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Part 1
 
   Smoke and Ashes


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

Part 2
 
   Silence and Ice


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

Part 3
 
   Belief and Power


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

Part 4
 
   Energy and Resolve


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 


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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

Part 5
 
   Betrayal and Birth


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   The snows fell for another four days before they abated, moving along toward the south. Almost three feet of snow lay within the sheltered valley, more in the surrounding passes. Many of those who had been in the valley for longer than a year were prepared for this and had cleared paths through the snow within a few hours. Gavin had called for an assembly of the entire people for later that afternoon. Tadeo had braved the snows a few days earlier for his own hut, ostensibly to check on his belongings, though Gavin wondered if it wasn’t to see if Samsin was alright. He hadn’t heard from either of them, though Darryn was itching to be headed back out and had left to find Samsin as soon as he was able that morning. 
 
   Now that the storm had passed, they could both fly out at their convenience. Gavin suspected they’d be gone before the end of the day. He’d spoken to both men within a few hours of returning to the valley. They would continue their mission, though they’d all agreed to keep it silent unless absolutely necessary. They’d all decided that keeping it secret would better motivate the former slaves in the valley if they thought they were the only thing between death and the Orinai. That, and there was a very large chance that Tadeo and Darryn wouldn’t be able to convince anyone to come. There was no point getting everyone’s hopes up on something so unlikely to turn out.
 
   He stood now, looking out over the gathering throng bundled in their various colored cloaks, watching them from atop the very platform where Brisson had stood on the day he’d condemned Samsin to death. Farah was at his side and Evrouin sat in one of the chairs a few feet behind them, bandages hidden beneath his own cloak. The man was still weak, but hid it well, especially sitting next to Cobb, who looked as he always did—gruff, taciturn, and silent.
 
   Farah reached out and took his hand, intertwining her fingers in his. He didn’t smile, but squeezed her hand gently to let her know how much he appreciated her presence there. Light reflected off the snow and glinted from her many earrings, which only served to highlight the beautiful contours of her face and neck. How had he not noticed how simply radiant she was before now? 
 
   He pulled his eyes away from her and looked out at the gathering throng. They all looked up at him with calm, serious faces. The curiosity in the air, however, was as palpable as the cold. This was the first time they’d gathered since the storm had started, the first time the rumors of Brisson’s death—most likely spread by Benji, sands take that boy—could spread. This was the first time Gavin would address them as their new leader. They didn’t know it yet, but by the time he was finished, they would be his. And he, theirs.
 
   Gavin let go of Farah’s hand and took a small step forward, setting himself ahead of everyone else on the stage. He hadn’t invited any of Brisson’s old group of advisors and counselors on purpose. He simply didn’t trust any of them.
 
   “Brothers and sisters,” Gavin shouted, pitching his voice loudly as he’d been trained by his grandmother all those years ago. “I bring sad news on the back of glad tidings. Brisson is dead.” Gavin’s voice rang out over the crowd. Gavin could see when it reached the crowd by their reaction, like wind passing over the sand, they moved in a wave of sound. “The Orinai killed him when they captured us. They filled him with arrows as he led them away from Evrouin, Tadeo, and myself. He fell protecting us. He fell defending me.”
 
   Gavin had decided, after talking to both Farah and Shallee to not talk about Brisson’s betrayal. Yes, he had betrayed them, but, in the end, he’d given his life attempting to atone of that. His sacrifice made the lie taste less bitter coming out of Gavin’s mouth. A hushed murmur passed through the crowd. Though Gavin couldn’t hear any of the actual words, the feelings came through almost as palpably. Fear. Confusion. Anger. Pain.
 
   “But by his death, he gave us a chance. The storm rose up and brought the snows, which have cut us off from the Orinai armies. We’re safe now.” Some of the fear and confusion died down. “But it has only bought us time.”
 
   “What do you mean?” someone shouted.
 
   “The snow won’t last forever. The armies will be there when the snows melt. They’ll march through the mountains until they find us. When they do, they’ll slaughter us all.”
 
   Several children began to cry.
 
   “Here now,” a man near the front of the group shouted. “There’s children here. Watch your tongue.”
 
   “They need to know the truth,” Gavin said, ignoring the irony of the remark. “Everyone who came with me on the raid that night is dead, except for two other men. They have an army of over ten thousand men out there, with more sure to be on their way. What do we have?”
 
   Silence answered him.
 
   “We have you!” The voice was Benji’s, the boy having pushed his way to the front of the crowd, curly hair neatly combed. Gavin could have kissed him.
 
   For half a breath, the silence grew deeper, then murmurs of assent spread through the watchers. Not all of them, but enough. Gavin raised his arms for silence.
 
   “I am not enough. But we do have something else,” he shouted. “We have us. We are the last bastion of hope for our people. Yes, we are one people. We are the Rahuli. We were raised apart, but we have been brought back together again, long lost brothers to take up arms against our mutual foe.” 
 
   Gavin saw several people nodding in the crowd as they looked up at him. Backs straightened, jaws firmed, children stopped crying. 
 
   “We have both tasted the bitter pain of loss, of broken families, of death at every turn. We have all known the fear of the unknown before us. We are simply the Rahuli. You are not slaves. When the snows melt and the armies come, I will stand in their way. I will defend this valley. I will defend my people. I will stand.”
 
   Behind him, Gavin heard Evrouin get to his feet, followed by Cobb. They both limped toward him, their footsteps so similar now.
 
   “I will stand with you,” Evrouin said.
 
   “As will I.” Cobb agreed.
 
   “Me too!” Farah said, stepping forward, her face fierce and her blond hair dancing in the light breeze.
 
   “I will stand!” This from Benji
 
   “I will stand!” An older man shouted.
 
   Another added his voice to the group. Slowly at first, then like a burgeoning storm, more voices joined in the shout of agreement. In moments, the entire group shouted, raising fists into the air in a clarion declaration of defiance.
 
   “I will stand!”
 
   Gavin raised both hands into the air above his head. 
 
   They were his.
 
   ***
 
   The joy of success and conquest makes the quill in my fingertips shake and tremble. The child, Briane, held the key. That beautiful, wonderful blessed child.
 
   Her ideas. Her efforts. Her heart. They made this possible. The cause was worthy of our sacrifice. The clan did not know what gift they gave me when they provided her. They shall laud her as a savior now.
 
    
 
   Elyana paused and looked upward, her eyes reflecting the lamplight and a flickering brightness from the air above her. Her hands trembled and a smile graced her lips.
 
    
 
   Hope is rekindled. I received news that we have won several great victories against the enemy, though our peoples are still divided into small indefensible groups. The news of this success will rekindle their hope. There is still much work to be done. Much work indeed. Size augmentation is the primary concern. Then multiplication. 
 
   How does an ant rise to the challenge of defending its colony from the threat of invasion? How does it defend itself from the booted heel that crushes it?
 
   A multiplicity of numbers. Soldiers. Unity.
 
   But what if the ant became suddenly a larger thing? Able to fight against the boot and win as an individual? What then? Would the colony’s ability to swarm then make it so that all booted heels would cease to crush their kin? I think so. And if we harness this strength?
 
   But I digress. There is work to be done. I must rally the others—show them the fruits of my labors. The flame of hope burns bright once more.
 
   ***
 
    Lhaurel stood atop the Sisters’ Temple, looking down at the sea of people below her, coming out of the waking dream with hardly a pause. It had occurred in an instant, inside her mind, but it resonated within her like the sounding of a bell. The citizens of the Empire below were like tiny dots of color forming a massive pattern that spread outward from the Sisters’ temple like sands blown by the wind. The crowd filled every space as far as she could see, pushing into the perfectly manicured grounds of the mansion houses, spilling out to the very edge of the canals, and even crowding right up to the foot of the massive temple wall upon which she stood. 
 
   Lhaurel looked down at these last feet at the very edge of the stone blocks, and felt herself grow lightheaded. She’d been this high countless times before, but that had always been on the back of an aevian. This . . . this was different somehow.
 
   It wasn’t just the height. She stood there, on display before an entire people, garbed in the white half-robes of the Seven Sisters, blue shufari about her waist. It reminded her of when she’d been put before the Sidena tribe on the day of her wedding, a trophy on display, though without a shufari then. There was familiarity here, in this moment, but also a discomforting newness. The shufari meant something different now, hinting at something dark and sinister, but with the potential to also be something light and vastly benevolent. It was her color now. Her power. She was one of them.
 
   Lhaurel felt her powers raging through her, thundering with the power of her own blood and the life force of the thousands below her. The magic coursed through her veins unchecked. She couldn’t stop it, nor was she sure she wanted to. After such a long time without her powers, her body hungered for it, drinking it up like water in the Sharani Desert. And she welcomed it and the strength it gave her. The power. She felt whole and complete again, though it was tempered by the memory of how her powers had returned to her.
 
   She felt the exaltation and glory of the crowd below her, their pride, power, and fervor. She was a part of something far grander than she’d ever known before, part of the grand religion and belief that guided the lives of more people than she ever imagined existed in one place before. Part of her swelled in response to that exultant glory before her. Another part felt sick. In the back of her mind, Elyana whispered dark secrets, words Lhaurel did her best to ignore, words that spoke of the horrors that had come before.
 
   You killed that woman. The magic forced you to do it, as it did to me with Briane. But they’re both still dead. Nothing can change that now. You’re a monster. Just like I was. Just like all the Sisters are. Briane . . . dear, sweet Briane.
 
   I couldn’t control it. Lhaurel thought back, for the first time attempting to communicate with the voice of the woman inside her mind.
 
   Neither could I, when I killed Briane to save the Rahuli. That didn’t stop them from naming me a monster. That didn’t stop me from being one.
 
   “People of the Empire!” Sellia shouted, her voice magnified by a series of oddly shaped pipes so that it carried down to the people below. She stood alongside the five Sisters, where they could be seen by those below. Lhaurel stood apart from them, on display.
 
   “Here is our Sister, returned to us. Here is the one of Honor! Do you accept her?”
 
   The roar of the crowd was deafening. Lhaurel swallowed hard and raised her hands toward the sky. One of her hands trembled slightly, though none of the people below were close enough to notice anything but the grandness of the gesture as a whole. The people below cheered. Lhaurel’s upraised, open hands clenched into fists. Her blood red nails dug into the flesh of her palm. She was one of them now. She was truly a Sister.
 
   She was one of them.
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Three Years Ago
 
   The line moved forward. Someone cheered, though the sound was short and broke off jaggedly. Caleb glanced up the line and, for perhaps the thousandth time in the last few minutes, counted the number of people between his family and the safety of the city-fortress gate.
 
   Too many. There were always too many. He took a deep breath and tried, unsuccessfully, to shut out the voices that whispered around him, like flies buzzing over rotted meat.
 
   “What’re we going to do if we don’t get in?” a woman asked. She’d asked it before—several others had as well—it was the question that dominated everyone’s mind, even those at the end of the line over a mile away. They thought and questioned, wondered and hoped, even though they knew it was futile.
 
   “There’s another city-fortress down in Georgia,” a man said. “We could go down that way. Or there’s the one up in Raleigh.”
 
   “That one’s already full.” The speaker appeared to be an older woman, though the gray in her hair could just as easily have come from the falling ash as from age.
 
   “What about the marauders?”
 
   The hum of subdued conversation paused for a moment, like an old CD skipping over a scratch.
 
   “There’s worse things than marauders,” someone else said in a voice shaky and tremulous with age. He glanced up the line to make sure no Guardsman was nearby. “I heard about creatures—nightmares—that came up out of the earth’s bowels during the cataclysm. The very denizens of hell itself, some say.”
 
   “Rumors,” Caleb muttered to Rachel, putting an arm around his wife and infant son protectively.
 
   She nodded in understanding, though she didn’t say anything. Despite the grime that covered her from two weeks camping in the line, he could tell her face was white and pale. She clutched Benson to her, though the toddler squirmed against her tight embrace.
 
   Caleb smiled and took him from her, tickling him so that his laughter would distract Rachel from the voices that had joined in the conversation. If only he could keep his own ears closed as easily. He’d lived in a state of near panic for the last few months, barely contained behind a facade of stability. It was what his family needed. He had to be their rock, even when he felt like he rested on a bed of quicksand.
 
   “I heard it too. Little green-skinned men who run almost on all fours. And big gray things, taller than men and with skin like stone.”
 
   Several of the women around the speakers made shushing noises. One of them, a rather rotund woman herding a gaggle of small children that had grown suddenly quiet, hissed a quick admonition.
 
   “Hush now, you’re scaring the children.”
 
   The old man averted his eyes, shuffling from foot to foot, though his expression was sour. “The world is ending,” he said. “They should be scared. We should all be scared. I heard it from me brother afore he left for the west, I did. He come down from the city-fortress in New York and saw them himself. Naught three days past this was.”
 
   “What’s all this, then?”
 
   A soldier walked up to the line. His assault rifle, his badge of authority, was held at the ready. Two other soldiers followed him. The trio shoved through the lines of refugees as if they were mere obstacles rather than people. The crowd parted for them grudgingly and reformed their lines quickly after they had passed.
 
   Caleb wondered what he was doing, putting the lives of his family in the hands of such hard, cruel men. Then again, hard men were the ones who survived times such as these.
 
   The soldier who had spoken grabbed the older man and pulled him out of line. Everyone else looked away, glancing down at their feet or over at their companions, though Caleb watched the encounter out of the corner of his eye.
 
   “What’s all this, then?” the soldier demanded again. “Stirring up fears and rumors? Disturbing the peace? You know the rules.”
 
   “Nothing, sir, nothing.” Sweat stood out on the older man’s sooty, balding pate. His eyes lingered on the assault rifle in the soldier’s hand. “I was just telling these fine people about me brother. He’s from up in New York, you see.”
 
   The soldier snorted. “As I said, spreading rumors and hearsay.”
 
   The soldier’s two companions chuckled. The first soldier turned the older man to face the city-fortress walls and gestured up at the defenses. The walls themselves were tall, stretching upward well over ten stories. The city-fortress had been created by converting the old Charlotte football stadium into a communal structure, meaning the walls were thicker at the bottom and thinner the higher up they went. Bailing wire glinted in the muted, reddened sunlight. Mounted artillery hung out over the battlement like silent, deadly sentinels, threatening anything that moved.
 
   “Look at these walls,” the soldier said, raising his voice so more people would hear. “Do you think a band of marauders could breach that? The honorless swine would break against these walls like water on rocks.”
 
   “Yessir, you’re quite right, sir,” the older man said, swallowing hard. “Nothing will get by them.”
 
   “Good. Now get to the back of the line.”
 
   The man stared at the soldier in open-mouthed horror.
 
   Those around him who, like Caleb, had been sneaking glances at the scene, really looked away this time. Only the first twenty thousand would make it in. Caleb and Rachel had endured two weeks of cold, hard nights, huddled against Benson to warm his infant body, so they could get the position they had in line. They would be lucky to make it in themselves.
 
   A small scuffle broke out, the echoing cries from the old man lingering for what seemed like an eternity as the soldier and his companions dragged the older man out of hearing. No one came to his defense. Everyone felt sympathy for the man, but secretly, in their own minds, they were glad there was one less body between them and the protection of the city-fortress’s walls. Pragmatism and the desire to survive buried the guilt. Or at least, that’s what Caleb told himself.
 
   The line moved forward.
 
   In a broken smattering, like birds resuming their song after a predator’s passing, whispers broke out among the line once more.
 
   “Why did they have to be so . . .” Rachel trailed off and wrapped her arms around her shoulders, suppressing a shudder.
 
   Caleb handed Benson back to Rachel and wrapped his arms around them both. He glanced up at the pavilion set before the gates. The three lines all converged there. Doctors and medical personnel examined each lucky individual who made it through the canvas doors. If they passed the medical exam, they’d be issued an ID card and be allowed full citizenship in the Charlotte city-fortress.
 
   “They’re afraid,” Caleb said after a moment. “Just like the rest of us.”
 
   “They’re bullies. Couldn’t they have shown him some mercy, some pity, something?” The desperation in her voice made Caleb’s heart ache.
 
   “Fear does strange things to people, my love.” He gave her a quick kiss beneath one ear. “Bullies are really just cowards trying too hard to cover their own shortcomings. At least that’s what my father always said when the kids picked on me in school.”
 
   Rachel sniffed but didn’t say anything more. After a moment, Benson began to fuss again and she pulled away.
 
   Caleb counted the number of people between his family and the safety of those soot-stained canvas doors. Too many.
 
   A wisp of ash landed on Benson’s head. Caleb reached out and brushed it out of his son’s curly hair out of reflex. More ash settled in almost instantly.
 
   “I hate this ash,” Caleb complained, more to draw his wife’s attention away from the slowly moving lines than out of any real complaint. The ash was simply a part of life now, like breathing or the rising red sun.
 
   “This is the new normal, Caleb,” Rachel replied. Her eyes showed a hint of redness to them. She’d been crying again, though she’d tried to hide it.
 
   “We’ll be safe here, though.” He squeezed Rachel’s shoulder, hoping to belie the hollow sound he heard in his own voice. He swallowed the icy tendril of fear creeping up his throat. She was usually the strong one, but somehow over the last few months their roles had been reversed. Caleb didn’t know where he’d found the strength.
 
   Rachel sniffed and gestured toward the pavilion. “Someone’s coming out.”
 
   A man in a long white coat pushed open the door to the pavilion and surveyed the lines. At least the coat had once been white. It had been subjected to so much ash it had developed a permanent gray cast.
 
   The man counted the people in Caleb’s line, quickly ticking off a number in a notebook he carried with him. The man closed the book and signaled to someone behind Caleb. After holding up ten fingers, the man turned and re-entered the pavilion without a backward glance.
 
   Only ten more!
 
   Caleb felt panic seize at his throat and quickly tried to count how many people were in front of them.
 
   A soldier came up behind him and shoved him forward roughly. “We’re full,” he shouted as dozens of other soldiers poured out of the pavilion and the city-fortress’s gates. A team pushed forward to gather Caleb’s family and the others in the last group of ten. “The rest of you have five minutes to disperse before we open fire.”
 
   As he was shoved into the tent, strong hands gripping his arms, Caleb heard the similar orders shouted by other soldiers and the angry, terror-stricken screams of protest that responded. The woman and her gaggle of children were not in their group.
 
   Rachel shuddered and cried softly, her sobs silent against the noise behind her. They had made it into the pavilion. They were safe. They would survive.
 
   Caleb tried to ignore the shouting and screams from outside as he was ushered behind a small curtain to be examined by one of the doctors. Rachel was taken to the other side of the pavilions where the women were being examined. Caleb felt a sharp panic. They couldn’t get separated, not after all they had been through.
 
   Thankfully, she stopped somewhere he was still able to see her. Benson squirmed to get out of her arms so he could get down and play. Caleb watched him carefully as the doctor approached and felt a moment of relief so profound that, for a moment, the screams and horrors from outside the canvas walls dimmed and faded away. For a few moments at least.
 
   The doctor shone a light in his eyes and swabbed the inside of his cheek. A nurse drew a vial of blood and dropped some sort of chemical tablet into it. Nothing happened. The nurse did a similar test on the swab and again got nothing.
 
   From outside, a piercing scream rent the air. The nurse jumped. The doctor didn’t seem to have noticed. Instead, he pulled a metal box of files toward him and signaled for one of the soldiers. Caleb felt another stab of sudden fear and looked over for Rachel, but the soldier simply handed him a dark plastic box and walked away.
 
   Breath returned to his lungs.
 
   Rubbing his nose with one hand, the doctor jotted something down on some files with a thick, black pen. “Do you have your old social security card and an old driver’s license?” he asked, looking over a pair of thick, dirty glasses.
 
   Caleb fished them out of a pocket and handed them to the doctor, who took them, wrote down some more notes, and dropped them into the metal file box.
 
   The shouting from outside swelled to a frenzied pitch. A burst of shots rang out, sharp, loud, and echoing like thunder against a mountainside. Caleb glanced sidelong at the pavilion entrance, but the doctor ignored the sounds.
 
   “We need your thumbprint,” the nurse said, placing a pad of ink and a green identification card on the table next to him. Her hands shook slightly, reflecting the fear Caleb recognized in her eyes. She tried to mask it, but Caleb could feel the power of her tremors as she took his thumb and made an impression in the middle of the ID card.
 
   The doctor walked over and pocketed the card before the ink was fully dry. He took a few more notes, then handed the card to Caleb with a smile.
 
   “Welcome to the Charlotte city-fortress. I believe the people are starting to call it New Harmony, though it’s not an official designation.”
 
   Caleb smiled back, though he felt numb as he got to his feet.
 
   The nurse hastily picked up the box Caleb had left on the table and handed it to him.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked.
 
   “A handgun,” the doctor said in a dry voice. “All men age sixteen and over are required to serve in the militia. Training duties will be provided once inside the city-fortress itself. Now, I believe your wife is waiting for you.”
 
   The doctor pointed toward the back of the pavilion where Rachel stood with Benson. She clutched two green ID cards in one hand. They’d done it!
 
   Caleb hurried over and wrapped his arms around them. A tear slipped down his face and splashed onto his hand. His family would be safe.
 
   A soldier ushered them out the back of the pavilion, which opened directly through the gate into the city-fortress itself. Overhead, the .50 caliber opened fire. The screaming outside grew louder and then cut off in ragged bursts.
 
   They didn’t look back.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Caleb Matthews came awake in the moment between breaths. His fingers tightened on the butt of his handgun in that same instant, eyes straining in the darkness to discover what had awakened him. There was little light to see by, even after his eyes had fully adjusted. The omnipresent ash cloud was a murky blanket obscuring the stars and painting the deep blackness of night a muddy brown.
 
   He waited motionless for several long moments, his finger steady on the trigger and a bullet ready in the chamber, as always. The incessant hum of night insects was the only sound that broke through the muted silence of the impenetrable midnight veil. The crickets and cockroaches were the only things unaffected by the cataclysms. They still had plenty upon which to feed.
 
   A small sound reached his ears, foreign to the standard night symphony. His eyes turned in the direction of the sound and noticed a faint glimmer of light from the copse of trees. The light flickered and swayed against the trunks, casting shadows that stretched out like fingers across the ground. Caleb had ignored the inviting embrace of the boughs when he had bedded down for the night. Instead, he had chosen to make his bed a few hundred yards to the south. Though the greenery and life had been a welcome sight against the backdrop of death, such havens invariably drew visitors, and he was unwilling to take that risk.
 
   The small sound came again, and this time, he recognized it as the sound of voices. He immediately threw aside the light sheet, sending a shower of soot into the air. His handgun remained in his right hand. Packing his bedding quickly, he tossed his pack over a shoulder and silently holstered his handgun. He slung his rifle over the other shoulder.
 
   He took a step to the south, away from the light, but then glanced back over his shoulder. His booted foot twitched in that direction, but he shook his head and growled softly, turning away. Part of him longed to creep toward the light and bask in the sweet sounds of human conversation once again. That part of him told him it would be worth the risk. But the wiser part of him, the survivor, warned him that anyone foolish or uncaring enough to light a fire within the confines of those trees would not be someone he wanted to meet.
 
   He strode away, following the path he’d been tracking before bedding down for the night. A faint glimmer of red appeared on one horizon.
 
   The footprints he followed were fresh, deep, and well-defined, without the buildup of ash from prolonged exposure to the air. At most, his quarry was only an hour or two ahead of him, hidden amongst the hills.
 
   He drew his handgun with practiced ease and released the magazine, dropping it into his other hand and rolling it in his fingers so that he could glance at the rounds within. Round-points. He frowned ruefully as he stopped for a moment to reach into an outside pocket of his pack and pull out a second magazine loaded with hollow-points. The breadth and depth of the tracks told him he’d need the extra damage that hollow-point rounds would provide. If he were able, he would only ever have hollow-point rounds in his magazines. But it was becoming harder and harder to find ammunition. He’d picked the area around the ruined city-fortress clean, and his reloading supplies were already stretched thin—and were several dozen miles away at that.
 
   He snapped the new magazine into place with a faint click. The first magazine went into another pocket on his pack, and he slipped a second hollow-point magazine into a loop on his belt, next to a brace of knives. He had his rifle, a scoped, bolt-action affair with a large enough caliber to take down just about anything that walked, but he wanted his backup gun ready. Just in case.
 
   The sun rose completely, casting the landscape into hazy relief.
 
   The land was devoid of life, buried under a sea of ash that engulfed the horizon as far as the eye could see. With each step, little clouds of soot blossomed around him, and his heavy boots sank deep into the ash. Blackened husks of trees and unidentifiable skeletal remains were the only marks on the horizon that broke up the monotonous blackened quilt, but even those were beginning to gray.
 
   The sky continued its progression from blackish to reddish gray.
 
   Caleb grimaced, not at the sight before him, but at the memories that swelled within him. They came unwanted, unbidden, and uncaring for his desires, swirling in a vortex that finally rested on the memory of the firelight he’d left behind him earlier that morning.
 
   They had probably been marauders. Who else would have been that foolhardy? Those who ignored the basic rules of survival were either those too powerful to care, or those too stupid to realize they would shortly leave the world with one less idiot to populate it. Still, at least they’d been human.
 
   With difficulty, Caleb banished the thoughts and continued his hunt. Nothing mattered besides the hunt of the day. This quarry had proved elusive thus far, always keeping a few steps ahead of him. But it was slowing now, and Caleb was getting close.
 
   *                *                *                *
 
   The creature rummaged around in the trunk of a long-dead car, tossing a deflated spare tire aside as if it weighed less than a pillow. The tire landed in a massive drift of soot piled behind the car, sending a billowing cloud of thick gray into the air to mingle with the already drifting flakes.
 
   On a nearby hill, Caleb watched the creature through the scope of his rifle. It was a relatively simple shot, especially with the rifle, but his finger rested against the side of the trigger, safety still on. Caleb studied the creature with a detached, professional curiosity, struggling to suppress the hunter’s voice within his mind long enough to assess the situation.
 
   This was a creature he’d not seen before.
 
   Caleb narrowed his eyes, considering the implication. Before the cataclysms—back before Caleb knew the difference between different handgun calibers and how to shoot, hunt, and defend himself from everything else that walked—things had been simpler, and happy. Afterwards all hell had—literally—broken loose. He’d long since resigned himself to goblins and trolls walking the earth, destroying everything in their path as they worked their way across the United States like a massive horde of locusts. There were other creatures, far fouler but less plentiful. And then there were the dragons and their masters.
 
   The creature below wasn’t a goblin, though it was similar in appearance. Nor was it a troll, the larger counterpart to goblins. If anything, the creature seemed like a cross between the two. Almost man-height, the creature shared the green-gray complexion of the goblins, but the thickness and musculature of the trolls. This was something new.
 
   Caleb knew they weren’t really called trolls or goblins. Most people called them that because giving them a name out of childhood stories and fairy tales objectified them in a way that made them less intimidating. At least, that was the hope.
 
   Caleb’s curiosity waned. Whatever it was, it wasn’t human, and therefore it was worthy of death. He itched to put a bullet between its eyes. Caleb slipped his finger onto the trigger and turned off the safety.
 
   With a guttural growl, the creature righted itself from where it had been crouched half inside the car, its pig-like snout sniffing at the air. A faded red duffel dangled from one meaty hand.
 
   “Time to die,” Caleb whispered. He dropped into a measured, easy breathing rhythm and tensed his finger on the trigger, ready to squeeze off a round.
 
   Movement from the opposite side of the secluded valley made him drop back down behind the blackened tree trunk, silently cursing. Part of him screamed to shoot the creature anyway, but his training forced him to wait, sighting back down the scope so he could watch what was going on.
 
   Down in the shallow valley, the creature tossed the duffel bag aside with a snarl and snatched up a massive, double-headed axe that had lain hidden in the soot near its feet.
 
   Caleb still marveled how a technologically inferior race could have so easily wiped out humanity, though in truth the cataclysms themselves had rendered much of the technological disparity between the groups null and void. Everyone in the Charlotte city-fortress had a different theory about it, each as unlikely as the rest. For Caleb, the what and why no longer mattered. He only cared about how he was going to continue moving forward.
 
   The creature grasped the weapon loosely in one hand, outwardly calm as a pair of trolls entered the valley.
 
   The trolls were much larger than the goblin-like creature. Well over seven-feet tall, gray-skinned, and stone-like, the trolls were muscular warriors who appeared to have but a single purpose: to kill. Their torsos were girded with thick, red breastplates that bore a flaming fist painted over their left breasts. Pennants hung from the wide-bladed spears they carried, an image of a red dragon on a field of purple, fluttering in the breeze.
 
   Caleb studied the pennants closely through his scope, noting the intricate detail. The creatures often traveled in large groups, wearing similar clothing, but the armor and the pennants spoke of an organization that Caleb hadn’t witnessed before. These were obviously guards. This was another new thing, and new things were rarely, if ever, good anymore.
 
   “Hail Loran,” one of the trolls growled in a rumble that carried up to where Caleb hid. “Right hand of Mortan-zai, Dragonlord of these parts hereabouts.”
 
   Even after several years, Caleb still had trouble understanding the trolls’ speech. It was like listening to a native German trying to speak English through a mouthful of marbles with the occasional grunt or snort thrown in for good measure.
 
   The goblin-like creature grunted, sounding like a dying pig, as another, shorter figure entered the valley behind the two armored trolls. Caleb guessed that this was Loran. The figure was wrapped in a red cloak, hood pulled down to cover his face. The figure stopped when he was level with the two troll guards. He paused and pulled back the hood, revealing a human face. Long brown hair tumbled free as the red hood fell away.
 
   Caleb gritted his teeth.
 
   “So this is the envoy Granil sends us,” the man said, studying the creature with cold green eyes. “A half-breed mutt?”
 
   The half-breed chuckled in a deep, gravelly voice and snapped his axe up onto one shoulder, the half-moon blades glinting in the dull sunlight.
 
   “I be Athore,” he said, “and I be the general of the armies that follow Granil, Dragonlord of the Browns.”
 
   Loran regarded him coolly. His gaze grew flinty, boring into the half-troll as if Loran were attempting to kill him with a glance. Athore smiled back at him, revealing crooked, yellowed teeth that had been sharpened to jagged points. Loran’s smooth, flawless face broke into a tight-lipped scowl. He raised a hand, and the armored trolls snapped to attention.
 
   “You train your pets well,” Athore observed with a mocking little bow.
 
   The trolls rankled at the insult. Low guttural growls sounded from deep within their throats. The troll on the left glanced at Loran, who nodded and waved one hand permissively in Athore’s direction. It charged, pole-arm lowered. The other troll followed only a few steps behind.
 
   Athore glanced at them both without apparent concern, not even bothering to raise his axe. “I be glad you have enough guards to lose these two, Subcommander.”
 
   The trolls bore down on their smaller adversary. The troll on the left was the first to reach Athore and charged forward blindly. Athore stood motionless, watching them come down on him, and, at the last possible moment, stepped quickly to the left with astonishing speed. The halberd’s point passed harmlessly to one side, though the move took Athore directly into the path of the oncoming troll, who let go of the halberd with one hand to swipe at him with a meaty fist.
 
   Athore took the blow on the side of his head just beneath an eye. Caleb heard the meaty smack as the blow connected and winced despite himself. Still, Athore retained his axe, which spun in his hands and swung back and to the side, neatly hamstringing the troll that had struck him.
 
   It fell forward with a roar of rage and pain, dropping its weapon and clutching at its severed calf.
 
   Athore stumbled slightly, his eye already beginning to swell shut, but managed to plant his feet in a ready stance facing the first troll.
 
   The first troll changed its course clumsily to compensate for Athore’s sudden movements. Athore grinned and grabbed a dagger from his belt. His arm cocked back and then shot forward. The light glittered off the blade as it flew through the air and plunged into the troll’s shoulder where the breastplate ended. Athore cursed something inarticulate and readied his axe.
 
   The troll dropped the halberd and tore the dagger from his shoulder with a small grunt of pain.
 
   A moment later Athore’s axe crushed into the troll’s armored chest with enough force to knock the troll off balance. The massive gray creature stumbled, twisted nearly all the way around, and toppled toward the ground. Athore finished him off before he could rise.
 
   Athore turned back to the hamstrung troll, who had managed to get back onto its feet with the aid of an abandoned car. It was weaponless, but bellowed in angry defiance as Athore sauntered forward.
 
   “Finish it, half-breed,” the troll barked.
 
   Athore touched a hand to his forehead in mock salute and stepped forward. It was over in mere moments. Athore buried his axe into the ground next to the lifeless trolls and sat down on the hood of car, which buckled and protested under the strain.
 
   Caleb’s eyes widened in grudging admiration. What the half-breed Athore had just done, Caleb would have normally said was impossible. Even with a gun, Caleb would have been hard pressed to kill both trolls. The trolls had skin like stone that even armor-piercing rounds had trouble getting through. It would have taken some incredible shots to the eyes or soft spots—the groin, mouth, nose, ears, or throat—for Caleb to kill one.
 
   Loran laughed, a genuine smile of pleasure coming over his thin, bloodless lips.
 
   “Well done, well done indeed, Athore,” Loran said approvingly. “I see that Granil chooses his envoys well.”
 
   Athore inclined his head slightly and bared his yellowed, pointed teeth in a snarl. “If you be done with your little test, Loran, I do be needing to return to me Dragonlord soon and the journey is long. Let’s be getting this done here and now.”
 
   “I agree. The siege at Raleigh is already under way. The assistance of your Dragonlord is no longer required.”
 
   Athore leapt to his feet, his axe seeming to leap into his hands. “This be not the agreement made between Granil and Mortan! The hosts of Granil and the Browns will be joining the battle at Raleigh, with you or against you. You be choosing which.”
 
   Loran made a strange gesture with his right hand and pushed it out toward Athore with an indecipherable shout. Athore was thrown backwards as if struck by the force of a small car, flying at least twenty feet through the air in a jumble of arms and legs before he crashed into one of the abandoned vehicles strewn about the valley. The car buckled and bent under the force of the crash. Broken glass exploded outward from the shattered windows.
 
   Athore toppled, face-forward, onto the ground. Shards of glass stuck up from his back, stained orange with his blood.
 
   “The agreement is annulled,” Loran snapped, pulling the hood of his red cloak back up over his head. “Tell Granil that his services are no longer required and, should he desire to test his might against the power of Mortan-zai, he is more than welcome to meet his death at our hands.”
 
   Without a backward glance, Loran turned on his heels and headed back the way he had come, soon vanishing behind the hills.
 
   Caleb sat motionless behind the blackened tree stump, eyes off the scope, not understanding what he had just seen.
 
   Down in the valley, Athore moved shakily, his arms twitching and jerking uncontrollably as he struggled to rise. He pulled himself halfway up the car, but his legs wouldn’t move. He yanked feebly at the roof, struggling vainly to pull himself up, but his grip slowly gave way and he slid down the side of the car.
 
   Caleb looked down at his rifle and then glanced down to the valley where Loran had disappeared. The gun would create too much noise if he wanted to follow Loran. Shouldering it, he drew a short, wide-bladed knife from his boot and got to his feet.
 
   He picked his way down the hill, careful not to send too much ash and dust into the air. Athore had managed to get himself up into a sitting position. Orange blood pooled around him, making a sickening slurry of ash and debris. Caleb walked up to him, knife held at the ready. Athore glanced up at him and grinned.
 
   “I thought I be smelling more human flesh earlier.” A fit of coughing overcame him and he spat up blood. “This be how I die then? Betrayed by the wizard and killed by a human—a pitiful human.”
 
   Caleb ignored him. Athore’s axe lay within easy reach of his fully functional right hand, even if everything else from the waist down was lifeless.
 
   “Listen to me, human,” Athore said suddenly. The intensity of his words made Caleb pause. “Chaos will reign. You will all die. Mortan will start with us—with the Browns—but eventually you will all die. This is just the beginning.”
 
   Caleb shrugged and flipped his knife over in his hand. “I’m already dead.”
 
   His arm pumped and the knife took Athore just below the throat. It was an easy throw, one that didn’t give Caleb even the slightest surge of pride.
 
   Athore gurgled weakly and then slumped forward in death.
 
   Ten minutes later, Caleb was tracking once more, his knife back in its sheath and devoid of the half-troll’s yellow-orange blood. A few hundred yards from where he had witnessed the encounter between Loran and Athore, more tracks merged with the pair that he followed. From the breadth, depth, and number, Caleb judged that at least six more trolls had joined up with the man. If Caleb was lucky, he’d be able to sneak up on a few of the trolls while they were alone and then pick them off one by one. That was way too many for Caleb to take on at once, even without the addition of Loran’s apparent power.
 
   He still didn’t fully understand that, though he’d been mulling it over in his mind ever since the fight. Athore had called Loran a wizard, but he couldn’t accept that answer. Despite all the evidence to the contrary around him, Caleb still needed something rational to which he could cling. Otherwise the hunter within him would take over.
 
   Caleb found the remains of a large fire where they must have camped the night before and what was left of an evening meal, but the smell dissuaded him from investigating any further. An unwanted memory reared up in his mind and threatened to overcome him at the sight, but he pushed it away. He followed the tracks north along the edge of an old highway, the asphalt all but hidden beneath a film of ash and debris. He kept at least half a mile behind them at all times, just close enough to see the small black cloud they kicked into the air. He shadowed their movements for most of the day. They stopped only once, late in the afternoon, but they were up and moving again within only a few short moments.
 
   Caleb dripped with sweat and his throat was parched from the cool, dry air, but he didn’t slow, nor did his grip slacken on his rifle.
 
   Night fell.
 
   As darkness closed in, his other senses heightened to compensate for his decreased vision. The faint sound of gunfire made a staccato note of discord in the night, augmented by the concussive rumble of a distant mortar exploding. The Raleigh city-fortress was really under siege.
 
   Though the darkness hid most of the normal landmarks of the area, he knew he was close. The hilly ground and deserted, decaying buildings of the old city would have hid the battle and the city-fortress walls from view even without the dark, but he knew from experience that the flashes from gunfire and mortar shells carried in the black and he’d soon be able to see them against the cloudy sky. He kept his eyes peeled upwards and was rewarded with a faint, flickering glow in the sky as he crested the top of one of the larger hills.
 
   Memories swirled around in his mind at the sights and sounds, mimicking the shadows that danced around him. For a moment, he wasn’t there walking along the abandoned road any longer. For a moment, he was back within the Charlotte city-fortress, hearing gunfire and feeling the desperate wash of pain and fear slip over him. Then he was back in the moment again.
 
   As he crested another hill, two figures, who had obviously been shadowing him, rushed him from either side. The one on the left raised a cudgel and Caleb spun to face it. His rifle bucked in his hands as he fired off a quick shot. The flash threw the short figure into sudden detail, revealing a shock of auburn hair bursting out around the edges of a conical steel cap and a startled expression on the squat man’s bearded face. The light reflected off more metal on the man’s chest. The shot went wide.
 
   Caleb heard a muffled noise behind him and realized he’d forgotten the other figure. He twisted at the hip, dropping his rifle and reaching for his handgun, but he only made it halfway before something hard connected with the back of his skull and his vision exploded in a flash of white. He toppled forward into the ash in a sprawling heap, a trickle of blood tracing down the side of his face.
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