Why?’

“ She seemed at peace. Perhgpsyou did it ingtinctively.”



“But that’ s not good. | should have complete control. Right?”

“I"'m beginning to think that not al the rules apply to you, Y elena. Perhapsit was your upbringing or the
fact that you started controlling your magic a an older age that has made your powers develop in an
unusua way. Not to worry, though,” she added when she saw my expression. “1 believeit will beto your
benefit.”

Irysand | parted at the baths. After along hot soak, | dragged myself to my rooms. My last thought
before drifting off to deep wasto marvel over thefact that Irys had trusted me enough not to assgn more
guardsto me.

It seemed amere moment that | had sunk into a dreamless dumber when Irys s mentd call wokeme. |
squinted in the bright sunlight, trying to orient myself.

What time? | asked her.

Midmorning, Iryssaid.

Morning? That meant | had been adegp since yesterday afternoon. Why did you wake me?
An emergency Council session has been called, and your presenceisrequired.
Emergency session?

Goel was murdered, and Cahil is claiming Adviser Ilomis Valek in disguise.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

God murdered?Vaek caught? My groggy mind couldn’t quite understand Irys' s comment and her
attention pulled away before | could question her. | changed asfast as| could and ran toward the
Council Hall.

Did Vaek kill God? And if Vaek redly wasin custody, he just gave the Sitians one more reason to
execute him. Should | act surprised by Vaek’s presence or admit | knew about him? Would | be
considered an accomplice to Godl’ s murder? Perhaps they suspected me. | only told Iryswhereto find
him; | hadn’t mentioned the othersto her.

Questions without answers swirled in my mind. | paused before the steps to the Council Hall, smoothed
my braid, and adjusted my clothes. | wore one of the new shirts and skirt/pants that Nutty had sewn for
me. Glancing a my surroundings, | checked to make sure no one had followed me. Irystrusted meto
take care of mysdlf. | couldn’t let her down.

The Council’s members, four Master Magicians, a handful of the Keep's guards, and Cahil had
assembled inthe great hall. The noise of their various arguments reached deafening levels, and | spotted
Cahil gesturing wildly to the Sandseed’ s Councilman. Cahil’ s flushed face contorted in anger ashe
replied.

Roze Featherstone, First Magician pounded agavel to bring order to the meeting. Conversations ceased
asthe Councilorstook their seats. The decorations from the greeting ceremony had been removed, and a
U-shaped table had been brought in. Roze and the other three Magicians sat at the bend, while the clan
Elders sat dong the straight sides. Six on one side, five on the other with Cahil taking the Sixth seet. A
wooden podium had been placed in the middle of the U. | stood with the Captain of the guard and his
men near the sdewall, hoping to blend in with the white marble.



“Let us address the matter of Lieutenant God Ixia,” ordered Roze.
| glanced a Irysin surprise.

All the northern refugees are given Ixia as their clan name, Irysexplained in my mind. Cahil is
considered their clan leader. It isan honorary clan and title. He has no lands and no power to
vote in the Council.

That explained Cahil’ s resentment toward the Council and his continuing frustration of not getting their
support for his campaign againgt the Commander.

“Lieutenant Ixiawas found dead in afdlow fidd east of the Citadd in Featherstone Clan lands,” Roze
recited. “ The hedlers have determined that he was killed with asword thrust through his heart.”

Murmurs rippled through the Council members. Roze stopped them with acold stare. “ The weapon was
not found at the scene, and a search of the surrounding fieldsis currently in progress. According to
Fourth Magician, Y denalLianaZdtanawasthe last personto seehimdive. | cal her to the witness
gand.”

Sixteen pair of eyesturned toward me. Hostile, concerned and worried expressions peppered the group.
Don't worry, Iryssaid. Tell them what happened.

| walked to the podium, guessing that was the witness stand.

“Explain yoursdf,” Roze demanded.

| told them about the kidnapping and my escape. A collective gasp sounded when | explained about
taking control of God’s body. Whispers about the Ethical Code started to spread.

Irys stood and said, “ There is nothing illegal about using magic to defend yoursdlf. In fact, she should be
commended for extracting hersalf without harming God.”

The Council members asked an endless amount of questions about God’ s motives. Only after the guards
that had been assigned to protect me confirmed they had been drugged did the Council run out of
inquiries.

“You left God chained in the shed, and that was the last time you saw him?’ Roze asked.
“Yes” | sad.

“She' stdlling thetruth.” By Roze' s sour expression, | knew that statement had been hard for her to say.
“Theinvestigation into God’s murder will continue. Y elena, you may st down.” Roze gestured to a
bench located behind her and the other Master Magicians. “ That leaves us with the other matter. | call
Cahil Ixiato thewitness stand.”

As| moved toward the bench, | passed Cahil. His blue eyes held ahard determination and he refused to
meet my gaze. | sat on the edge of the wooden bench, and, even though | braced mysdlf for his
accusations, Cahil’ swords made my heart squeeze with fear.

“—and compounding Vaek’ s deception isthe fact that his soul mate and master py is'Y elenaZdtana”

The room erupted with a cacophony of voices. Roze pounded her gavel, but no one listened. | felt the
force of her magic when she ordered everyone silent. She held them quiet for only amoment, but it was
enough to get her point across.



“Cahil, whereisyour evidence?’ Roze asked.

He motioned to one of the Keep' s guards. The guard opened adoor in the back wall and Captain
Marrok and four of Cahil’s men entered the hdl, dragging Adviser [lom with them. [lom’ sarmswere
manacled behind his back and the four guards had their swords pointed at him. Ambassador Signeand a
handful of Ixian soldiersfollowed the grim procession.

| strained to catch Valek’ s eye, but helooked at the Council members with an annoyed frown.
Ambassador Signe was thefirst to speak. “| demand an explanation. Thisisan act of war.”

“Cahil, | told you to release the Adviser until this matter was settled,” Roze said. Fury flared in her amber
eyes.

“And let him escape? No. Better to bring him here and unmask him in front of everyone.” Cahil strodeto
Ilom and yanked on hishair.

| cringed, but Ilom’ s head jerked down as he cried out in pain. Undaunted, Cahil pulled 1lom’s nose then
clawed at the flesh under his chin. [lom yelped and blood welled from the scratches on his neck. Cahil
stepped back astounded. He reached toward [lom’ s face again, but Marrok grabbed him and held him.
Cahil’ s mouth hung open with astonishment.

“Releasethe Advisar,” Roze ordered.

Ilom’ s manacles were removed as Cahil, hisface red with rage, and his men were escorted from the
room. The session ended and Roze rushed to make amends and apol ogize to the Ambassador and Ilom.

| stayed on the bench, watching as Signe’ sanger and 1lom’ s pout transformed into more agreesble
expressons by Roze swords. | was afraid to call attention to myself, hoping no one would remember
Cahil’ s other accusations about me.

Cahil’ sshock over [lom had matched my own. Even knowing histricks, Vaek continued to surprise me.
| scanned the Ixian guards, and, sure enough, one blue-eyed soldier |looked mighty pleased with himself.
[lom probably dressed as aguard when Vaek disguised himsdlf asthe Adviser, and they probably
switched places when Valek needed to snegk around Sitia.

Eventudly, the Council members and Ixians began to leave. Irysjoined me on the bench.
Tell Valek to leave, Iryssaid. The danger istoo great.

You know.

Of course. | expected him to be with the delegation.

It doesn’'t bother you that he's here. That he might be spying on Sitia.

He' s here for you. And I’m glad you had some time together.

But what if he killed Goel?

Goel was a danger to you. While | would have preferred to arrest him, I’ m not upset by his
demise,

“Go get something to eat. You look alittle pale” Iryssaid.



“That'sjust grest. | went from having noneto having two mother hens”

Irys laughed. “ Some people just need the extrahelp.” She patted my knee and went in search of Bain.
Before | could leave, though, | saw Bavol Zatana heading toward me. | waited for him.

“ Ambassador Signe requests ameseting with you,” Bavol said.

“When?’

“Now.”

Bavol led me out of the great hall. “ The Ambassador has been assigned some offices so she can conduct
businesswhile aguest here,” Bavol explained as we walked through the Council Hall.

The entire Sitian government was housed in the vast building. Offices and meeting rooms hummed with
the daily tasks of running agovernment. An underground record room stored dl the official documents,
athough the local records remained at each clan’s capitol.

| wondered about the Sandseed’ s moving capitol. Did they haul their records with them asthey traveled
throughout the plains? Remembering Irys s lecture about the Sandseeds, | redlized they kept averba
record, telling history through the Story Weavers. An image of Moon Man painted blue and sitting in the
Council’ s underground room caused meto smile.

Bavol gave me aquestioning glance.

“I wasthinking of the record room,” | said. “Just trying to imagine how the Sandseed Clan reports
information to the Council.”

Bavol grinned. “ They have dways been difficult. Weindulge their...unusua ways. Twice ayear, aStory
Weaver comesto the Council and recites the clan’ s eventsto a scribe. 1t works, and keeps peace in our
land. Herewe are.” Bavol gestured to an open door. “Wewill talk again later.” Bavol dipped his head
and shouldersin ahdf bow and left.

Theinvitation had not included Baval. | walked into areceiving area. Adviser llom sat behind aplain
desk. The scratches on his neck had stopped bleeding. Two soldiers guarded a closed door.

Ilom stood and knocked on the door. | heard afaint voice, and Ilom turned the knob. “ She' shere” he
said, then pushed the door wider and gestured meinside.

| entered Ambassador Sign€e' s office, noting the smple functiond furniture and lack of decoreations.
Guards stood behind her, but she dismissed them. None of the soldiers had been Vaek, and | wondered
where he had gotten to. Ari and Janco were probably off-duty.

“Y ou caused a consgderable stir last night,” Signe said when we were aone.

Her powerful eyes scanned me. | marveled a her appearance. She had the same ddlicate features asthe
Commander, yet the long hair and the thin lines of kohl around her eyestransformed hisface into her

ageless beauity.
“I hope your deep wasn't interrupted,” | said, sticking to a diplomatic approach.
She waved away comment. “We' reaone. You may speak fredly.”

| shook my head. “Master Magicians have excdllent hearing.” | thought about Roze, she would consider



eavesdropping on the Ambassador to be her patriotic duty.

Signe nodded in understanding. “ Seems the Wannabe King has gotten hold of some wrong information. |
wonder how that happened.”

“A miscommunication between severd parties.”
“There will be no more fase accusations?” Signe asked.

Her gaze pierced me asif she held aknife to my throat. She wondered at my ability to keep her disguise
asecret.

“No.” | showed her my pam, pointing to the scar she had made when | promised not to revedl the
Commander’ s secret to anyone. Not evento Valek.

That thought reminded me of Irys s suggestion that VValek leave Sitia. | pulled my butterfly pendant out.
“Some rumors tend to smolder, and it would be best to make certain thereis no fud |eft to ignite another
fire”

Signe had to know about Valek. “1 will take that under advisement. However, | had another matter to
discusswith you.” Signe pulled a sheet of parchment from her black leather briefcase. Sherolled it up,
and held it in her hand.

“The Commander has sent amessage for you. He has thought in depth about your last conversation with
him. He decided that the advice presented was valid and would like to thank you for the suggestions.”
Signe handed me the paper rall.

“Aninvitation to come visit uswhen your magicd training is complete. We are planning on returning to
Ixiain aweek’ stime,” shesaid. “Your responseis required before we leave.”

A dismissd. | bowed to the Ambassador and left her office. | puzzled over her words as | headed
toward the Keep. The Commander had signed an order of execution, visiting Ixiawould be suicide.

| waited until | had awarm firelit in my rooms before unrolling the Commander’ s message. Staring at the
dancing flames, | contemplated Commander Ambrose' s offer. | held the order for my executionin my
hands. But tossing it into the fire would not beasimple act. A brief note had been written on the
document.

Prove my loyatiesto Ixiaand the order would be nullified. Show the benefits of having amagician
working for Ixiato the Ixian generds and an adviser’ s position would be mine. Do these thingsand |
could return to Ixia. Return to my friends. Return to Valek.

Without knowing it, Cahil had seen my possible future when he had called me amaster spy at the
Council’ ssession.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

| gazed at the fire as my conflicting emotions, my conflicting loyaties and my conflicting desiresal burned
and danced in my chest, mimicking the flames. Coming no closer to adecision, | hid the execution order
in my backpack. It might be better to think about it later.

Remembering my promise to my parents, | headed toward the dining hal, hoping | would find them
egting lunch. Along the way, | encountered Dax.



“Yelena” hesad, faling in stlep with me. “Haven't seen you in days”
“I'm sureyou'rejust dying to tell me dl the campus gossip about me. Right?’

“| do have alife. Maybe I’ ve been too busy to listen to rumors,” he huffed, pretending to have hurt
fedings

| looked at him.

He sighed. “ Okay, you win. I'm bored out of my skull. Second Magician isbusy playing detective, and
Ges isneck-deep in some project and | never see her anymore.” Dax paused dramaticdly. “My lifeis
s0 boring that | haveto live vicarioudy through your adventures.”

“And snce the rumors are so accurate—"

“Y our adventures have turned into legends.” He swept hisarmswide, laughing. “ So where are you off to
now? Going to day adragon? Can | tag dong as your lowly squire? I’ Il polish your staff of power every
night with my shirt. | promise”

“I'm glad my problems are keeping you entertained,” | said with some sarcasm. “I’' m searching for
my...ah, for the Tree King and his Queen. W€ re going to plan our attack againgt the evil Tree Varmints
who have assembled an invisblearmy in the Keep.”

Dax’seyeslit up. “1 heard about the Tree Queen’ s adventures this morning.”

The game soured. | didn’t want to hear the students' gossip about my mother. Before Dax could
elaborate, | invited himto tag along.

| found my parentsin the dining hall and we joined them. While we ate, Dax’ s presence worked to my
advantage. Thetopic of conversation stayed on school and horses and mundane matters, giving my
parents no chance to question me about the Council sesson. And when my mother offered to ditill a
specia cologne for Dax, | knew shewasglad | had found a Sitian friend.

After saying goodbye to Dax, | went to the guest quarters with my parents. As Perl brewed someteain
the small kitchen, | asked Esau about the Curare. Irys had told him about the drug when she feared
Ferde had kidnapped me.

Heran acalloused hand over hisface. “1 never thought it would be used likethat,” he said, shaking his
head. “When | discover something new, | always experiment with it until | know al the Sde effectsand
know how the substance could be used or abused. Then | weigh the good against the bad. Some
discoveries never seethelight of day, but for others, even though they might not be perfect, the benefits
outweightherisks.”

Esau stopped speaking when Perl entered the room carrying atray of tea. Thewarning in my father’s
eyestold methat my mother didn’t know about Ferde’ s gruesome use of the Curare.

She served the tea and sat close to me on the couch. She had worn her cloak during lunch, but had
removed it when we entered their suite.

“What happened at the Council’ s sesson?’ she asked me.

| gave them awatered-down version of Cahil’ s accusations againgt Adviser [lom. Perl’ s hand flew to her
neck when | mentioned Vaek’ s name, but she relaxed when | told her Cahil had been proven wrong.
Neglecting to mention Cahil’ s clams about my involvement with Vaek, | informed them about God’s



murder.

“Good,” Perl said. “ Saves methe effort of cursng him.”
“Mother!” | was astonished. “Can you do that?’

“Perfumes and scents are not the only things | can concoct.”

| looked at Esau. He nodded his head. “ Good thing Reyad and M ogkan were dready dead. Y our
mother has quite the imagination when she' sangry.”

| wondered what other surprises| would discover about my parents. Changing the subject, | asked
about their journey to the Keegp and about the Zatanafamily, spending the day with them as promised.

When the hour had grown late, Esau offered to escort me to my rooms. At first | declined. | hadn’t been
assigned guards since the episode with Goel. When he insisted and when Perl frowned, | remembered
her comment about curses and not wanting to be atarget of her ire, | agreed.

The campus atmosphere hung silent and empty. Moonlight glistened off the ice-coated trees. Only four
more days until the full moon. My hand found Vaek’'s snake and | twisted the bracelet around my arm.

When we were halfway to my rooms Esau said, “I need to tell you another thing about Curare.”
“There smore?’

He nodded. “ The stinging nettle plant was the reason | sent the shipment of Curare to the Sandseeds
before | finished dl my experiments on the drug. The plant growsin the Avibian Plainsand the sting
causes unbearable pain for many days. It' susudly the children who wander into a patch without redlizing
it. Inlow doses, Curareis excellent for numbing the wound. It had never occurred to me that someone
would use high doses of Curareto pardyze the entire body.” Esau frowned, running ahand through his
shoulder length gray hair. “ Later | discovered another side effect that seemed minor at the time. But
now...” Esau stopped and turned to me. “ At high doses the Curare will also paralyze a person’ s magica
abilities”

| felt the blood drain from my face. That meant Curare could render even aMaster Magician completely
helpless. Tomorrow night was the time of the secret exchange. Since | had taken over Goel’ s body with
my magic, | planned to take over Ferde' s, bdieving that, even if | wasincapacitated by the drug, | could
gill use my magic. It now seemed imperative that | avoid getting shot with Curare.

My father must have seen the horror in my eyes. “ Thereis an antidote of sorts,” he said.
“Antidote?’

“Not acompletereversd, but it does free the magic and return some fedling, although it creates some
new problems.” Esau shook hishead in frugtration. “I haven’t been able to experiment with it fully.”

“What isit?’
“Theobroma.”

That explained the new problem. Eating the brown sweet would open my mind to magica influences. My
mental defenses would not work against another magician, even one weaker than me.

“How much Theobromawould | need?’ | asked my father.



“A lot. Though, I could concentrateit,” he mused.

A chill wind blew through me, shivering | pulled my cloak tighter as we continued our walk.
“It wouldn't taste as good, but it would be asmaller quantity,” Esau said.

“Can you do it by tomorrow afternoon?’ | asked.

He stared a me. A worried concern filled hiskind eyes.

“Areyou going to do something that | shouldn’t tell your mother about?’

“yes”

“Important?’

“Vay.”

My father considered my request. When we arrived at my rooms, he gave me a hug. “ Do you know
what you'redoing?’

“I haveaplan.”

“Y elena, you managed to find your way home despite the odds. I’ll trust that you'll prevail again. You'll
have the antidote by tomorrow noon.”

He stood in my doorway like a protective bear while | searched inside. Satisfied that | was safe, he said
good-night and headed back to the guest quarters.

| lay in bed and mulled over the information Esau had given me. When my shutters swung wide, | sat up,
grabbing my switchblade from under the pillow. Vaek climbed through the window with alithe grace,
dropping without a sound onto my bed. He locked the shutters then joined me.

“Y ou need to leave. Too many people know you're here,” | said.

“Not until wefind thekiller. And besides, the Commander ordered me to protect the Ambassador. |
would beremissin my dutiesif | left.”

“What if she ordered you home?’ | turned so | could see hisface.
“The Commander’ sorders overrule dl others.”
“Vdek, did you—"

He stopped my question with akiss. | needed to discuss many things with him. God'’ s deeth and the
Commander’ s offer. But once his body molded to mine and his musky scent reached my nose all
thoughts of murder and intrigue evaporated. | pulled a his shirt. He smiled with delight. Our time together
waslimited and | didn’t want to waste the night on words.

When | woke in the semidarkness of sunrise, Vaek was gone. But | felt energized. My rendezvous with
Ferde was scheduled for midnight so | reviewed the plan as| went through my day.

Irys had wanted meto try to move objects again with my magic for my morning lesson. | had yet to
manage that skill. But | asked if we could work on strengthening my mental defenses. If | had to resort to
using Esau’ santidote, | wanted to be able to produce a strong enough barrier that might block his magic



even while under the influence of the Theobroma
Before dismissng mefor the day, Irysasked, “ Areyou still feding tired from your encounter with God?’
“Alittle Why?’

She gave me anironic smile. “Y ou’ ve been pestering me about the search for Opa every day for the last
week. Y et no questions today.”

“| assumed you would tell me any news.”

“We vereached amilestone!” Irysdeclared. “You'relearning to trust us.” Then the humor in her eyes
dulled. “No news. We don’t think they are in the Citaddl or the plains so now we re widening the search
area”

Fedings of guilt squeezed my chest as| hurried to find my father. | had wanted to work with Irys and the
others, but now | planned to meet Ferde with just Va ek backing me up. Granted Vaek equaled four
armed men, but | hadn’t confided our plansto her. A true Sitian would present the information to the
Coundil.

But why didn’t | trust Irys? Because she wouldn't let me go to the rendezvous. The danger to Sitiawas
too grest, but trying to ambush Ferde wouldn't work without me there. Irys bdieved they would find him
eventually and sacrificing Opa wasasmadl priceto pay for Sitia. | believed that risking al wasthe only
way to stop him. Knowing therisks, and trying to minimize them would be the key.

Irysdidn’t believein my abilitiesto capture Ferde, but | had kept Roze, the most powerful magicianin
Sitia, from extracting my innermost thoughts, | had hedled Tula s body and found her consciousness, |
had taken over Goel’ s body and would soon have an antidote to Curare.

Trust needed to go both ways. Loyalty, too. Did | fed any loyalty? To Irys, yes. But to Sitia? | couldn’t
sy.

Even if we succeeded in rescuing Opal and capturing Ferde, Iryswould cease my lessons. That grim
thought led me to contemplate my future and the Commander’ s offer.

Iryswould sever our relationship, and | would have no obligationsto Sitia. | could tell the Commander
about Cahil and his plansto build an army to overthrow Ixia. Cahil, that weasdl, had no quams about
telling the Council of my connection with Vaek.

My father waited for me outside the guest quarters. He had concentrated the Theobromainto a pill the
same Size and shape asarobin’s egg.

“I coated it with agdatin that will keep it from melting,” Esau explained.
“Mdting?’

“How would you et it if you' re frozen with Curare?’ When my eyes widened in sudden understanding,
he said, “Y ou can hold this pill between your teeth. If you' re pricked with the Curare just bite down on it
and try and swallow as much as you can before your jaw muscles become paralyzed. Hopefully the rest
will melt and dide down your throat.”

Before learning about this antidote my main god had been to not get hit with Curareat dl. If | willingly
went to Ferde, he shouldn’t need to useit. Or so I'd hope. Esau’ s pill made me even more confident
about the rendezvous tonight, and he had given me an idea. | borrowed afew other itemsfrom my father.



| spent the remainder of the afternoon practicing self-defense with Zitora, and after dinner with my
parents | went to the barn. Everything about the day seemed odd asif | did things for the last time.
Perhaps the feding was due to the fact that my life would be different after tonight.

Kiki sensed my mood. Lavender Lady sad.
Alittle. | led Kiki from her stal and groomed her. Usualy | talked to her, but tonight | worked in silence.
| go with Lavender Lady.

Surprised, | stopped brushing. | had thought my connection with Kiki only involved emotions and smple
communication. She discerned my fedlings, and possessed certain ingtincts like when | had been
threatened by Godl, but until now | had believed she didn’t know why.

It would be suspiciousif | take you.
Take me to smelling distance. Lavender Lady needs me.

| pondered her words as| put the grooming brushes away. Cahil hadn’t come to the barn for my lesson.
| wasn't surprised. Guess | would practice on my own. But how to get onto Kiki’ s back without a saddle
or aboost up?

Grab mane. Hop. Pull.
Kiki, you're full of advice tonight.
Smart, she agreed.

Aswe rode around the pasture, | redized the vaue of her offer. | would take her dong and let her graze
inthe plains. The exchange sSite was et a the only location in the plainsthat | knew, Blood Rock. My
skin crawled when | contemplated how Ferde had gotten that information.

Ferde simage and thoughts still frequented my nightmares, and | wondered if | had inadvertently formed
amenta connection with hismind. His desire to possess me haunted my dreams. | no longer ran from the
snakes. Ingtead, | waited for their tight embrace, wel coming the oblivion of their bites. My dream actions
became as disturbing as Ferde's.

Kiki switched to atrot, jarring me from my thoughts. | concentrated on maintaining my balance. When
my legs and back began to ache, she stopped.

After giving Kiki aquick rubdown, | led her back in her sdl. See you later, | said, heading toward my
roomsto prepare for the exchange. My confidence soured to nervousness as the darkness advanced
over the sky.

Trust, Kiki said. Trust is peppermints.

| laughed. Kiki viewed the world through her ssomach. Peppermints were good; therefore, trusting
another was aso good.

Vaek waited for mein my rooms. His tiff expression resembled ametal mask. A cold sheen covered his
eyes, hiskiller’ sgaze.

“Here.” He handed me ablack turtleneck shirt and black pants. “ They’ re made of a specid fabric that
will protect you from airborne darts from a blow gun, but won't sop adart if you get jabbed by one.”



“Thesearegreat,” | said, thanking him. At least | wouldn't be surprised, and hopefully, once Ferde was
close enough to jab me, | would have the upper hand.

The new clothes hung on my smdl frame. | rolled up the deeves and added a bt to keep the pants from
faling down.

A brief smiletouched Vaek’'slips. “They were mine. I'm not the best seamstress.”

| packed my backpack with care, taking only critical supplies, which included the Theobroma, the items
Esau gave me, my grapple and rope, an apple and my bow. Ferde hadn’t specified to come unarmed.
My lock pickswent into my hair, and | strapped my switchblade onto my thigh through the hole cut into
my pant’ s pocket. Vaek had thought ahead. He might not be the best with aneedle and thread, but he
knew the art of combat like no other.

Wereviewed our plan and | told him about Kiki.

“ Sneaking through both the Keep'sand Citaddl’ s gates without alarge animal is hard enough, love,”
Vdek sad.

“I'll manage. Trust me.”
He gave me aflat stare, showing no emation.

“I'll take Kiki out to the plains and give you time to get through the Citadel’ s gate before heading toward
the meeting site,” | said. “Once Opd isout of harm’ sway and Ferdeisvisible, that’ s the sign to move
in”

Vaek nodded. “Count on it.”

| put on my cloak and left. Four hours remained until midnight. A few people moved about the campus.
The torches dong the walkways had been lit and students hurried through the cool night air, heading to an
evening class or to meet up with friends. | was astranger among them. A shadow, watching and yearning
to join them, wishing that my worries only focused on studying for one of Bain Bloodgood' s history
quizzes.

Kiki waited for mein her stall. | opened the door and let her out. Getting onto her back with a cloak and
loaded backpack became an impossible task. | pulled a step stool over and used it.

Need practice, Kiki said. No stool in wild.
Later, | agreed.
Kiki glanced back at Irys stower as we started toward the Keep' s gate. Magic Lady.

The guilt I had suppressed about not telling Irys about the exchange threatened to break free. She won't
be happy.

Kicking mad. Give Magic Lady peppermints.
| laughed, thinking | would need more than peppermintsto repair the damage.
Peppermints sweet on both sides, Kiki sad.

Cryptic horse advice? Are you sure Moon Man isn't your father?



Moon Man smart.

| pondered her words, trying to decipher the true meaning. Before we reached the Keep' s gate, | pulled
amagic thread to me and projected my awareness. Two guards watched the gate. Bored, one guard
thought of the end of his shift with longing; the other considered what he would eet for alate dinner. A
magician dozed on astoal. | sent the magician into adeeper dumber, and using the guard’ sdesires, |
encouraged them to focus on something other than the horse and rider passing benesth the gate. Asone
soldier scanned the sky to see how far the South Star had moved, the other rummaged around the
guardhouse looking for something to eat. Both failed to notice us and we soon passed out of sight.

Kiki waked quietly through the Citadel. No farrier would go near a sandseed horse, the breed’ s strong
disdain for metal shoeswas well-known. Four guards watched the Citadedl’ s gates. Once again, |
distracted the guards as we crossed. When we were out of sight of the gate, Kiki broke into agallop and
we headed into the Avibian Plains. When we could no longer see the road or the Citadd, Kiki dowed to
awalk.

My thoughts returned to Kiki’ swords about peppermints. For the plan to work tonight, we each had to
do our part. Both sides needed to be sweet. She had aso claimed trust equaled peppermints. Did she
refer to Irysinstead of Valek?

The answer bloomed in my mind. | didn’t know whether to fed smart for figuring out Kiki’sadvice, or
fed likeasmpleton for having ahorse tel metheright thing to do.

Irys, | cdledinmy mind.
Yelena? What' s the matter?

| took a deep breath, steadied my nerves, and told her my plans. Silence, long and empty, followed my
confesson.

You'll die, shefindly said. You're no longer my student. I’ll link with the other Master Magicians
and we will stop you before you get to him.

| expected her response. Her anger and immediate censure were the reasons | hadn’t wanted to tell her
about the exchange. Irys, you told me | would die before. Remember when we first met in Ixia’s
Shake Forest?

She hestated. Yes.

| was in an impossible position. My magical powers were uncontrolled, you were threatening to
kill me and | had been poisoned by Valek. Each course of action from that point seemed to lead to
my eventual death. But | asked you to give me some time, and you did. You hardly knew me, yet
you trusted me enough to let me figure a way out. | might not know the ways of Stia, but I'man
old hand at dealing with impossible situations. Think about that before you call the others.

Another long painful silence. | withdrew my connection to Irys, needing to focus my attention on tonight’s
task. Kiki stopped within amile of Blood Rock. | sensed the Sandseed’ s subtle magic. The protection
lacked the strength of the one that covered their camp, but it resembled athin web, waiting to catch its
prey unaware. A magician with the proper magicd defensein place could avoid detection by the
Sandseeds, but if the clan intensified their power, they would then sense the magician’s presence. Thelr
magic would attack the interloper. | breathed asmal sigh of relief, knowing Vaek’ simmunity would
make him undetectable.



| did off Kiki’sback. Stay out of sight, | told her.
Say in wind. Keep smell strong, Kiki instructed.

| hidinthetall grass, giving Vaek timeto catch up. Kiki had reached this point in an hour, but it would
take him an extra hour to get into position. When | felt | had waited long enough, | started walking
toward Blood Rock, trusting that Va ek would approach the exchange site from the opposite direction.

Rabbit, Kiki said. Good.

| smiled. She must have flushed abunny from its burrow. The moon’s bright light shone on thelong stalks
of grass. A dight breeze blew and | watched as my moon’ s shadow skimmed over the rippling surface.

Irys svoice reached my mind. You're on your own. Then her menta connection with me severed,
destroying our student mentor link. My head throbbed with the sudden emptiness.

My heart squeezed out little spikes of panic. | camed my nerves with the reminder that both Vaek and
Kiki trailed me.

When | drew closer to the meeting point, | stopped and took off my cloak. | rolled the garment up and
hid it inaclump of tal grass. Pulling Esau’ s Theobroma pill from my pack, | placed it between my back
teeth. My mouth felt awkward, and | hoped | didn’'t accidentdly biteinto the pill.

| continued onward. The dark shape of the rock filled the land before me. Rays of moonlight filtered
through the clouds as | peered into the semidarkness, searching for some sign of Ferde and Opal.

Relief poured through my body when | saw Opa step out from behind Blood Rock. She hurried toward
me, and only when she left the shadows could | see the terror on her face. Her eyeslooked swollen; her
pale skin blotchy from crying. | scanned the areawith my magic, feding for Ferde as my gaze hunted for
him.

Opd threw hersdf into my arms, sobbing. Too easy. Wouldn't he want my promiseto go with him
before releasing her? The girl hugged me so tight she pinched my skin. Ferde till didn't appear. | pulled
her away, planning to guide her back to the Citadd.

“I’'m so sorry, Yelena,” she cried and ran away.

| spun around, expecting Ferde to be standing there gloating. No one. Confused, | moved to follow Opa
but my feet would not obey me. Sumbling, | fell asmy body logt dl sensation.

Chapter Thirty

| lay on the ground asthe paralysis swept through my body with amazing speed. | had only a second to
redizethat I’ d been hit with Curare before the drug froze al my muscles. Only a second to bite down on
the Theobroma pill before my jaw seized, swalowing just adrop of the antidote.

Lying on my side, | saw Opdl in the gray moonlight, running toward the Citadel. My helpless position was
the direct result of my gppalling overconfidence. By focusing on the danger from Ferde either from his
magic or from the Curare, | didn’t prepare for an attack by Opal. She had jabbed me, apologized and
run off.

A muted fear pulsed in my body. The Curare seemed to dull my emotionsaswell asmy magic. | felt asif
| wore aheavy wet woolen cap around my head.



Behind me, | heard the dight crunch of footsteps coming closer. | waited for Vaek. Would he pounce
when Ferde drew closer to me?

The footsteps stopped and my view changed. Without feding anything, | was pulled over onto my back.
My head spun for amoment before | could focus on the night sky. | couldn’t move my gaze, but | could
gtill blink. I couldn’t speak, yet | could breathe. | couldn’t move my mouth or tongue, but | could
swalow. Odd.

When aface entered my view, | remembered to be scared again. Until surprise eclipsed my fear for a
moment. A woman with long hair peered down at me. Shewore arobe and | could seefaint lines had
been drawn or tattooed on her neck. When she flaunted a knife and brought the meta tip closeto my
eyes, theair suddenly seemed thick and hard to draw into my straining lungs.

“Should | kill you now?’ she asked. Her accent sounded familiar. She cocked her head to the sidein
amusement. “No comment? Not to worry. | won't kill you now. Not when you won't fedl any pain. You
need to suffer greetly beforeI’ll end your pain for good.”

The woman stood and walked away. | searched my memory. Did | know her? Why would she want to
kill me? Perhaps she worked with Ferde. Her language matched his, but without thelilt.

Wherewas Vaek? He should have witnessed my predicament.

| heard a rubbing sound and athump then a strange disorientation made me redlize that the woman
dragged me. My world tilted and straightened. She brandished arope, and | guessed by the brief
glimpses and sounds that she had pulled me onto a cart and was tying meto it. She jumped off, and, after
amoment, | heard her call to ahorse.

The creaking of the whedls and steady clomping of the horse were the only indication that we moved.
From the swish and whack of grass, | guessed we were headed deeper into the Avibian Plains. Where
wasVaek?

| worried and waited and even dept. Every time some of the melting Theobroma reached the back of my
throat, | swallowed. Would | get enough to counteract the Curare? By the time the woman stopped, a
pal e sheen of dawn had wedged into the night sky. Fedling began to return to my limbs. | moved my
tongue, trying to swalow more of the Theobroma.

Pain flared in my wrists and ankles. My hands and feet were stiff and cold. | had been tied spread eagle
on the hard cart. My ability to connect with the power source started to wake when the woman climbed
onto the cart. My thoughts scattered when | saw her holding along thin needle. | banished the fear and
drew power to me.

“Oh, no you don't,” she declared then jabbed me with the needle. “We need to reach the Void before |
let you fed. Then you can fed cold stedl dicing into your skin.”

| thought that thiswould be an excellent timefor Vaek to arrive. But, when he failed to appear, | sad,
“Who...” before the drug numbed al my muscles.

“Y ou don’t know me, but you knew my brother very well. Don’t worry; you' l| know the reason for your
suffering soon enough.” She hopped off the cart and the familiar sounds of movement started again.

Anytime now Valek, | thought. But as the sun progressed through the sky, my hopesfor arescue faded.
Something must have happened to keep Vaek from following me. Perhaps Irys s message last night
about being aone had been awarning.



Various horrible scenarios about Valek played in my mind. To distract myself, | wondered about Kiki.
Was she near? Would shefollow my scent? With my magic ability paralyzed, would she know | needed
her help?

The sun hovered above the horizon when the cart siopped again. A burning sensation in my fingertips
meant the Curare started to wear off. Soon enough cramps, pain, and cold air wracked my body. |
shivered and gulped the rest of Esau’ s antidote, preparing for another jab. But it didn’t come.

Instead, the woman climbed onto the cart and stood over me. She spread her arms wide. “Welcometo
theVoid. Or inyour case, welcometo hell.”

Inthefading light, | saw her gray eyes clearly. The strong features of her face reminded me of someone,
but I couldn’t think. My head ached and my mind felt dull. | reached for athread of power, but found
dead air. Nothing.

A smug smile spread on the woman’slips. “ Thisis one of the few placesin Sitiawherethereisaholein
the blanket of power. No power means no magic.”

“Where arewe?’ | asked. My voice sounded rough.
“The Daviian Platean.”
“Who are you?’

All humor dropped from the woman' sface. She appeared to be around thirty years old. Her black hair
reached past her waist. Sherolled the deeves up on her sand-colored cloak, reveding the purple animal
tattoos that covered her arms.

“Y ou haven't figured it out? Have you killed that many men?’
“Four men, but I’'m not averseto killing awoman.” | gave her apointed sare.

“You'reredly not in the position to be bragging or boasting.” She pulled her knife from apocket of her
cloak.

| thought quick. Of the four, Reyad was the only one | knew well, the others | had killed in salf-defense. |
didn’t even know their names.

“Still don't know?’ She moved closer to me.
[13 NO_”

Rageflamed in her gray eyes. That expression jolted my memory. Mogkan. The magician that had
kidnapped me and tried to rob me of my soul. He was known as Kangom in Sitia

“Kangom deserved to die,” | said. Vaek had made the killing blow, but Irysand | had first caught the
magician in aweb of magica power. | had not included him in my count, but | admitted being responsible
for hisdesath.

Fury twisted the woman' s expression. She drove her knifeinto my right forearm, and then pulled it out
just asfast. Pain exploded up my arm. | screamed.

“Who am |7’ she asked.

My arm burned, but | met her gaze. “Y ou’' re Kangom’'ssister.”



She nodded. “ My name s Alea Daviian.”
That was not one of the clan names.

She understood my confusion and said, “1 used to be a Sandseed.” She spat the clan name out. “They’re
stuck in the past. We are more powerful than the rest of Sitia, yet the Sandseeds are content to wander
the plains, dream and weave stories. My brother had avision on how we could rule Sitia”

“But he was helping Brazdll to take over Ixia.” | found it hard to follow her logic when my blood poured
from the stab wound.

“A first step. Gain control of the northern armies then attack Sitia. But you ruined that, didn’t you?”
“Seemed likeagood idea at thetime.”

Aleadiced her knife dong my left arm, drawing alinefrom my shoulder tomy wrist. “You'll learnto
regret that decision before | cut your throat just like you did to my brother.”

Pain coursed through my arms, but a strange annoyance that she had ruined Vaek’ s specid shirt tugged
a my mind. Alearaised theknife again, aming for my face. | thought fast.

“Areyou living in the plateau?’ | asked.

“Y es. We broke from the Sandseeds and declared anew clan. The Daviianswill conquer Sitia. We will
no longer haveto sted to survive.”

“How?

“ Another member ison apower quest. Once he completesthe ritual he will be more powerful than al
four Master Magicianstogether.”

“Did you kill Tula?’ | asked. When she squinted in confusion, | added, “Opd’ssigter.”
“No. My cousin had that pleasure.”

Aleahad afamily connection to Ferde. He must be the one on the quest, which led me to the question.
Who was Ferde targeting for the fina ritua? It could be any girl with some magica abilitiesand he could
be anywhere. And we only had two daysto find him.

| pulled againgt the ropes with the sudden need to move.

Aleagmiled in satisfaction. “Not to worry. Y ou won't be around for the cleansing of Sitia. However, you
will be around for alittlelonger.” She pulled out her needle and jabbed into the cut on my arm. | yel ped.

“I don’'t like wasting your blood on this wagon. We have a specia frame set up so | can collect your red
life and make good use of it.” Alea hopped off the cart.

The Curare began to dull the painin my arms, but full paralysisdidn’t grip my body. Esau’ s antidote must
be working. The presence of Void meant | didn’t have to worry about my mind being open to magica
influences. However, being tied to the cart and unarmed, | didn’t know if my body would bein any
conditionto fight Alea.

Searching for my pack and bow would reved to her that | could move. So | clamped my teeth down to
keep them from chattering and to remind mysdlf to stay Hill.



| heard athump and the cart tilted. My feet now pointed toward the ground as my head came up. With
thisnew angle, | could see awooden framejust afew feet away. Made of thick beams, the frame had
manacles and chains hanging from the top with some type of pulley rigged to them. Under theframelay a
metal basin. | guessed that the victim stood in the basin.

Beyond the frame spread the vivid colors of the flat Daviian Plateau. The patchwork of yellows, tans and
browns seemed so soothing in comparison to the torture device.

My heart began besting in afast tempo. | kept my eyes staring straight ahead when Aleacameinto view.
A few inchestaler than me, Alea s chin reached my eyelevel. She had removed her cloak and reveded
her blue pants and short-deeved V-neck blouse that had white disks sewn onto it, making it look asif
sheworefish scales. A leather wegpon belt circled her waist.

“Feding better?” she asked. “Let’ smake sure.” She poked thetip of her blade into my right thigh.

Concentrating so hard on not reacting, | took amoment to redlize the thrust hadn’t hurt. Thetip of Alea’'s
knife had hit my switchblade holder. Still strapped to my thigh, | wondered if the weapon remained indgde
it. Alea.consdered my expresson for many frantic heartbeats. If she suspected | could move, then dll
would belost.

“Your clothesare srange,” she said findly. “They’ rethick and resst my knife. | will remove them and
keep them. They would make afine reminder of our time together.”

She stepped over to the frame and grabbed the manacles that hung down, pulling. The whedl on the
pulley spun and let more chain through until the cuffs reached my cart.

“Y ou'retoo heavy for meto lift. Good thing my brother added that pulley so | can easily yank you into
place.” She unlocked the metal cuffs and opened them wide.

My timeto act pproached. If shewas smart, she would secure my wristsin the cuffs before untying my
feet. Once my arms were locked into the frame, | would be helpless again. | would only have a brief
window of opportunity. And I planned to risk everything on aguess.

Sheleaned over with her knife and cut the rope holding my right arm to the side of the cart. | let it drop
to my sdeasif it were adead weight, hoping she would untie my other arm before fastening them.
Instead, Aleaput her knifein her belt and reached for my arm.

| plunged my hand into my pocket and grabbed for my switchblade. Aleafroze for amoment in shock.
My fingers found the smooth handle and | amost laughed aoud with relief. Y anking the weapon out, |
knocked aside her arm and triggered the blade.

Shedrew her knife. Before she could step back, | plunged my blade into her lower abdomen. Grunting in
surprise, she aimed her wegpon at my heart. She staggered a bit as she leaned forward to strike, and |
felt cold sted bite deep into my stomach. Aleafdl, sitting hard on the ground. She hunched over my
switchblade.

| gasped for breath, trying to keep from passing out. Pain flamed up my back and gripped my insdeslike
atight vise,

Aleapulled my blade from her guts and dropped it onto the ground. Crawling over to her cloak, she
retrieved avid of liquid from one of the pockets. She opened it, dipped her finger in, and rubbed the
liquid into her stab wound. Curare.

Lurching to her feet, she walked back to me. She studied my condition in silence. The Curare she had



used must have been diluted in order for her to move.

“Take my knife out to free yourself and you will bleed to death,” she said with grim satisfaction. “Leaveit
inand you will eventualy die. Either way you' rein the middle of the plainswith no oneto help you and
no magic to heal you.” She shrugged. “Not what | had planned, but the resultswill be the same.”

“What about your problem?’ | asked, huffing with the effort.

“I have my horse and my people close by. Our heder will cure meand | will be back in time to watch
your find moments.” She moved past the cart. After some rustling and grunting, she clicked at her horse,
and | heard the familiar thumping of hooves.

Asmy vision began to blur | had to agree with Alea. My position hadn’t improved, but at least I'd denied
her the satisfaction of torturing me. The intense pain made concentrating difficult. Do | pull the knife? Or
keepitin?

Time passed and | drifted in and out of consciousness. | roused when the drum of agaloping horse
reached my ears. | hadn’'t made my decision and Aleawas returning to gloat.

Closing my eyesto avoid seeing her smug expression, | heard awhinny. The sound soothed my pain asif
I’ d been dosed with Curare. | opened my eyes and saw Kiki’ sface.

My prospects |ooked better, but | wasn't sure | could communicate with Kiki.

“Knife” | said doud. My throat burned with thirgt. “ Get me the knife.” Looking over to my switchblade
on the ground, | then stared at Kiki. | let my eyes and head move from oneto the other. “ Please.”

Sheturned an eyein theright direction. Then walked over and grasped the handle with her teeth. Smart,
indeed.

| held out my free hand and she placed the weapon in my palm. “Kiki, if thisworksout,” | said, “I'll feed
you all the gpples and peppermints that you want.”

Fresh waves of pain coursed through my body as| twisted to cut the rope around my left wrist. When
the strands severed, | fdll to the ground, but had enough sense to land on my elbows and knees, keeping
the knife from plunging deeper into my stomach. After an eternity, | reached back and cut the rope
around my feet.

| probably would have curled up on the ground and given in to the release of unconsciousness, but Kiki
huffed at me and nudged my face with her nose. Looking up, | thought her back seemed as unattainable
asthe cloudsin the sky. No step stool in the wild. | laughed, but it came out asahysterica cry.

Kiki moved away. She returned with my pack in her mouth, setting it down next to me. | gave her awry
smile. Whenever | rode her, | dways had my pack with me. She probably thought | needed my
backpack to climb onto her back. Pawing with impatience, she pushed the pack closer to me. | had
mentioned apples. Perhaps she wanted the oneinside.

| opened it. Smart girl. | found the Curare that | had forgotten about. Planning to use the drug against
Ferde, | had packed one of Esau’ svids. | rubbed atiny drop into my wound. The drug soothed my pain.
Sighing with relief, | tried to St up. My arms and legs felt wooden and heavy, but they moved the right
ways. The Theobromain my body kept the Curare from freezing al my muscles. It was an effort to put
my backpack on. Fear of Alea sreturn motivated me, and | stood on wobbly legs.

Kiki bent her front legs down to her knees. | looked at her askance. No step stool? She whickered with



impatience. | laced my fingersin her mane and siwung aleg over her back. She lurched to her feet and
broke into a smooth ground-eating stride.

| knew the instant we left the Void. Magic encompassed me like apool of water, but | soon felt drowned
by the amount. An unfortunate side effect of the Theobroma opened my mind to the magical assault. On
entering the Avibian Plains, the Sandseed' s protective spells rushed me. Unable to block the magic, | fell.

Strange dreams, images and colors swirled around me. Kiki spoke to me with Irys svoice. Vaek steded
himsalf as anoose wrapped around his neck. Hisarmstied behind his back. Ari and Janco huddled by a
firein agrassy clearing, darmed and uneasy. They had never been lost before. My mother clung to the
upper branches of atreeasit swung wildly inastorm. The smell of Curarefilled my noseand
Theobroma coated my mouth.

Alea sknife had been driven deegper into my abdomen when | had hit the ground. In my mind' seye, |
saw thetorn muscles, the tear in my stomach with blood and acid gushing out. Yet | couldn’t focus my
magic to heal the wound.

Vaek' sthoughts reached me. He fought the soldiers around him with hisfeet, but someone pulled on the
rope and it tightened around his neck.

Regret pulsed in hisheart. Sorry, love. | don’'t think we' re going to make it this time.

Chapter Thirty-One

No! | yelled to him. Stay alive. Think of something!
I’ll stay if you will, he countered.

Damn frustrating man. In exasperation, | gathered the twisting images and magic that threatened to
overwhelm me. | wrung them and wrestled the magic. Images swirled around me like snowflakesina
blizzard. Theobroma coursed through my blood and enhanced my perceptions, making the magic
tangible. The threads of power dipped through my hands like a coarse blanket.

Swegting and panting with the effort to hold on to the magic, | yanked Aled s knife from my stomach and
pulled magic toward the wound. Laying my hands over my abdomen, | covered the warm torrent of
blood with power.

Concentrating, | sent my mind's eye toward the damage. | grabbed athread of the magic swirling around
me and used it to stitch closed the rip in my stomach. | repaired my torn abdominal muscles and knitted
my skin together. A quick glance at my stomach revealed an ugly red ridge of puckered flesh that caused
asharp stab of pain whenever | drew breath. But the wound was no longer life threatening.

| kept my end of the bargain. | desperately hoped Valek kept his. Exhaustion tugged at my
consciousness, and | would have falen adeep, but Kiki nudged me.

Come, shesaidin my mind.
| opened my eyes. Tired.
Bad smell. Go.

We were out of the Void, but we must be closeto Alea s people.



Grab tail, sheinstructed.

Clutching the long strands of her tail, | pulled mysdf into a standing position. Kiki knelt, and | mounted
her back.

Shetook off, breaking into her gust-of-wind gait. | hung on and tried to stay awake. The plains blurred
past asthesun set. Theicy ar bit at my skin.

When she dowed, | blinked, trying to focus on my surroundings. Still in the plains, but | saw acampfire
ahead.

Make noise. Not scare Rabbit.
Rabbits? Sudden hunger made my stomach growl. | did have an apple, but I’ d promised that to Kiki.

She snorted in amusement, whinnied and stopped. | glanced past her head and saw two men blocking
the path. The moonlight shone off their swords. Ari and Janco. | called to them and they sheathed their
weapons as Kiki drew closer.

Rabbit? Not Rabbit Man?
Too quick for a man.
“Thank fatel” Ari cried.

Seeing how | drooped over Kiki’s neck, Ari pulled me off and carried meto their campfire, setting me
down asif | wasasfragile asan egg. The sudden wish that Ari was my red brother overcame me. Even
asan eight-year-old, I’d bet Ari never would have let me be kidnapped.

Janco feigned boredom. “ Going off and getting al the glory again,” he said. “I don’t know why we even
bothered to cometo this crazy land. Y our trail marks didn’t even have the decency to go anywhere but in
circles” he grumped.

“Don’t like being lost, Janco?’ | teased.
He harrumphed and crossed hisarms.

“Don’t worry. Your skillsare till keen. You'rein the Avibian Plains. There' s a protective magic here
that confusesthe mind.”

“Magic,” he spat. “ Another good reason to stay in Ixia”
Ari sat me by thefire. “You look terrible. Here.” He wrapped my cloak around my shoulders.
“Where—"

“Wefounditintheplains” Ari explained. Then he frowned. “Vaek had asked usto back him up last
night. Wefollowed him, but they ambushed him at the Citaddl’ s gates.”

“Cahil and hismen,” | said.
He nodded then began inspecting the cuts on my arms.
“How did they know whereto find him?’ | asked.

“Captain Marrok isatracker of somerenown,” Ari said. “ Seems he had dealingswith Valek before. He



isthe only soldier to have escaped from the Commander’ s dungeon. He must have been waiting for the
perfect opportunity.” Ari shook hishead. “Vaek’s capture presented adilemma.”

“Help Vaek or hep you,” Janco said.

“I think he suspected something might happen to him and didn’t want you unprotected. So we stuck to
the plan and followed you.” Ari handed me ajug of water.

| gulped theliquid.

“Not that we did any good,” Janco huffed. “When we reached the meeting site, the horse and cart were
gone and we figured we would track you. She had to stop sometime. But—"

“Youlogt your way,” | finished for him. Ari probed the degp gash on my right forearm. “ Ow!”
“Hold «till,” Ari said. “ Janco, get my med kit from my pack—these cuts need to be cleaned and sedled.”

If I'd had any energy, | could have healed the wounds on my armswith magic. Instead, | endured Ari’s
adminitrations and admonishments. When he pulled out the pot of Rand’ s sedling glue, | asked him
about the Commander’ s new chef to distract mysalf from the pain.

“Since Rand never made it to Brazell’ sfor the transfer of cooks, the Commander promoted one of
Rand’ skitchen staff.” Ari frowned.

| grimaced as Ari applied the glueto my cut more from remembering Rand than from the burning in my
arm. Rand had logt hislife protecting me, but | wouldn't have been in danger if he hadn’t set me up for an
ambush inthefirg place.

“The food hasn't been the same,” Janco said with asigh. “ Everyoneislosing weight.”

When Ari finished wrapping my arms, he pulled something from thefire. “ Janco got arabbit.” He broke
off apiece and handed it to me. “'Y ou need to eat something.”

That reminded me. “Kiki needs...” | moved to stand up.
Janco waved me down. “I’ll take care of her.”
“Doyou—"

“Yeah, | grew up onafarm.”

| had gnawed every bit of meat off the rabbit’ s bone when Janco came back covered with horsehair. He
seemed to bein abetter mood. “ She beautiful,” he said about Kiki. “1’ve never had ahorse stand so
patiently to be rubbed down and she wasn’'t even tied!”

| told him about the honor she gave him by changing his name from Rabbit Man to Rabbit.
“Unprecedented.”

He gave me an odd look. “Talking horses. Magic. Crazy southerners.” He shook his head.

He might have said more, but | could no longer stay awake.

The next morning, | told my friends about Aleaand the clan on the plateau. They wanted to go after her,



but | reminded them about Vaek and the need to find Ferde. My heart lurched when | thought of Valek.
Evenwith anight of deep, | ill didn’t have enough energy to find out what had happened to him.

The rest had roused me. “We need to get to the Citadd,” | said, standing.

“Do you know where we are?’” Ari asked.

“Somewhereintheplains” | said, shouldering my backpack.

“Some magician you are,” Janco said. “ Do you even know which direction the Citadd is?’

“No.” Kiki came and stood next to me. | grabbed her mane. “How about aboost?’ | asked Janco.

He muttered under his breath, but offered his linked hands for my boot. When | had settled onto her
back, | looked down at him. “Kiki knows where to go. Can you keep up?’

Hegrinned. “Thisrabbit can run.”

Ari and Janco packed their gear and we set off at atrot. All those laps around the Commander’ s castle
had kept them in top physica condition.

We reached the road, and | heard Janco curse and grumble about being lost only amile away. When we
approached the Citadel’ s gates, we encountered the four Master Magicians. They al sat on horseback.
A well-armed Calvary team accompanied them.

| smiled at Roze Featherstone slook of astonishment, but sobered at Irys s cold stare.
“Why areyou here?’ | asked.
“We were coming to either rescue you or kill you,” Zitora said. She flashed Roze an annoyed glance.

| met Irys sgaze, questioning. She turned away and blocked my effortsto reach her mind. Even though |
had known she would shun me for going off aone, her actions till tore at my heart.

Not bothering to concedl the satisfaction in her voice, Roze said, “Because of your dangerous disregard
for thewdll-being of Sitia, you have been expelled.”

Theleast of my worries. “IsOpa safe?’ | asked the magicians.
Bain Bloodgood nodded. “ She told us awoman held her. Was she connected to the killer?’

“No. We till need to find Ferde. He doesn’'t want me. He must have taken someone else. Has anyone
been reported missing?’

My announcement caused a considerable stir. Everyone had assumed that Ferde was holding Opal. Now
they needed to change tactics.

“WEe ve been searching for him for two weeks,” Roze said, putting a stop to the chatter. “What makes
you think we can find him now?’

“Thelast victim would not have been kidnapped,” Bain said. “Let us go back and discussthis. Y eena,
you will be safest in the Keep. We will talk about your future when thiswhole messisresolved.”

The Magicians headed toward the Keep. Ari, Janco and | followed. | thought about Bain's comment.
My future would be nothing without Vaek. | caught up to Bain and asked about him.



Bain gave meagernlook, and | felt hismagic press against my mental barrier. | relaxed my guard and
heard hisvoicein my mind.

Best not to talk aloud about this, child. Cahil and his men captured him two nights ago, but Cahil
would not release Valek to the Councilors or Master Magicians.

| felt Bain'sdisapprova over Cahil’sactions. And | had to quell my desireto find Cahil and skewer him
with hisown sword.

Cahil tried to hang Valek yesterday at dusk, but Valek escaped. Bain seemed impressed. We have
no idea where he is now.

| thanked Bain and dowed Kiki, |etting the others go ahead. | savored my reief that Vaek wasdive.
When Ari and Janco caught up to me, | relayed the information to them.

When we reached the Council Hall, Ari and Janco headed toward the guest quarters. Kiki picked up her
pace and we joined the others.

| thought about where Vaek might have gone. Back to Ixia seemed the safest and most logical course,
but | knew Vaek would stay nearby until Ferde was caught. That led me to consider who would be
Ferde' snext victim. He had been working in the Keegp where there were many young female magicians
just learning to control their magic. Since the full moon would rise tomorrow night, he would probably
need afew daysto prepare. The Master Magicians couldn’t locate him with magic, but they might be
ableto contact the girl with him. But how to find her?

Just past the Kegp' s gate, the Master Magicians dismounted, handed their horses to the guards and
started for the Keegp's administration building. | followed, but Roze stopped me at the base of the steps.

“Y ou' re confined to your quarters. We will ded with you later,” she promised.

| had no intention of obeying her, but | knew they wouldn’t let me into the meeting room. So before Bain
could mount the stepsto the building, | touched hisarm.

“Thekiller probably seduced one of the young first-yearsto comewith him,” | told him. “If everyone
takes abarrack you can find out who' smissing and try to communicate with her.”

“Excdlent,” Bain said. “Now go rest, child. And do not worry. We will do al that we can to find the
killer.”

| nodded. Fatigue wrapped around me like astone cloak, and Bain's order to rest made sense. Before
heading toward my rooms, | made adight detour to the Keep’'s guest suite.

My father answered the door. He crushed mein hismuscular ams. “Areyou dl right? Did my pill
work?’

“Likeacharm.” | kissed him on the cheek. “Y ou saved my life.”

He ducked his head. I’ ve made some morefor you just in case.”

| smiled with gratitude. Looking past his shoulder, | asked, “Where s Mother?’

“In her favorite oak tree by the pasture. She was doing so well until...” He gave me asardonic grin.

“I know. I'll find her”



| stood at the bottom of the oak, feeling asif I’d been run over by ahorse. “Mother?’ | caled.
“Yeena Comeup! Come up whereit's safel”

No placeis safe, | thought. The events of the last two days began to overwhelm me. Too many
problems, too much riding on me. My encounter with Alea proved that, even when | felt confident that |
could take care of astuation, | redly didn’t know what | was doing. If Aleahad checked mefor
wegpons, | would be standing ankle deep in my own blood.

“Comedown. | need you,” | cried. | sank to the ground and wrapped my arms around my legs astears
poured from my eyes.

With arustle and creak of branches, my mother appeared beside me. | transformed into a six-year-old
child, flung mysdf into her arms and sobbed. She comforted me, helped meto my room, gave mea
handkerchief and aglass of water. Tucking meinto bed, she kissed me on my forehead.

When shewent to leave, | grabbed her hand. “ Please stay.”
Mother smiled, took off her cloak, and lay next to me. | fell adeep in her ams.

The next morning she brought me breakfast in bed. | protested about the extravagance, but she stopped
me. “| have fourteen years of mothering to catch up on. Indulge me.”

Even though the plate was |oaded with food, | ate every bit and drained the tea. “ Sweet cakes are my
favorite”

“I know,” shereplied with asmug smile. “I asked one of the serversin the dining hall, and she
remembered that every time they cooked sweet cakes your eyeswould light up.” She took the empty
tray. “'Y ou should go back to deep.” Perl went into the other room.

| could have easily complied, but | needed to find out if the others had discovered who was missing.
Unableto stay in bed, | decided to get aquick bath before finding Bain.

“Cometo our suite when you' re done at the bathhouse,” Perl said. “ Once your father told mewhat's
been going on with thiskiller and the Curare, | thought of something that might help you. It may have
aided you yesterday,” she huffed. “I’'m not addlicate sapling. Y ou and Esau don’t need to keep things
from me. And that includes Valek.” She put her hands on her hips, wrinkling the smooth lines of her
blue-green dress.

“How—" | sputtered.

“I’'m not deaf. The dining hal buzzed with conversation about you and Vaek. And Vaek’ s escape from
Cahil!” She put ahand to her throat. But then she took a deep breath.

“I know | tend to overreact about some things and go running for thetrees.” She smiled ruefully. “Vaek
has the most horrible reputation, but | trust you. When you have some time, you need to educate me
about him.”

“Yes, Mother,” | said and also promised to stop by their suite after my bath.

It was the middle of the morning so the bathhouse was dmost empty. Washing, | thought about how
much | would tell my mother about Vaek. When | finished drying off, | changed and headed toward the



guest auite.

Dax intercepted me. His usud jovia face was taut with worry, and the dark smudges under his eyes
madeit look asif he hadn’'t dept inawhile.

“Haveyou seen Gels?’ he asked.

“Not since the New Beginnings feast.” So much had happened since that night. The semester had not
goneas| had imagined. Nothing since coming to Sitia had gone as | had imagined. “Wasn't she working
on some specia project for Master Bloodgood?’

“Y es. She was experimenting with the Bellwood plant. But | haven't seen her in daysand | can't find her
anywhere”

Hiswords struck me like Alea sknife. | gasped.
“What?" Hisgreen eyeswidened indarm.
“Pant? Where? With who?” The questions tumbled from my mouth.

“| dready checked the greenhouses many times. She worked with one of the gardeners. Maybe we
could ask him?”

Him. My heart twisted. | knew who Gels waswith.

Chapter Thirty-Two

“Me?But I've never linked with Gels.” Dax’ s drawn face took on awild fearful expression.

| had taken Dax back to my rooms. We sat together on the couch. “Don’t worry. I’ ve only worked with
her once, but you' ve known her for ayear. I'll find her through you.” | hoped. “Relax,” | instructed. |
took hishand in mine. “Think of her.” Finding athread of magic, | reached toward hismind.

A horriblevison of Geld, bloody and terrified, filled my mind. “Dax, don’t imagine where she might be.
Think of her a the New Beginnings feast.”

Theimage transformed into asmiling young lady wearing asoft green gown. | fdt Dax’ sthrill when he
held her hand and guided her while they danced. | sent my magic to Gelg, trying to see Dax from her
mind.

She gazed up at him. They had always danced together at the feast, but thistime felt different. Her skin
tingled where he had touched her, and awarmth pulsed in her chest.

Gelg, | cdled, pulling her into the memory.

What a lovely evening, shethought. How things have changed. Dax seemed distant after that
night. Preoccupied.

Gelsi, whereare you? | asked.

Shameflared. 1" ve been a fool. No one must know. Please tell no one. Fear trembled through her
mind.

You wer e deceived by a cunning sorcerer. No one will hold that against you. Where are you?



Hewill punish me.

Shetried to pull away. | showed her Dax’ s concern for her. His hunt through the Keep. Don't let your
captor win, | pleaded.

Gels showed me a bare room. She was naked and tied to metal spikes that had been driven into the
wooden floor. Strange symbols had been painted on the floor and walls. Pain throbbed from between her
legs and the multiple cuts along her arms and legs burned. He hadn’t needed to drug her with Curare.

| loved him, shesaid. | gave myself to him.

Instead of the wonderful loving experience she had expected, Ferde tied her down, beat her and raped
her. Then he bled her, collecting the blood in an earthen bowl.

Show me where you are, | instructed.

Beyond the room was the living areaand outside | could see a courtyard with awhite jade scul pture of
fifteen horses.

Have faith, | said. We'll bethere.

He' Il know. He has surrounded the neighborhood with a magical shield, he knows when someone
passes through and if he feels threatened, he'll complete the ritual.

Doesn’t he need to wait until the full moon tonight?
No.

The noteleft by Aleahad origindly set the exchange for the full moon so everyone had not only assumed
Ferde sent the note, but that the phase of the moon was critical for theritual.

He had to move many times, Gels said. | had thought it exciting. | didn’t know he was the one the
Masters were searching for. He led me to believe he was on a secret mission for the Master
Magicians.

We'll find away, | promised.
Hurry.

| withdrew my awareness and sat back. Dax stared at me in horror, he had been able to see and hear
our conversation.

“Shewill need you when thisisover,” | told him.

“We need to tell the Masters—"

“No.” My mind raced through options.

“But he' sstrong. Y ou heard Gels. Hehasashidd,” Dax said.

“All the more reason to go done. They have been searching for him and he knowsthem. | think | can get
through undetected.”

“How?

“There’'sno timeto explain. But Gels will need you close by. Can you meet mein the market in an



hour?’

“Of course”

| jumped up and started gathering supplies.

Dax hedtated at the door. “Y elena?’

| looked at him.

“What happensif you don't stop him?’ Fear shonein hisgreen eyes.
“Thenwefind Vaek. Otherwise, Stiawill be Ferde's”

Dax swallowed hisfright and nodded before leaving. | packed my equipment and changed my clothes.
Dressed in aplain brown tunic and pants | would blend in with the regular citizens of the Citadd.
Covering my disguise with my cloak, | stopped a my parent’ s suite on the way out.

Lef sat with them in the living room. | ignored him. “Father, do you have those extrapills?” | asked,
hoping he knew | wanted the Theobroma.

He nodded in understanding and went to retrieve them. While | waited, Mother remembered her little
invention she had told me about. She handed me a strange device made of tubes and rubber and
explained how to work it.

“Jugtincase” shesad.

“Thisisgreat,” | said. Y ouwereright about it being useful.”

She beamed. “ That’ swhat every mother wantsto hear.”

Leaf had said nothing, but | could fed his penetrating Sare asif he tasted my intentions.
Esau handed methe pills. “ Are you coming to lunch with us?’

“No. | have something | need to do. I'll catch up with you later,” | said, giving my father ahug and my
mother akisson her cheek.

A quesasy fedling rolled in my stomach. Perhaps | should tell the Master Magicians about Ferde and
Gelg? After dll, it had been only pure chance that saved me from Alea. | was till discovering what |
could do with my magic. And now that | had been expelled, would | be ableto fully explore my
potential?

My mother stopped me just past the door.

“Here” shesad, handing memy fireamulet. “1 think you need this. Remember what you endured to win
it

| opened my mouth to protest, but she shook her head, “I want it back.” She squeezed mein atight hug
for amomen.

Examining the scarlet prizein the sunlight, | marveled a Perl’sempathy. | tucked the amulet into my
pocket and set a brisk pace for the Citadel.

After | had passed the Kegp’ s gate, | heard pounding footsteps behind me. | whirled, drawing my bow.



Lef halted afew feet away. His machete hung from his belt, but he made no moveto grabit.
“Not now, Leif,” | said, turning, but he clagped my shoulder and spun me around to face him.
“I know whereyou'regoing,” he said.

“Bully for you.” 1 shrugged his hand off. “ Then you know timeis of the essence. Go back to the Keep.” |
started to walk.

“If I do, I'll tell the Masterswhat you're doing.”

“Truly? Y ou're not very good at telling.”

“Thistime| won't hestate”

Seeing the stubborn set to his broad shoulders, | stopped. “What do you want?’
“Tocomedong.”

“Why?

“You'll need me”

“Congdering how helpful you werein the jungle fourteen years ago, | think I’'m better off on my own.” |
gpat the words at him.

He cringed, but the obstinacy remained in hisface. “Either include mein your plans, or I’ll follow you and
ruin them.”

| clamped down on my sudden rage. | didn’'t have timefor this. “Fine, but let me warn you that you're
going haveto let meinside your mind in order for you to get through Ferde' sshied.”

Hisface paled, but he nodded and fell into step with me as | hurried to the market. Dax waited there. |
left Leif with him and hunted for Fisk. He helped awoman barter for abolt of cloth, but hefinished as
soon as he recognized me.

“Lovely Yéeena, do you need help?’ he asked.
| told him what | needed.

He smiled and said, “ Soundslike fun, but—"
“It'sgoing to cost me,” | finished for him.

He raced off to gather hisfriends.

Once Fisk had assembled about twenty children, | explained my plan to them. “Make sure you don’t go
within ablock of the courtyard until you hear the signal. Understand?’ | asked. The children nodded.
When | fdlt satisfied they knew what to do, Fisk’ sfriends scattered and went to get into position. Fisk
led Leif and me toward the white jade statue. Dax waited in aside dley far enough away not to touch
Ferde sshidd, but within sight of the second-story windows.

| kept my mind open, seeking for the edge of Ferde' smagicd barrier. About haf ablock away from the
courtyard, Leif touched my arm, stopping me.

“It'sjust ahead,” he whispered.



“How do you know?’

“| fed awal of fire. Don't you?’

“No.”

“Thenit'sgood that | came.”

| glared, but had no reply. Fisk watched us, waiting for our signd.

Thiswas not thetime for afight. | looked at Lef. “Y ou have to open your mind to me,” | told him. “You
haveto trust me.”

He nodded without hesitating. “Doit.”

| pulled power to me, spinning it around me like ahuge curtain. Reaching out, | made contact with Fisk’s
mind. “Think of your parents,” | instructed, hoping this would work.

The young boy closed hiseyes and imagined his parents. | linked to their minds through Fisk then
reached for Leif’s.

Lef’smind resembled ablack labyrinth of pain. Guilt, shame and anger twisted together. | understood
why Moon Man wanted to help him, but | felt amean satisfaction at Leif’ sremorse.

Pushing his dark thoughts aside, | replaced them with Fisk’ sfather’ s concerns about finding work and
supporting hisfamily. | pulled in Fisk’ s mother’ s thoughts about her sster’ sailing hedlth into my own
mind. Holding their persondities and thoughtsin Leif’sand my mind, | gave Fisk thesignd.

He barked like adog. Soon other barks echoed on the marblewallsin reply. Fisk’ sfriendswould begin
the distraction, playing tag and running in and out of the courtyard and Ferde’ smagical shield asmany
times asthey could.

| took Fisk and Leif’s hands and the three of us continued on to the courtyard. Aswe crossed the
barrier, | felt the probing heat of an annoyed and powerful magician. He scanned our thoughts,
determined we were one of the loca beggar families and dismissed us.

When we reached the Satue, | released Fisk’ s parents. They would have an unusua story to tell their
friends about how they had fdlt asif they were in two places at once.

“That'shdf thebattle” | said to Le&f.

He wouldn’t meet my eyes. Hisface was flushed with shame. Irritated, | snapped, “Now isnot thetime
for this”

He nodded, but still wouldn't meet my gaze. Fisk ran off to join hisfriendsin the game, giving usafew
more minutesto get into the house.

We gpproached the house from a side street. The door was locked. | pulled my diamond pick and my
tension wrench from my backpack and began working on the lock. Once | had aligned the pins, the
lock’ stumbler turned and the door swung inward. | heard a surprised huff from Leif. Then we stepped
inside the foyer and closed the door. | shoved my picksinto my pocket.

Walking without sound, we entered aliving area. The normal furniture and decorations seemed out of
place. | guess| had expected something wild and weird; something that reflected akiller’ smind.



Lef held hismacheteand | gripped my bow, but | knew they would not protect us. Magic filled the
house. It pressed againgt my skin and | started to swesat. The sounds of the children faded and we heard
the light tread of feet from the floor above us.

Connecting with Gels’smind, | saw Ferde approach her. He held a brown stone bowl and along
dagger. He wore his red mask and nothing else. She had been fascinated with the tattoos and symbols on
his sculpted physique, but now she eyed them with revulsion.

I’mdownstairs, | told her. What's he going to do?
He wants more blood. Wait or else hewill kill meif he hears you.

| had to physically hold on to Leif when Gels started moaning with pain. Handing him one of Esau’s
Theobroma pills, | motioned that he should put it into his mouth. | placed my pack on the floor and
quietly removed Perl’ s device from my backpack.

With my bow in one hand and the device in the other, | waited at the bottom of the staircase with L&if.
Finaly, we heard Ferde moving again.

He sgone, Gas said with relief.

My stomach tightened with gpprehension. | pulled power to me to strengthen my mental defenses. A
misteke. Ferdefelt the draw and | could sense hisgrowing darm.

“Now,” | whispered to Leif. We rushed up the stairs, taking them two at atime.

Ferde waited for us on the landing. We skittered to a stop on the top step. An amused smile quirked
Ferde slips before he pressed them together with concentration. Revulsion and terror welled up my
throat at the sight of him, and | thought | would vomit as Tula s horrible memoriesfilled my mind.

Thewave of hismagic crashed againgt us. | grabbed therailing to keep from plummeting down the sairs.
Lef jerked beside me but remained upright. Wasthat it? | glanced at Ferde. His eyes were closed.
Moving toward him, | raised Perl’ sdevice.

“Yelena, stop,” Leif said. His voice sounded odd.

| looked at Leif intime to see him swing his machete. Jumping back, | dropped Perl’ s device and
blocked Lef’ sweapon with my bow.

“What areyou—" | tried to ask, but with the pill between my teeth made it hard to talk.

Lef gpat hispill out and moved to strike again. “When those men took my perfect baby sster, | thought |
would reclam my parents undivided attention.” Leif’s machete diced toward my neck.

| ducked. Had his shame and guilt al been an act? Was he working with Ferde this whole time? Pushing
asde my stunned disbelief, | jablbed him in the ssomach with the end of my bow. He hunched over and
grunted. Magic pressed on my skin and Leif straightened with renewed vigor. But who's magic?

“Instead, | had to compete with a perfect ghost,” Leif said and attacked.

Chunks of wood flew through the air as | blocked hiswide blade. It was only amatter of time before he
would destroy my bow and | was running out of room in the narrow landing. There was ahdlway to my
left, and an open doorway on my right.

“Mother refused to leave our house, and Father was never home. All because of you.” Leif puffed with



effort. “And you stayed away just to spite me. Didn’t you? Y ou’ re my strangler fig, and now it’ stimeto
chop you down.”

Ferde had disappeared. | felt Gels’sbrief cry of darm as Ferde entered her room. He planned to finish
the ritual while Leif kept me occupied. And it wasworking.

With aloud crack, my bow splintered in two. Leif advanced and | formed amagica shield, but he
walked right through. Asalagt-ditch effort | sent out my mental awareness, entering hisdark mind.

Hate and sdf-loathing filled histhoughts. | felt another presencein Lef’ shead. Ferde had Story Weaver
abilities and he had brought out dl of Leif’sraw emotions and used them againgt me.

AsLeif diced his machete toward me, | stepped to the left, bringing my awareness back. | couldn’t
defend mysdlf physicaly while mentally gone; | just wasn't that strong. Leif pulled hisweapon back and
thrust a me again. | had nothing left to defend mysdlf. Perl’ s device was out of reach.

Ges’spleasfor help burned through my thoughts like a hot poker, energizing me. | projected mysdf into
Lef smind, taking control of hisbody like | had done with Godl. Halting thetip of his machete amere
inch from my stomach, | made Leif step back.

Pushing through the darkness of Leif’smind, | found the young boy who had watched his sister being
kidnapped; untainted with the fedings of guilt and hate. At that moment he held only curiosity and
dishdief. Two emotionsthat Ferde wouldn't be able to use againgt me. | sent Leif into adeep dreamless
deep. He crumpled to the floor as | went back to my body. Stopping Ferde was paramount; | would
ded with Leif later. | hoped.

Picking up Perl’ sdevice, | sprinted down the hall, searching for Gelsi. Only the last door on the left had
been closed. Locked. | yanked my picks out and unlocked the door. My fastest time yet. Janco would
be proud.

The door swung inward and | ssumbled into the room. Ferde had his hands around Gels’ sthroat. |
watched in horror asdl animation |eft her face. Her eyesturned sightlessand flat.

Ferde shouted and thrust hisfists toward the celling in celebration.

Chapter Thirty-Three

Too late. With my heart sinking, | watched Ferde rgjoice. But then | saw a strange shadow rise from
Gels’sbody. Beforelogic could overrule, | dove. Knocking Ferde aside, | inhaed this shadow,
gathering Gels’ssoul insde me. It fdt asif theworld paused for amoment so | could tuck her into asafe
corner of my mind. Then, snap. Movement resumed and | fell on top of Ferde. Perl’ s device flew from
my hand. It landed next to thewall.

After abrief struggle, Ferde pinned meto thefloor, Sitting on my stomach. “That'smy soul,” he said.
“Giveit back.”

“It doesn’'t belong to you.”
Yelena? | fdt Geld’sconfusonin my mind.
Hold on, I told her.

Ferde reached toward my neck. | grabbed his hands, and using hisforward momentum | pushed him



further off balance with my left knee. | planted my left foot on thefloor and twisted my hips, rolling him
off me. | jumped up and assumed afighting stance.

Ferde smiled and regained his feet with a panther-quick grace. “We are well matched. But | think | have
the advantage.”

| braced for an attack, but he didn’t move. His red tattoos began to glow until they burned my eyes. He
caught my gaze with hisown, staring at me with hisdark brown eyes.

Ferde sface transformed into Reyad’'s. My world spun and | found mysalf back in Reyad’ s bedroomin
Ixia, tied to the bed and watching Reyad dig through his chest of torture devices. After aninitia moment
of panic and fear that | would be forced to relive Reyad’ storture, the scene jJumped ahead to Reyad's
stunned expression as hot blood gushed from histhroat, soaking me.

You are a killer, too, Ferde said in my mind. Images of the other men | had killed flashed by. You have
the power to collect souls without the need for symbols and blood. Why do you think Reyad still
haunts you? You have taken his soul, your first of many more. | see the future and yours doesn’t
improve.

Theimages spun dizzyingly and Irys s cold eyes stared at me as | waiched Vaek swing from anoose,
Lef’ s hatred pounded in my mind aong with Cahil’ s desire to have me executed. The Commander
amiling in satisfaction a my tria for committing espionage, because he had gotten what he wanted from
me and now | would no longer be a problem for Ixia

Look at what the Master Magicians did to that Soulfinder long ago, Ferde said.

A man who had been chained to a post was set on fire. His screams of pain vibrated in my mind. Ferde
held that image until the man’s skin had burned away. | struggled to regain control over my mind, but
Ferde' smagic equaled aMaster and | couldn’t push him away.

The Soulfinder only wanted to help, bringing the dead back to life for their family and friends. It
wasn't his fault they wer e different when they awoke, Ferde said in my mind. Panic and fear of the
unknown condemned him just like the Council will condemn you, too. All that I have shown you
will be your fate. | seeit in your story threads. Moon Man isn’t your true Story Weaver, | am.

Hislogic was persuasive. He understood my desire to find my place. It was next to him. Soulfinder and
Soulstedler.

Yes. I’ll change your story and the Council won't burn you alive. Just give me Gelsi’s soul.
A smdl corner of my mind ressted, yelling for action. Stealing soulsiswrong, | said. | shouldn't.
Then why have you been gifted with the ability if you' re not supposed to useit? Ferde asked.
| should use it to help people.

That’ s what the other Soulfinder wanted to do. See what happened to him.

Focusing my thoughts became difficult. Ferde’ s control began to spread and soon he would take Gels
fromme.

Give methegirl. If I pull her fromyou, you will die. You'll be the first victim of my new
administration. Your parents will be the next two.



Images of Perl being mutilated and Esau being hacked into piecesfilled my mind. Blood splashed as|
watched in helpless horror.

Save them and you can have compl ete freedom for the first time in your life.

His strong spell enticed me. | found myself agreeing with him. Freedom. Ferde sent awave of pleasure
through my body. I moaned as an intoxicating mix of joy and gratification flushed through me. | wanted to
give Gdls to him. But he went too far when my soul filled with contentment. Because | dready owned
that feding whenever Vdek hdd mein hisarms.

| swayed on my feet and swested with the effort to keep Ferde from taking Gels. He had redlized his
mistake and launched amental attack to get her soul. Wrapping my armstight around my chest, |
collapsed to the ground. Fire burned insde me. Tears and sweat stung my eyes, but | spotted Perl’s
device nearby before pain twisted my body. All I needed was a second.

Trouble, love? Vaek asked.
| need your immunity to magic.
Yours.

A resstlance to magic, unlike any barrier | could form, grew in my mind, blocking Ferde' s contral. |
opened my eyes.

“You amost had me,” | said to Ferde. | picked up Perl’s device and stood on unsteady legs.
Ferde' ssurprise didn’t last long. “No matter. The effort to repel me has weakened you.”

In two strides, he closed the distance between us. His hands wrapped around my throat. He wasright.
Whilel didn’t have the power to stop him, | could do something else. As histhumbs pressed into my
windpipe, | lifted Perl’ sdevice.

Black and white spots began to dance in front of my eyes. Before Ferde could react to my movement, |
amed the nozzle a him and pumped the rubber ball, soraying Curare into hisface. Invented to apply
perfume, Perl’ slittle device worked like acharm.

Ferde sfacefrozein horror. | pushed his hands away and hefell to the ground.
Therewill be others, was Ferde slast thought before the drug paralyzed his body and his magic.

Once stisfied that he was frozen, | entered hismind. Trapped within the darkness were dl the souls he
had stolen. | released them into the sky. Fedling arush of movement, | briefly joined the freed souls,
soaking in their happiness and joy, then | returned to my body.

Without amoment to lose, | scooted over to Gels. Resting the tips of my fingers on her neck, |
concentrated on her injuries and repaired them, including the cuts dong her ams and legs.

Go back, | told Gelg.

She had huddled in my mind, frightened and confused during the battle with Ferde, but now she
understood. Her body bloomed with life, and she drew in along shaky breath.

| cut her bonds with my switchblade, and, after spitting out the soggy Theobromapill, | lay next to her,
feding exhausted and spent. She clung to me. My throat blazed with each lungful of air.



After along while, | summoned the energy to stand, pulling Gels with me. Wefound Gels’sclothesand |
helped her into them. Before guiding her down to the living room to rest on a comfortable couch, | waved
ahand out one of the second-story windows. Dax would be here soon.

“1 will be expelled,” shewhispered.

| shook my head. “You'll be smothered with concern and understanding. And given dl the time you need
to recover.”

Once Dax arrived to take my place next to Gelg, | went back up to the landing where | had left Lef.
Reluctance pulled a my legs. It felt asif they had been pricked with Curare.

| didn’t have the strength to untie his twisted thoughts. My promise to Moon Man would have to wait a
whilelonger. | drew Leif into alighter degp so hewould rouse &fter | |€eft. Ferde' slast comment had
made meredizethat | still had some unfinished businessto attend to.

Dax had a protective arm around Gels when | went downgtairs.

“| sent amessage to Master Bloodgood. The Magters are on their way with a battalion of guardsto take
Ferdeto the Kegp'sprison,” Dax said.

“Then | better go. I’m supposed to be confined to my quarters.”
Dax shook his head. “ Second Magician knows what you did.”
“All the more reason not to be here when they arrive.”

B

| waved and hurried out the door, dinging my backpack over one shoulder. Since | had been expelled
from the Kegp's program, | knew | would soon be kicked out of my rooms. | planned to be long gone
before giving Roze the satisfaction of evicting me.

Fisk ran over to mewhen | crossed the courtyard.
“Didwehelp?’ Fisk asked. “Is everything okay?’

“Youdidgreat.” | rummaged in my pack and handed Fisk dl the Sitian coins| had. “Digribute these to
your troops.”

He smiled and dashed away.

A bone-deep weariness settled on me as | made my way through the Citadel. My surroundings blurred
and | walked in adaze. When | passed the Council Hal, the group of beggars, who aways hovered near
the steps, began to follow me.

“Sorry. | can't help you today,” | called over my shoulder. The group returned to the Hall, but one
perssted. | turned around. | said—"

“Lovely lady, spare acopper?’ the man asked.

Dirt streaked hisface and his hair hung in greasy clumps. His clothes were torn and filthy, and he smelled
like horse manure. But he couldn’t disguise those penetrating sapphire-blue eyes from me.



“Can’t you spare a copper for the man who just saved your life?” Vaek asked.
“I’'m broke. | had to pay off the distraction. Those kids don’t work cheap. What—"
“Unity fountain. A quarter hour.” Vaek returned to the steps and joined the other beggars.

| continued toward the Keep, but once | was out of sight of the Council Hall, | took aside street and
headed to the Unity Fountain. The jade sphere with its holes and other spheres nestled inside it shonein
the sunlight. The water spray from the circle of waterspouts sparkled in the cool air. My relief from
knowing that Vaek was unharmed warred with my concern that he should be far away from the Citadd.

A quick movement in ashadow caught my attention. | wandered over to the dark recess of adoorway
and joined Vaek, embracing him for afierce moment before pulling back.

“Thank you for helping me againgt Ferde,” | said. “Now go home before you get caught.”
Vaek amiled. “And missdl thefun?No, love. I’'m going with you on your errand.”

| could only produce amuted surprise. Vaek and | didn’t have amental connection like the oneI’d had
with Irys, yet he knew my thoughts, and, when | had needed his help, he had always been there.

“There€ snoway | can convinceyou to goto Ixia?’ My brief spurt of energy on seeing Vaek safe faded.
“None”

“All right. Although | reservetheright to say, ‘1 told you so' should you get captured.” | triedto say it in
astern tone, but my battered and tired soul was so filled with relief that Vaek was coming with me that
the words turned playful.

“Agreed.” Vaek’ seyeslit up, anticipating the challenge.

Chapter Thirty-Four

Vaek and | decided on the best course of action, and arranged to meet again at the edge of the Avibian
Pans

When | reached the Keep, | went straight to my roomsto pack. While | determined what to take along,
someone knocked on my door. Out of habit | looked for my bow before realizing it had been destroyed
by Lef. Instead, | grabbed my switchblade.

| relaxed a bit when | opened the door. Irys stood there, looking hesitant. Stepping back, | invited her in.

“I have some news,” Iryssaid. When | just stared at her, she continued, “ Ferde has been taken to the
Keep's cdls, and the Council has revoked your expulsion. They want you to stay so you can fully
explore your magica abilities”

“Who would teach me?’
Irys glanced at the ground. “1t would be your choice.”
“I'll think about it.”

Irys nodded and turned to go. Then stopped. “I’m sorry, Yelena. | had no trust in your abilities and yet
you achieved what four Master Magicians could not.”



Therewas gill afaint link between us, and | felt Irys' suncertainty and her loss of confidence. She
questioned her ability to handle future difficult Situations. She felt her beliefs on what was needed to solve
aproblem had been proven wrong.

“Inthis Stuation, magic was not the solution,” | told her. “It was the lack of magic thet alowed meto
besat Ferde. And | couldn’t have done that without Valek.”

She considered my words for amoment and seemed to make a decision.
“| propose apartnership,” Irys said.
“A partnership?’ | asked.

“I believe you no longer need ateacher, but a partner to help you discover just how strong a Soulfinder
you are.”

| winced at thetitle. “ Do you think I’'m one?’

“I’ve suspected, but didn’t want to redlly believeit. An automatic response just like your cringe just now.
And, it seems| need some guidance. I’ ve found that the Sitian way is not aways appropriate. Perhaps
you could help mewith that?’

“Areyou sure you would want to learn the ‘ rush into a Situation and hope for the best” method?’

“Aslong as you want to discover more about being a Soulfinder. Isit redly againgt the Ethica Code?
Perhaps the Code needs to be updated. And could you be considered a Master, or would you have to
takethe Magter’ stest first?’

“The Master test? I’ ve heard some horror stories.” My throat began to tighten. | swallowed with some
difficultly.

“Rumors, mogtly. To discourage the students so that only those who fed confident in their abilitieswill be
brave enough to ask to take the test.”

“And if they’ re not srong enough?’

“They won't succeed, but they’ll learn the full extent of their powers. Thisis better than being surprised
leter.”

Irysfdl slent. | felt her mind reaching toward mine. Do we have a deal ? she asked in my mind.
I’ll think about it. A lot has happened.
So it has, she agreed. Let me know when you' re ready. Irysleft my rooms.

| closed the door. My mind shuffled through the possibility of exploring my powers versusthe risk of
being condemned as a Soulfinder. Despite having to worry about poison in the Commander’ sfood, |
began to think lifein Ixiahad been easier. After my errand, asVaek so casudly caled it, | had some
choices on where to go next. Nice to have choices. Again.

| moved through my rooms, checking if I missed anything. | had packed the vamur statue for Vaek, the
rest of my Sitian coins, my northern uniform and an extra set of clothes. My armoire remained filled with
my apprentice’ s robes and a couple of Nutty’s skirt-pants. Papers and books piled on my desk, and the
room smelled of Apple Berry and Lavender. My stomach squeezed with longing and with a sudden
redlization. These roomsin the Keep had turned into my home, despite my resistance.



Shouldering my pack, | felt theweight of it drag on meas| left. Stopping at the Kegp' sguest quarterson
my way, | visited my parents. | could hear Esau in the kitchen and Perl had a strange expression on her
face. Her hand touched her neck so | knew something had upset her. She made me promise to stay for
tea, pulling my backpack off, and she hovered over me until | sat in one of the pink overstuffed chairs.

Cadlling to Esau to bring another cup, Perl perched in the seat next to me asif she would spring into action
should | decideto leave. Esau brought in the teaitray. She jumped up and handed me one of the steaming

cups.

Seeming to be satisfied that | was anchored to my chair, at least until | finished the tea, Perl said, “You're
leaving. Aren't you?' She shook her head before | could answer. “Not that you would tell me. Y ou treat
melike addicate flower. I’ [l have you know that the most delicate flowers often produce the strongest
scent when crushed.” She stared a me.

“I have some unfinished businessto atend to. I'll be back,” | said, but the weak responsefailed to
soothe her.

“Don'tlietome”
“I waan't lying.”

“All right. Then don’t lieto yourself.” She eyed my bulging pack that she had set on the floor. “ Send us
word when you're settled in Ixia, and we' Il comevist,” she said in amatter-of-fact tone. “Though,
probably not until the hot season. | don't like the cold.”

“Mother!” | stood and dmost spilled my drink.

Esau nodded, seeming nonplussed by the topic of our conversation. “I’ d like to find the Mountain Laurel
that grows near the ice pack. | read somewhere that the plant can cure Kronik’s Cough. Beinteresting to
find out.”

“Y ou're not concerned that | might returnto Ixia?’ | asked my parents.

“Considering the week you had,” my father said, “we're just happy you're dive. Besides, we trust your
judgment. “

“If I do goto Ixia, will you promiseto vigt often?’

They promised. Not wanting to prolong the goodbyes, | snatched my pack and left.

Apple? Kiki asked with ahopeful tone.

No, but I'll get you some peppermints. | went into the barn’ stack room to search for the bag of candy.
| took two and returned to Kiki.

After she sucked the candy down, | asked her, Ready to go?
Yes. Saddle?

Not this time. The Keep provided tack for the students, but it was understood that once a student
graduated, he bought his own equipment.

| pulled the step stool over and Kiki snorted. | know. | know, | said. No step stool inwild. But I'm



tired.

Infact, what little energy | had left leaked away with an darming speed. Kiki and | didn’t encounter any
trouble at either the Keep' s or the Citadel’ s gates. We took the road through the valley for awhile. |
refused to look back at the Citaddl. | planned to come back, didn’t 1? Today wouldn't be thelast time
saw the pastdl colors of the sunset reflected in the white marble walls. Right?

Asthelight faded from the sky, | heard the pounding of hooves on the road behind me. Kiki stopped and
spun to face the newcomer.

Topaz, she said with pleasure.

Though by the molten anger and murderous expression on Cahil’ sface, | knew this encounter would be
far from pleasant.

“Where do you think you're going?’ he demanded.
“That’ s not your concern.”
Cahil’ sfaceturned alivid red as he sputtered in astonishment. “Not my concern? Not my concern?’

| saw him reinin histemper. Then in adeadly rumble, he said, “Y ou' re the heart mate of the most wanted
crimina in Sitia. Y our whereabouts are of the utmost concern to me. In fact, I'm going to personaly see
toit that | know exactly whereyou are at al times.” Hewhistled.

| heard arush of movement and turned in time to see Cahil’ s men move into defensive positions behind
me. Trying to conserve my strength, | hadn’t scanned the road ahead with my magic. Hadn't believed |
would need to. Silly me.

Did you smell them, Kiki? | asked.

No. Upwind. Go past?

Not yet.

Looking back a Cahil, | demanded, “What do you want?’

“Playing the smpleton to delay the inevitable, Yeena? | guessit hasworked for you in the past. You
certainly played mefor afool,” he said with an eerie cdmness. “ Convincing me and First Magician that
you weren't aspy, using your magic to make metrust you. | fell for it al.”

“Cahil, I—

“What | want isto kill Vaek. Besides getting revenge for the murder of my family, | will be ableto show
the Council my abilitiesand they will findly support me.”

“Y ou had Vaek before and lost him. What makes you think you can kill him thistime?’
“Y our heart mate will exchange hislifefor yours.”

“Y ou' re going to need more men to capture me.”

“Truly? Take another look.”

| glanced over my shoulder. Cahil’s men had kept their distance from Kiki’ shindquarters, but, evenin



the twilight, | could see that each one held ablowpipe to his mouth, aiming at me.
“The darts are treated with Curare,” Cahil said. “An excdllent Sitian weapon. Y ou won't get far.”

Fear replaced annoyance as my heart rate increased. | had some Theobromain my pack, but | knew if |
tried to take it off my back, | would become a pin cushion for Cahil’s men.

“Will you cooperate or do | need to have you immobilized?” Cahil sounded asif he asked if | would like
sometea

Ghost, Kiki said.

Before | could understand what Kiki meant, Vaek sauntered into our group from thetall grass of the
plains. Everyone froze for asecond in shock. Cahil gaped.

“That' san interesting choice, love,” Vaek said. “ Y ou'll need sometimeto think it over. Inthe
meantime...” Vaek held hisarms away from his body as he moved closer to Cahil. He had changed
from his beggar disguise into the plain brown tunic and pantsthat the local citizenswore. He gppeared to
be unarmed, but | knew better, and, it seemed, so did Cahil who transferred Topaz' sreinsto his|eft
hand and pulled his sword.

“Let’'sseeif | havethisright,” Vaek continued, seeming unconcerned about Cahil’ ssword afew feet
away. “Y ou want revenge for your family. Understandable. But you should know that the royd family is
not your family. Onething | have learned over the yearsisto know my enemy. Theroya bloodline
ended the day the Commander took control of Ixia. | made sure of that.”

“Youliel” Cahil urged Topaz forward, lunging at Vaek with his sword.
Stepping to the side with grace and speed, Vaek avoided being trampled and cut.

When Cahil turned Topaz for another charge, | said, “1t makes sense. Vaek wouldn't leave ajob
unfinished.”

He pulled back on the bridle, stopping in disbdief. * Y our love for him has damaged your senses.”

“And your hunger for power has affected your inteligence. Y our men are using you, yet you refuse to see
the obvious”

Cahil shook hishead. “1 won't listen to any morelies. My men areloya. They obey me or esethey will
be punished. God’ s death hel ped me to reinforce that lesson.”

| recognized that flatnessin his pae blue eyes. * You killed God.”

He smiled. “My men have pledged their livesto me. | committed no crime.” He brandished his sword.
“Ready,” he cdled to hismen. “ Aim and—"

“Think about this before you gloat about your men, Cahil. They look to Captain Marrok for approval
before following your orders. They gave you asword that was too heavy for you, and failed to properly
train you withit. Y ou are supposed to be related to the King, who was a powerful magician. Why don’t
you have any magic?’

“|—" Cahil hestated.

His men glanced at each other in either consternation or confusion. | couldn't tell, but it broke their
concentration. And in that moment, VValek legped onto Kiki’ s back behind me. She took off into the



plainswithout being told. | grabbed her mane asVaek’ sarms encircled my waist, and Kiki brokeinto
her gust-of-wind gait.

| heard Cahil ydl fire, and thought | heard the whiz of adart near my ear, but we were soon out of range.
Kiki traveled twice the distance of anorma gallop without any obvious effort. When the moon had
reached its apex, Kiki dowed then stopped.

Smell gone, shesad.

Vaek and | did off her back. | ingpected her for injuries before she snorted with impatience and moved
away to graze.

| shivered in the cold air, searching my body for darts before wrapping my cloak tighter. “ That was
d 0$.l7

“Not redly,” Vdek said, pulling me toward him. “We distracted the men so when Wannabe King gave
the order they didn’'t havetimeto am.”

Vaek felt warm even though he was't wearing a cloak. Seeming to read my thoughts, he said, “I'll share
yours.” He amiled with amischievous ddight. “But first you need afire, food and some deep.”

| shook my head. “I need you.” It didn’t take me long to convince him. Once | had divested him of his
clothes, he eected to join mein my cloak.

| woke to the ddightful smell of roasting meat. Squinting in the bright sunlight, | saw Vaek crouched near
afire. He had set up aspit of meeat over the glowing embers.

“Breskfast?’ | asked as my stomach rumbled.
“Dinner. You'vedept dl day.”
| sat up. *Y ou should have woken me. What if Cahil findsus?’

“Doubtful with dl thismagic intheair.” Vaek peered into the sky, scenting thewind. “ Doesit bother
you?”

| opened my mind to the power surrounding us. The Sandseed' s protective magic tried to invade and
confuse Vaek’ sthoughts, but hisimmunity deflected the strands of power with ease. The magic seemed
indifferent to my presence.

“No.” | told Vaek about my distant relationship to the Sandseed clan. “If | came closeto their village
with the intent to harm them, | think the protection would attack me.” Then | thought about Moon Man’s
magica abilitiesand his scimitar. “Either that or one of their Story Weaverswould.”

Vaek consdered. “How long will it take usto reach the Daviian Plateau?’
“It depends on Kiki. If she decidesto use her gust-of-wind gait, we could be there in afew hours.”
“Gugt-of-wind? Is that what you call it? I’ ve never seen ahorse run that fast before.”

| mulled over Vaek’scomment. “She only doesit when we' rein the plains. Perhapsit’ s connected to the
Sandseed’ smagic.”



Vaek shrugged. “ Faster is better. The faster we can take care of Ales, the better.”

But exactly how we would take care of Alearemained the rea question. | knew she would be athrest to
meif she had survived her injury, yet | didn’'t want to kill her. Perhapsturning her over to the Sandseeds
would be enough. | thought about Moon Man’ s remarks about the Daviian Vermin, and redized that
Ferde' scomment about the existence of others might not have been about Alea coming after me, but
about the other Daviians.

Vaek pulled the mest from the fire and handed the spit to me. “Eat. Y ou need your strength.”
| sniffed the unidentifiable lump. “Whet isit?’

He laughed. “Y ou' re better off not knowing.”

“Poisons?’

“Youtdl me” heteased.

| took an experimental bite. Thejuicy meat had an odd earthy taste. Some type of rodent, | thought, but
no poisons. When | had finished my supper, we began to pack up our meager supplies.

“Valek, after we ded with Alea, you must promiseto returnto Ixia”

He grinned. “Why would | do that? I’ m beginning to enjoy the climate. I might build asummer home
I’He_”

“It'sthat cocky attitude that got you into troublein thefirst place.”

“No, love. It wasyou. If you hadn’t gotten yourself captured by Goel, | wouldn't have tipped my hand to
the Wannabe King.”

“Youdidn't tip your hand. I’'m afraid | did that when | wasfighting with Cahil.”
“Defending my honor again?’ he asked.

Back in Ixia, | had inadvertently exposed one of his undercover operations by standing up for him.
13 Yaﬂ

He shook his head in amazement. “I know you love me, o you can stop provingit. | redlly don't care
what Wannabe King thinks of me.”

| thought about Cahil. “Vaek, I'm sorry for believing you killed God.”

Hewaved awvay my apology. “Y ou would have been right. | went back to take care of him for you, but
he had beaten metoit.” Valek’'sangular features grew serious. “ The Wannabe King remains a problem.”

| nodded. “Onethat I'll ded with.”
“Now who's cocky?’

| started to protest, but Vaek stopped me with akiss. When he pulled away, | noticed that Kiki’ s head
was up and her ears pointed forward.

S1ell? | asked her. Then | heard the sound of hoof beets, heading toward us.
Rusalka, Kiki said. Sad Man.



My firgt reaction was annoyance that Leif had followed us. But the thought that, if he could find us, then
s0 could Cahil filled me with apprehension.

Anyone else? | asked.

No.

Vaek disgppeared into thetall grassjust asLeif’ s horse seemed to materidize from acloud of dust.
Lef’ sgreen eyeswere wide with shock. “ She’ s never done that before.”

My annoyance transformed to amusement. Rusalka’ s black coat gleamed with swest, but she didn’t
appear to be stressed.

“I cdl that Kiki’sgust-of-wind gait,” | told Lelf. “Is Rusalka a sandseed horse?’

He nodded. Before he could say another word, | saw ablur of motion to hisleft as Vaek leaped out of
the grass and knocked Lef from hishorse. They landed together with Vaek on top of Leif’s chest. He
held Leif’ smacheteto Lef’ sthroat as my brother struggled to get his breath.

“What are you doing here?’ Valek asked.

“Come. Tofind. Ydena,” Lef said between gasps.

“Why?"

By thistime, I’ d recovered from my surprise. “1t'sdl right, Vaek. He smy brother.”

Vaek moved the blade away, but remained on top of him. Leif’sface twisted into an expression of
astonished terror.

“Vaek?Youhavenosmdl. Noaura” Leif sad.
“Isheasmpleton?’ Valek asked me.

| grinned. “No.” | pulled Vaek from Lef. “His magic can sense aperson’ssoul. Y our immunity must be
blocking his power.” | bent over Leif and examined him, looking for broken boneswith my magic. |
didn’t find any seriousinjuries.

“Areyou dl right?’ | asked Leif.
He sat up and glanced nervoudly at Valek. “That depends.”
“Don’'t worry about him, he’ s overprotective.”

Vaek harrumphed. “If you could keep out of trouble for one day, protecting you wouldn't be so
inginctive” He rubbed hisleg. “Or so painful.”

Leif had recovered from his shock and stood.
My annoyance returned. “Why are you here?’ | asked.
Helooked at VValek then at the ground. “It was something Mother said.”

| waited.



“Shetold me that you were lost again. And only the brother that had searched for you for fourteen years
could find you.”

“How did you find me?’

Lef gestured abit wildly at hishorse. “Kiki had found Topaz in the plains, so | thought, snce Rusaka
was bred by the Sandseeds, | asked her to find Kiki. And...And...”

“Shefound usvery fast.” | mulled over what Leif had said about our mother. “Why does Perl think I’'m
lost? And why send you? Y ou weren't any help the last time.” Now, | had to suppress the urge to punch
him. He had amost killed me with his machete at Ferde' s house.

Lef cringed with guilt. “I don’t know why she sent me.”

| was about to tell him to go home, when Moon Man walked into sight. “A good guy,” | said to Valek
before he could attack him.

“This seemsto be quite the meeting place,” Vaek muttered under his bresth.

When Moon Man came closer, | asked, “No mysterious arrival ? No coaescing from asunray? Where' s
the paint?’ The scars on hisarms and legs stood out against his dark skin, and he wore a pair of short

pants.

“Itisno fun when you aready know thosetricks,” Moon Man said. “ Besides, Ghost would have killed
meif | had suddenly appeared.”

“Ghogt?’ | asked.

Moon Man pointed to Vaek. “Kiki’snamefor him. It makes sense,” he said, seeing the look of
confusion on my face. “To magica beings, we see the world through our magic. We see him with our
eyes, but cannot see him with our magic. So heislikeaghost to us.”

Vaek listened to Moon Man. Although expressionless, | could tell by therigid set to Vaek’ s shoulders
that he was prepared to strike.

“Another relative?’ Valek asked.
A broad smile stretched Moon Man'slips. “Yes. | am her mother’ suncle swife sthird cousin.”
“He'saStory Weaver, amagician of the Sandseed clan,” | explained. “And what are you doing here?’

Moon Man'’ s playfulness faded from hisface. “Y ou are on my lands. | could ask you the same thing, but
| aready know why you have come. | came to make sure you keep your promise.”

“What promise?’ Leif and Vaek asked a the sametime.
| waved the question away. “1 will, but not now. We need—"

“I know what you intend to do. Y ou will not succeed with that unless you untangle yourself,” Moon Man
sad.

“Me?But | thought you said...” | stopped. He had made me promiseto untie Leif, but then |
remembered that Moon Man had said our lives twisted together. But what did helping Leif haveto do
with going after Alea?“Why won't | succeed?’ | asked.



Moon Man refused to answer.
“Do you have any more cryptic advice?’ | asked.
He hald out his hands. One toward Leif and the other to me.

Vaek huffed in either amusement or annoyance, | couldn’t tell, but he said, “Lookslike afamily affair. Il
be close by if you need me, love.”

| studied Leif. Hisreaction to the Story Weaver the last time we had met him had been one of fear. Now,
he stepped forward and grabbed Moon Man’ s hand, shooting me alook of stubborn determination.

“Let’sfinishthis” Leif sad, chdlenging me.

Chapter Thirty-Five

| did my hand into Moon Man's. My world melted as the warm magic of the Story Weaver took control
of my senses.

Wetraveled to the llliais Jungle to the place Leif had hidden while watching Mogkan kidnap me over
fourteen years ago. Thethree of us viewed the eventsthrough Leif’ seyesand fet hisemotions. In
essence, becoming him.

A mean gpproval that Y eenagot what she deserved for not staying closeto him spiked Leif’ s heart. But
when the strange man put her to deep, and pulled his pack and sword from under a bush, sudden fear of
getting taken by the man kept Leif in hishiding place. He stayed there long after the man had carried his
sster avay.

Moon Man manipulated the story’ sthread for amoment, showing Leif and me what would have
happened if Leif had tried to rescue me. Thering of sted rolled through the jungle as Mogkan pulled his
sword from its scabbard and stabbed L eif in the heart, killing him. Remaining hidden had been agood
decison.

The story then changed and focused on Perl and Esau’ s despair and anger when Leif had findly told
them that | waslogt. Leif believed he would bein worse trouble if he had told them the truth and they
knew he hadn’t done anything to stop the man. Leif had been convinced that the search partieswould
find the man and hissigter. Already he felt jealous of the attention she would get for just being rescued.

When the search partiesfailed to find her, Leif began hisown quest. He knew they lived in thejungle,
keeping out of sight just to spite him. He had to find her, and maybe his mother and father would love him
agan.

Asthe years passed, hisguilt drove him to attempt suicide, and, eventudly, the guilt transformed into

hatred. When she finaly came back into their lives stinking of blood and of the north, he wanted to kill
her. Especidly when he saw for the first timein fourteen years the pure joy on his mother’ sface.

Cahil’ sambush, while unexpected, gave Lef areceptive audience about the need to get rid of the
northern spy. But watching her get hurt caused asmadl rip of concernin hisblack cloak of hate,

Her escape from Cahil was proof he had been right about her, but then she came back, ingsting she
wasn't aspy and therefore would not run away like one. Roze then confirmed her claims, puzzling Leif.

His confusion and conflicting emotions only grew when he saw her try to help Tula Why would she care



about another? She hadn’t cared about him or how he suffered while she was gone. He wanted to keep
hating her, but when she struggled to bring Tulaback, he couldn’t bear the guilt if he stood by and did

nothing again.

When they traveled to the plains and Story Weaver approached, Leif had known his sister would
discover the truth about him. He ran, unable to face the accusations that would fill her eyes. But when he
camed, he thought, would the truth be that difficult for her? She weathered so much in Ixia. Perhaps she
could overcometthis hurdle, too.

But after she had returned from the plains, Leif knew it wasimpossible. Her anger and censure flamed on
her skin. She didn’t want him or need him. Only his mother’ s pleas that he help his Sster made him seek
her out.

Story Weaver |et the strands of the tale fade. The three of us stood on that dark plain | remembered from
my last encounter with Moon Man. His coloring matched aray of moonlight. Leif glanced around with
wonder.

“Why did Mother ask you to help merescue Gels?’ | asked Leif.
“Shethought | could assist you in someway. Insteed, | had tried to—"

“Kill me?You canjointhe‘l Want to Kill YelenaGuild.” | hear they have Sx membersin good standing.
Vaek is presdent snce he had wanted to kill metwice.” | amiled, but Leif stared at mewith guiltin his
eyes. “It wasn't you. Ferde tapped into your memories and used them.”

“I did want to kill you before you helped Tula” Leif hung his heed.

“Don’t fed ashamed for having those fedings and those memories. What happened in the past can't be
changed, but they can be aguide for what happensin your future.”

Moon Man radiated approva. “We could make a Story Weaver out of you if you were not dready a
Soulfinder.” He flashed meawide amile.

“Truly?” How many people would | need to hear it from before | believed it or felt it? Perhapsit would
be best not to declare mysdlf a Soulfinder and just be regular old Y dlena.

Moon Man raised an eyebrow. “Come visit me when you are ready.”

Then theworld spun and | shut my eyes againgt the feelings of vertigo. When they stopped, | opened
them, finding mysdf back in the plainswith Leif. Moon Man wastaking to Vaek.

| digested what happened on the stony plain. Leif had been in the process of untying himself. Hisroad
had smoothed when he made the decision to help me with Tula. So why had Moon Man asked meto
help him?1 looked for the Story Weaver, but he had disappeared.

Then the answer cameto me, and, dong with it, my own guilt. Without truly understanding Leif, | had
treated him badly, holding the actions of an eight-year-old boy against agrown man and failing to see
how hetried to amend them.

Lef watched me.
“How comethey never schedule aNew Beginnings feast when you redlly need to start over?’ | asked.

Lef smiled a me. Thefirst genuine one since | had returned from Ixia. It warmed meto the core of my



oul.
“That’sokay. | don't dance,” he said.
“Youwill,” I promised.

Vaek cleared histhroat. “ Touching asthisis, we need to go. Y our Story Weaver is providing uswith
some soldiersto aid against Aled s people. WEe re to rendezvous with them at dawn. | takeit your
brother...”

“Lef” I filledin.

“...iscoming dong?’

“Of course” Leif said.

“No,” | said a the sametime. “| don’t want you to get hurt. Mother wouldn't like it.”

“And | wouldn't be ableto face her wrath if | didn't stay and help.” Leif crossed hisarms over his chest.
His squarejaw set into astubborn line.

“Y our mother sounds like aformidable woman,” Vaek said into the silence.
“You havenoidea,” Lef replied withasigh.

“Wel, if she sanything like' Y elena, my deepest sympathies” Vaek teased.
“Hey!”

Leif laughed and the tense moment dissipated.

Vaek handed Leif his machete. “ Do you know how to useit?’

“Of course. | chopped Y eena s bow into firewood,” Leif joked.

“Y ou took me by surprise. | didn’t want to hurt you,” | shot back.

Leif looked dubious.

“How about arematch?

“Anytime”

Vaek stepped between us. “I'm beginning to wish that you were an orphan, love. Can you both manage
to focus on thetask at hand without trying to catch up on fourteen years of sibling rivary?

“Yes” wesadin unison, properly chastised.
“Good. Thenlet’sgo.”
“Where?’ | asked.

“In keeping with his cryptic nature, al your Story Weaver said was, ‘ The horses know whereto go.
Vaek shrugged. “It’' s certainly not amilitary strategy | would use, but I’ ve learned that the south usesits
own strategy. And, strangely enough, it works.”



The horses did know where to go, and, asthe sun rose over the plains, we encountered a group of
Sandseed soldiers on arocky outcropping surrounded by tall grass. A dozen men and sSix women
dressed in lesther armor and equipped with ether scimitars or spears waited. They had painted red
streaks on their faces and arms, creating an impressively fierce countenance.

There were no other horses. Vaek and | jumped off Kiki and Leif dismounted Rusakato join us. The
two horses began to graze. | shivered in the cold morning air, feding naked without my bow, wishing |
had another weapon besides my switchblade.

Moon Man greeted us. He had dressed like his clansmen, but he was armed with his scimitar and abow.
The bow he held was no ordinary staff of ebony wood. It had been carved with symbols and animals,
revealing agold-colored wood under the black surface. And | fdlt that, if | could just Stare at it long
enough, the carvings may reveal astory. | shook my head, trying to stay focused on Moon Man’ swords.

“| sent ascout last night,” Moon Man said. *He found the blood-letting apparatusin the Void just as
Y dlenadescribed. Then he tracked the Daviian Vermin to acampsite about amile east of that location.
We are on the edge of the plains about two miles north of that site.”

“Well wait until dark and launch asurprise attack,” Vaek said.

“That will not work,” Moon Man said. “The Vermin have ashield that will dert them to intruders. My
scout could not get too close to their camp for fear of discovery.” Moon Man appeared to scan the
horizon. “ They have strong Warpers, who can hide their whereabouts from our magic.”

“Warpers?' Leif asked.

Moon Man frowned. “Magicians. | refuseto cal them Story Weaversfor they manipulate the threads for
their own sdfish desires”

| glanced at the group of Sandseeds, noting again the array of wegpons. “Y ou don’t plan to use your
megic?’

“No.”

“And you don’t plan to take prisoners?’

“That is not the Sandseed way. The Vermin must be exterminated.”

| wanted to neutralize the threat of Alea, but | didn’'t want to kill her. Esau’svia of Curare till remained
in my backpack. Perhaps | could paralyze her and take her back to the Keep's cdlls.

“How are you going to prevent the Daviians from using their magic?’ Vaek asked.
A dangerous glint flashed in Moon Man’ seyes. “We movethe Void.”
“You candothat?’ | asked, surprised.

“The blanket of power can be repositioned only with the utmost care. We will center the blanket’shole
directly over the Vermin's camp and then we will attack.”

“When?' Valek asked.

“Now.” Moon Man walked over to hissoldiers.



“I’d hoped to use the Sandseeds as adistraction,” Valek said to mein alow whisper. “Thiswill work.
OnceAleaisdead, weleave. Thisisn't our fight.”

“I think capture and incarceration would be aharsher punishment for her,” | said.
Vaek sudied me for amoment. “Asyou wish.”

Moon Man’s group shouted awar cry, then disappeared into the tall grass. He came back to us. “ They
will position themselves around the camp. The signd to attack will bewhentheVoidisin place. You are
to comewith me.” He glanced at the three of us. *Y ou need wegpons. Here.”

Hetossed hisbow to me. | caught it in my right hand.
“That isyours. A gift from Suekray.”
“Who?’

“A horsawoman of our clan. Y ou must have made an impression on her. Her giftsare asrare asthe
snow. Your story isetched into it.”

Mother, Kiki said with approva. And | remembered the short-haired Sandseed woman who had taken
Kiki for aridethe day | had met with the elders.

| marveled at the bow. The balance and thickness felt perfect in my hand, and, despite the carvings, the
black wood remained smooth and strong. By thetime | pulled my eyes from the beauty of the bow, |
saw that Vaek clutched ascimitar and Leif wielded his machete.

“Letusgo.”

| took off my cloak and made afew quick preparations before we followed Moon Man into the tall
grass.

From our position near the Daviian camp, | could see some activity around their tents and campfire. The
ar hovering over their Site seemed to shimmer and it distorted the images of the peopleinsde asif a
massive pocket of heat had been trapped over them.

The grasses of the plateau grew in small clumps and had turned brown from lack of rain. | crouched with
Vaek behind asmall bush. Leif and Moon Man were five hundred feet to our right huddled in adight
depression. | wondered how the other Sandseeds had fared in finding hiding spots. The Daviians had
chosen awide-open areafor their camp and cover was minimal.

| felt the hair raise on my arms as power pressed against my skin. Seeking out with my awareness, | felt
Moon Man and three other magicianstug the blanket of power. They applied equa pressure so the
blanket would not gather in one location, but would move smoothly. Their magical abilitiesimpressed me,
and | thought, if | did stay in Sitia, the Sandseeds would make powerful teachers.

TheVoid sarivd fet likeal theair had been sucked out of my lungs. My awareness of my surroundings
reduced to the mundane senses of sight, smell and sound. Before | could adapt to my magical 1oss,
another war cry sounded. The signd to attack the camp.

| jumped to my feet and followed Vaek toward the camp. And stopped dead in my tracks when the
scenein front of me registered in my mind.



The Daviians shield had been destroyed and, with it, theillusion. Instead of afew people milling about the
campfire, there sood over thirty. Instead of a handful of tents, there were rows and rows of them.
Granted most of the Vermin stared in shock at the loss of their magic, but we were outnumbered four to
one.

Too late to retreat. We had the element of surprise and nineteen battle-thirsty Sandseeds, who cut wide
bloody swaths through the Daviians. | could see Moon Man' s bald head above thefighting, and Leif's
powerful strikes kept a couple Daviians busy. Vaek shot me agrim look. Find Alea, he mouthed to me
beforejoining inthefray.

Great, | thought, edging around the outskirts of the battle. Find Aleain this mass of confusion. | ducked
asaDaviian swung hisscythe at me. | swept hisfeet from under him and hopped onto his chest before he
could raise hislong wegpon. Ramming the end of my bow into his neck, | crushed hiswindpipe.

| paused for a heartbeat. He was thefirst person | killed since coming to Sitia. | had hoped never to take
alifeagain, but if | wanted to survive thismelee, | couldn’t afford to be compassionate.

Another Daviian attacked. My melancholy thoughts disappeared as | defended mysalf and searched for
Alea. Dodging and fighting, | logt dl track of time as the series of matches began to blur together. In the
end, Aleafound me.

Her long black hair had been pulled back into a knot and she wore a ssimple white tunic and pants that
were splattered with blood. She held abloody short sword in each hand. Alea smiled at me.

“| planned to find you,” she said. “How nice that you saved me the trouble.”
“That'sjust how | am, dwaysthinking of others.”

She crossed her swordsin amock salute and lunged. | stepped back, and brought my bow down on the
top of her blades, deflecting them toward the ground. She took a step forward to regain her balance just
as| shuffled closer to her. We touched shoulders. Our weapons pointed down.

But mine remained on top. | yanked the bow up, hitting her in the face. She yelped as blood gushed from
her nose. My dtrike failed to stop her, and shetried to swing her swords toward my stomach. | moved
next to her; too close for large weapons. We dropped them.

| triggered my switchblade as she pulled aknife from her belt. She turned and stabbed at me. | blocked
her blade with my arm. Pain burned as the knife bit into my flesh, but the move alowed meto grab her
hand. | pulled her toward me and diced her forearm with my blade then released her.

Aleastaggered back in confusion. | could have plunged my knife into her someach, killing her. Her
expression turned to horror as sheredlized what | had done.

My switchblade had been treated with Curare. All | had needed to do was prick her skin with thetip of
the weapon. When shefell to the ground, | stood over her.

“It'snot fun being helpless. Isit?’ | asked.

| looked around. Vaek had maneuvered himsdlf so that he stayed between me and the Daviians, keeping
the othersfrom interfering with my fight with Alea. Leif fought ashort distance away, hacking with his
machete. | couldn’t see the other Sandseeds, but | spotted Moon Man just as he took aman’s head off
with hisscimitar. Y uck.

Moon Man sprinted for us. “Timeto retreat,” he caled.



“Nexttime” | saidto Alea “WE I finishthis”

Then the V oid moved and the magic came back for half of the campsite, creating adiverson. Wewere
bathed in power, and | felt Moon Man encompass usin ashield of protective magic as we began our
retreat. Vaek, though, paused over Alea s <till form. He knelt beside her, picked up her knife, and said
something to her.

Before | could call to him, he cut her throat in one smooth move. It was the same letha strike that he had
delivered to her brother, Mogkan.

When Vaek caught up to me he said, “We can't afford to play favorites.”

We raced back toward the plains. The Vermins ceased chasing us at the border of the Avibian Plains,
but we kept our pace until we reached the rocky outcropping where Kiki and Rusalkawaited.

“No doubt they will move their camp farther into the plateau,” Moon Man said. The effort of running had
not winded him, athough his skin gleamed with swest. “I will need to bring more soldiers. To have
deceived my scout and me means their Warpers are more powerful than we suspected. | must consult
with the elders”

Moon Maninclined hishead in farewell and | soon logt Sight of himin the grass.
“What now?’ Leif asked.

| met Vaek’sgaze. What now, indeed.

“Yougohomeand sowill I,” | said to Lef.

“Y ou’ re coming with meto the Keep?' Lef asked.

“I...” Back to the Keegp and to the fedlings of isolation? Back to being feared for my abilities? Or back
to spy on Sitiaso | could eventudly return to Ixia? Or just being on my own, exploring Sitiaand spending
timewith my family?

“I think you' re afraid to go back to the Keep,” Leif said.
“What?’

“It will be much easier for you to Stay away, and not have to ded with being a Soulfinder, being a
daughter and being asigter.”

“I’'mnot afraid.” | had tried to find aplacein Sitia, but | kept getting pushed away. How many hintsdid |
need? | wasn't aglutton for punishment. What if they decided that a Soulfinder equaed evil and they
burned medivefor violaing their Ethical Code?

“You are afrad.” Lef chalenged.
“Amnot.”
“Aretoo.”

“Am rDt.”



“Then proveit.”

| opened my mouth, but no sound came out.

Findly, | said, “1 hateyou.”

Lef amiled. “Thefeding ismutua.” He paused for amoment. “ Are you coming?’
“Not now. I’ll think about it.” It wasadday tactic and Leif knew it.

“If you don’'t come back to the Keep, then Il be right. And every time you seeme, I'll be insufferably
snug.”

“And how’ sthat different from now?’

Helaughed and | could see the young carefree boy he had beenin hiseyes. “ Y ou've only had asmall
glimpse of how insufferable and annoying | can be. Asthe older brother, it' smy birthright.”

Lef mounted Rusalka and galloped away.

Vaek and | walked with Kiki toward the north. Toward Ixia. He held my hand and | felt content asmy
thoughts mulled over the last few hours.

“Vaek. What did you say to Alea?’
“ told her how her brother had died.”

| remembered how | had trapped Mogkan with magic, immobilizing him so Vaek could cut histhroat.
Aleadied the exact same way.

“We had no timeto take Aleawith us, love. | wasn't going to let her have another chance to hurt you.”
“How do you aways know when | need you?’

Vaek's eyesflamed with anintengity that | had rarely seen. “1 know. It's part of melike hunger or thirt.
A need that must be met to survive.”

“How do you do it?1 can’t connect my mind to yours with my magic. And you don’t have magic. It
should beimpossible.”

Vaek remained quiet for amoment. “ Perhaps, when | fed your distress, | relax my guard and alow you
to connect with me?’

“Perhaps. Have you ever donethat for anyone else?’

“No, love. You're the only one who has caused me to do the oddest things. Y ou have truly poisoned
rTe”

| laughed. “Odd, eh?’
“It'sagood thing you can’'t read my mind, love.”
A sapphire-bluefire smoked in hiseyes, and | noticed atightening in hislean muscles.

“Oh, | know what you' rethinking.” | stepped into hisarms, putting my hands under his waistband to
where histhoughts had traveled, making my point.



“I can't. Hide. Fromyou,” Vaek panted.

| heard Kiki snort and move away as my world filled with the fed and smell and taste of Valek.

Vaek and | spent the next severd dayswalking the plains and enjoying being together without any
worries or problems hovering over our heads. Wewould discover small caches of food and water along
our path. And whilel didn’t have the feding that someone watched us, | felt that the Sandseeds knew
where we were, and the provisons were their way of extending their hospitality to adistant cousin.

Eventudly, weleft the plains. Skirting east of the Citadd, we headed north through the Featherstone
clan’slands. Careful to travel at night and hide during the day, it took us three daysto reach the
Ambassador’ sretinue.

| had lost track of the days and been surprised to see their camp, but Valek had known they would be
about ahdf-day’ swalk to the Ixian border. After determining where the Sitian “spies’ hid, Vaek
changed into his Ilom disguise, and dipped into the camp in the middle of the night. | waited and
approached the next day. There was no reason for meto hide, and, if | went back to Ixia, the Sitian spies
could report back to the Keep and the Council that | had |eft.

The Ixians had begun to pack up their equipment when | rodein on Kiki. Onetent till stood, but Ari and
Janco rushed over to greet me before | could reachit.

“Didn't | tell you, Ari? She'scometo say goodbye after all. And you were pouting and miserable for
days,” Janco said.

Ari just rolled hiseyes, and | knew if anyone was miserable it was Janco.

“Or have you decided that you can’t bear to be parted from us and are going to disguise yourself asa
soldier and come back to Ixia?’ Janco’s smile was hopeful.

“Beating you in abow fight every day isredly tempting, Janco.”

He scoffed. “I know your tricks now. | won't be so easy to best.”

“Areyou sure you want me to come? | have atendency to cause trouble.”
“That'swhat I’m counting on,” Janco said. “Life has been so dull without you.”

Ari shook his massive head. “We don’t need any more trouble. The diplomatic niceties started faling
apart between the Ambassador and the Sitian Council toward the end. Before we left, one of the
Councilors had accused the Ambassador of bringing Vaek to Sitiato assassnate the Council.”

“Not good,” | said. “ The Sitians are congtantly worried the Commander will want to take control of their
lands. And | would be, too, knowing that Vaek possessed the skillsto nate the Councilors aswell
asthe Master Magicians, creating enough chaos so there islittle res stance to an Ixian attack.”

| shook my head, sighing. The Ixians and Sitians viewed the world so differently. They needed someone
to help them understand each other. A strange fedling churned in my stomach. Fear? Excitement?
Nausea? Perhaps all three; it was hard to tell.

“Speaking of Vaek,” Janco said, “I takeit he' swell?

“You know Vaek,” | said.



Janco nodded, grinning.

“I’ d better talk to the Ambassador.” | did off Kiki. Before| could move, Ari’ slarge hand grabbed my
am,

“Just make sure you say goodbye to Janco,” Ari said. “Y ou think hel sannoying when he' sin agood
mood; he' sworse when he' sin abad mood.”

| promised Ari, but as| waked to the Ambassador’ s tent, that odd feeling in the pit of my stomach
became dmost painful. Goodbye seemed so findl.

One of the two guards outside the tent ducked inside to announce me. He came out and held the flap for
me to enter. Ambassador Signe sat at acanvastable, drinking teawith Valek ill dressed as Adviser
Ilom. Signedismissed him and | caught alook and the word “tonight” from Vaek before he left the tent.

Bypassing the pleasantries, Signe asked, “ Have you decided if you' re going to visit us?’

| took the Commander Ambrose sorder of execution from my pack. My hand trembled dightly and |
took a breath to steedy my nerves. “With this unfortunate clash of opinions between Ixiaand Sitia, |
believe you both will need aliaison. A neutra party who knows both countries and can facilitate
negotiations, assisting them in understanding each other better.” Meaning | wouldn’t spy for Ixia, but |
offered to help. | handed Signe the order. The Commander must decide what to do with it.

And there he stood in Signe' s uniform, studying me with his powerful gold eyes. | blinked severa times.
The transformation from Signe to Commander Ambrose was so completethat | could only seeafaint
resemblance to the Ambassador in hisface.

The Commander rolled up the execution order and tapped it on his palm as his gaze grew distant.
Congdering dl the options, | thought, he never made ahasty decision.

“A vaid point,” he said.

He stood and paced the smdll area. | saw abedroll on the floor behind him and alantern. The tent and
table appeared to be hisonly luxuries.

Commander Ambrose stopped then tore my execution order into small pieces, sprinkling them onto the
ground. Turning, he held out hishand to me. “Agreed, Liaison Yeena”

“Liaison YdenaZdtana,” | corrected as we shook hands.

We discussed the Commander’ s plans for Ixiaand how he wanted to expand trade with Sitia. He
inggted | finish my magica training before becoming the officid liaison. Before |l left, | withessed
Ambassador Signe' sreturn. It wasthen that | felt, for abrief moment, that two souls resded within one
body. That would explain why he had been so successful at keeping his secret.

| mulled over the interesting idea to keep my mind off the startling fact that | was going to return to the
Keep. The Ambassador’ sretinue finished packing. | told Ari and Janco that | would see them again.

“Next time, your assismine,” Janco sang.

“Keep your skillssharp,” Ari ordered.

“It was bad enough having two mothers, now | havetwo fathers,” | teased.
“Send word if you need us,” Ari said.



“Yes, ar.”

| headed south asthe Ixians traveled north. Pulling athread of magic, | projected my awareness. One of
the Sitian spiesfollowed mein hopesthat | would meet up with Vaek. | sent the man aconfusing array
of images until he lost al sense of what he was supposed to do.

Remembering Vaek’spromise, | didn’t travel too far. | found an empty wooded area between two
farmsand set up asmal campsite. Asthe sunlight faded, | projected my awarenessinto the surrounding
woods. A few bats began to wake and a couple rabbits crept through the underbrush. All was quiet
except for the steady approach of Cahil and his men.

Hedidn't try to mask his movements. Bold and cocky, Cahil |eft his men guarding the edge of the wood
while he continued toward me. | sighed, more annoyed than scared, and reached for my bow.

| glanced around. Nowhere to hide on the ground, athough the tree canopy might offer some protection.
It might work except Marrok waited with Cahil’smen. And | was certain the Captain’ stracking skills
had led Cahil to me. | would have to resort to using magic in my defense. Projecting, | reached toward
Cahil’smind.

His emotions boiled with hate, but he had tempered them with a cold calculation. He stopped at the edge
of my camp and inclined hishead. “May | join you?’
“It depends on your intentions,” | said.

“I thought you could read my intentions.” He paused. “1 see you have decided to stay in Sitia. A bold
move cong dering the Council will know about your involvement with Vaek.”

“I'm not aspy, Cahil. And the Council needsaliaison with Ixia.”

Hebarked out alaugh. “Y ou'realiaison now? That's funny. Do you redly think the Council will trust
you?”

“Do you think the Council will go to war for acommoner?’

Cahil sobered for amoment. He glanced over his shoulder in the direction where his men waited. “1 will
find out the truth about that. But it really doesn’t matter to me anymore. I’ ve decided to take mattersinto
my own hands”

Even though he hadn’t moved, | could fed arenewed sense of threat from him. “Why areyou teling me
this?Y ou know you can't get to Vaek through me. Besides, he’ sback in Ixia by now.”

He shook hishead. “Asif | would believe you. A beautiful day for riding and you stop here?’ He
gestured to the surrounding woods then took two steps toward me. “I'm here to give you awarning.”
Another step.

| brandished my bow. “ Stop right there.”

“Y ou once said you thought God was decent for warning you about hisintentions. | thought | would do
the same. | know | can’t beat you or Vaek—even my men don’'t have a chance—but someone,
somewhere hasthat ability. I'll swear I’ll find him and, together, we' Il make it our mission to see you and
Vaek dead.” With that, Cahil spun around and headed for his men.



| didn't relax my grip on my bow until Cahil mounted Topaz and rode away. His men followed behind,
running to keep up. As| broke my connection with Cahil’smind, | dipped into Marrok’ s mind. He was
scared and worried about Cahil’ s odd behavior. That made two of us.

That night, my campfire seemed londy until Vaek arrived. He gppeared by thefiresde, warming his
hands over the flames. | decided not to ruin our last night together by telling him about Cahil’ svist.

“Forgot your cloak again?’ | asked.
Hesamiled. “I like sharing yours”

Long after the fire had died, | fell adeep wrapped in Valek’ sarms. When the sun intruded, | burrowed
deeper under my cloak.

“Comewithme” Vaek said.
It wasn't apleaor an order. An invitation.

Regret ached in my heart. “I ill have much to learn. And when I’ m reedy, I’ll be the new liaison
between Ixiaand Sitia”

“That could lead to serioustrouble,” Valek teased.
“Y ou would be bored if it was any other way.”
Helaughed. “Y ou'reright. And so was my snake.”
“Snake?’

He pulled my arm out to expose my bracelet. “When | carved this, my thoughts were on you, love. Y our
lifeislikethis snake s coils. No matter how many turnsit makes, you'll end up back where you belong.
With me.” His sgpphire eyesheld apromise. “I’ll look forward to your first officid vigt. But don't wait
too long. Please”

“l won't.”
After another kiss, Vaek rose and, as he dressed, | told him about Cahil.

“Many havetried tokill us. All havefailed.” He shrugged. “We vethrown him acurve. Either helll sulk
over hislack of roya blood and disgppear, or he' Il make himself believe we lied and will have arenewed
determination to attack Ixia, which should make lifeinteresting for the new liaison.”

“Interesting isn't theword | would use.”

“Make sureyou keep aclose eye on him.” Vaek smiled ruefully. “I haveto go, love. | promised the
Ambassador | would catch up to her at the border. If thereis going to be any trouble from the Sitians it
would be near there”

| regretted my decision to stay the moment he left and utter londliness overcame me. But Kiki’ s cold nose
againgt my cheek intruded on my morose thoughts.

Kiki stay with Lavender Lady, shesaid. Kiki help.



Yes, you're a big help.

Smart.

Smarter than me, | agreed.

Apple?

You' ve grazed all night. How can you still be hungry?

Always room for apple.

| laughed and fed her an apple before we began our two-day trip back to the Keep.

When | arrived at the Keep' s gate, the guard instructed me to go directly to the Master’ s meeting room.
As| gaveKiki aquick rubdown at the stables, | wondered what had been going on in my absence.

Students hurried from one building to the next as an icy wind blew through the campus. They gave me
only afleeting surprised glance before increasing their pace. The gray sky darkened and deet cut through
theair. An ominous start to the cold season. | pulled my hood up to protect my face.

| had arrived in Sitiaat the beginning of the hot season. The two seasons | had lived here felt morelike
two years.

When | entered the conference room, three neutral expressions and one livid greeted my arrival. Roze
threw abdl of furious energy a me. It hit me square on the chest, and | stumbled back before deflecting
her attack. Pulling power to me, | projected my awareness toward her. Her mental defenseswere
impenetrable, but | amed lower. Through her heart and into her soul. A much more vulnerable spot.

Now, now, | said. Play nice.
She jumped. What? How?

| have found your soul, Roze. It’s dark and nasty in here. You’ ve been hanging around those
criminal typestoo long. You better change your ways or this soul won't fly to the sky.

Her amber eyes burned into minewith al the hate and |oathing she could muster. Undernegth, though,
shewasterrified. Hate and loathing didn’t bother me, but fear was a powerful emotion. Fear causesthe
dog to bite and Roze was one bitch.

| released her. Roze sputtered and glared at me with a poisonous gaze. | stared back with calm patience.
Eventudly, she sormed from the room.

“Soitistrue” Bain said into the sudden silence. “ Y ou are a Soulfinder.” He seemed more thoughtful than
scared.

“What made her so upset?’ | asked.
Irys gestured for meto St down. | sank into one of the plush chairs.

“Rozethinksyou and Valek are part of aplot to nate the Council.” Before| could respond, Irys
went on, “There' sno proof. But what is more darming is Ferde' s escape from the Kegp' s cells.”

| jJumped to my feet. “ Ferde escaped? When? Where?’



Irys exchanged a knowing glance with Bain. “| told you she had nothing to do with hisrelease,” she said
to him. Then to me, “WEe re not sure when. He was discovered missing thismorning.” Irys gave meawry
grin. “Wethink Cahil rescued him.”

“Cahil?” Now | was confused.

“Heisgone. Captain Marrok was found brutally beaten. Once Marrok regained consciousness, hetold
us Cahil had tortured him until Marrok had told him thetruth.” Irys stopped, shaking her head in
agtonishment.

“That Cahil doesn’t haveroyd blood,” | said.
“You knew?’ Zitoraasked. “Why didn’'t you tell us?’
“| suspected. But Vaek just confirmed my suspicions.”

“Marrok told usthat Cahil’s mother had died in childbirth and he was the son of asoldier dain during the
Ixian takeover. When they fled to Sitig, they took him dong,” Irys explained.

“Whereishe now?’ | asked.

“Wedon't know,” Iryssaid. “And we don’t know what his plans are now that he has learned the truth,
and why hetook Ferde with him.”

So much for Vaek’ s sulk-and-do-nothing theory about Cahil’ sreaction to hisorigins. “I guess, we'll just
haveto find him and ask,” | said.

“But not yet,” Iryssaid, and sghed. “The Council isamess. Since you released dl those souls, Ferdeis
weak and will be unable to do any magic for quite sometime. And...” She hesitated, and | had the
unpleasant feding that | wasn't going to like what she said next. “ They want you to explore your
Soulfinder capabilities and perhaps become a Council Adviser.”

Discovering my abilities matched my own wishes, but if | wanted to be aneutra liaison, | couldn’'t be
attached to the Council in any capacity.

“They don't need a Council Adviser,” | said. “They need aliaison with Ixia”
“I know,” Irys said.

“We should go after Ferde and Cahil today.”

“I' know. You'll just have to convince the Council of that.”

| stared at Irys. My Story Weaver had to be laughing his blue ass off right now. My future appeared to
be along twisted road fraught with knots, tangles, and traps.

Just theway | liked it.

Yelena' stalent for trouble resurfaces!
Don’'t miss FIRE STUDY coming in 2007.
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