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Chapter One: Silken Gardens


[image: image]


I always thought my mother would protect me from anything really bad, but it turned out that the one thing she couldn’t protect me from was losing her. 

Did everyone feel nervous when they were trying to escape? Did their hands sweat and shake? I wiped mine on my trousers for what felt like the thousandth time. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was as dry from waiting as my eyes were from crying these past days. 

Where the waving almond trees gathered thick along the banks of the raging White River, the moon always seemed larger than life. By the angle of the moon it was just about time to sneak from my spacious room in the Silken Gardens and steal along the corridors to the stables. A bead of sweat started at the base of my neck, and spilled icily down my spine. I shivered.  Was my mother lying out on the ground under that moon, stiff and frozen in death? How long did it take before a corpse became unrecognizable? Master Ashan didn’t cover that in his Natural Studies classes.

The scent of lemons wafted on the warm air as it swirled through the filmy curtains in my open windows. My windows were so wide that a grown man could walk out of them, but my bedroom was on the second floor of the palace. No sneaking out that way, but there were easier ways out of the safety of my home. Now, to find the courage to take that first step out the door. If they caught me, I’d lose my chance for good. Jakinda’s squinting eyes hadn’t left me since I received word about Mother’s death and I knew she suspected that I’d try to go. 

I traced the intricate mandala carvings on my wide yellow door and tried to remember everything I’d been rehearsing all week . Wait for the sound of the guard. He always made a sound when he turned the corner down the hall. I focused on my meditation, reaching deep into it so I could hear more precisely. Could my heart beat any louder? There. That was the sound. 

The footfall of the guard was barely discernable as he walked his path through the halls. He was there to keep me safe. Safe! As if that was my only concern! Seven days ago when they told me the news, I knew I’d never really be safe again. How could anyone be safe if the only person who ever loved them was dead?

My eyes stung and I blinked them quickly to clear the tears forming. Why did eyes feel dry when they’d been wet for days? It didn’t make sense. I bit my lip and tasted blood. I had to stop doing that or it would be bloody for the rest of my life.

I glanced around my moonlit room. Maybe I’d miss this someday. I wiped my sweaty palms on my short pants. It turned out that my heart could beat louder. Was I really going to do this? There would be no coming back if I left.

Beyond the perimeter of the Silken Gardens lay a harsh world of hunger and pain – or so they told me. I was no soft flower and they’d all know that when they saw what I was going to do. On the other hand, I’d miss the hot meals and soft beds and the safety of this place. I was missing my mother so much that all that hardly seemed to matter. Did Mother think of all the memories that we’d never make in her last moments?

I clenched my fists. No point terrifying myself out of this at the last minute and no point dissolving into tears again. There had been enough of those. The messenger said that my mother was killed on a diplomatic visit to the Kosad Plains. He said that recovering her body for burial had not been made a top priority. Well, it mattered to me. I would go, and I would find her and lay her to rest. My hand twitched with excitement. I willed it still.

The footfalls of the guard passed my door and echoed down the hall. I slipped, whisper-quiet, out of my door. Good thing I stole those velvet-soled shoes and close-fitting black clothing from the back of the  merchant’s cart three weeks ago. That was even before I even knew that my life had shattered. Did some part of me know this was coming? 

The marble halls were wide and bright in the moonlight, the elaborate carvings standing out starkly. I’d spent many idle hours tracing those carvings with my eyes to pass time as I meditated. I knew every one of them by heart. They were so ancient that they preceded my family in these sun-kissed lands and they would likely last long after my death. I wouldn’t miss them, though. Out in the world beyond there were likely a thousand better things to see.

I ghosted down the hallway, holding my mental focus so that I could ease every step into place without making a sound. I should have done this years ago. Why had it never occurred to me to sneak out in the night? I’d had twelve years to try. Behind the other wide doors my half-sisters were probably sleeping in tranquil obedience. If they only knew how thrilling this was!

In the Silken Gardens perfection was drilled into us. Some people from outside seem to think that the daughters of the High Tazmin are kept in the Silken Gardens because we are soft and vulnerable. They forget that silk is one of the strongest substances known to man. I was silk. I was smooth and strong in the night.

At the top of the stairs I paused in the shadow and listened. A nightendahl sang sweetly in the trees. His song was for the stars, but I needed it, too. It told me there was no trouble ahead. 

Across from me sat the ancient bronze plaque, a relic of a time so long ago that its origins were lost in history. A slave whispered to me once that it was torn from the twisted metal tower outside in the East Garden, but what do slaves know? 

The words from the plaque came to mind even though it was too dark to read them:

This daughter of the stars trained intensely: physically, mentally and in the place between the stars...

I’d always wondered what came after those words and what could possibly have cut them off and twisted the bronze into a ragged gash where the rest must have been. They trained me by these words. They say that daughters of the High Tazmin should strive to reach these goals laid out for us by our ancestors. Good thing that’s what they wanted. If it were not for years of physical training I would not be able to creep so lightly down these stairs. I fought down a nervous shiver. I couldn’t afford such weakness. I needed to be precise in my movements.

The stairs were made to creak if they were stepped on without care. I thought I had them figured out though. Step there, and then twist just so and then another step and then, ahhh. Silence and the bottom of the steps. The creaks weren’t made for me, anyway. I was no thief come to raid the place. I was an eighteen-year-old girl who wanted to know why her mother, the High Tazmin’s least favorite consort, was sent on a diplomatic visit to a country we knew hated us. I was an eighteen-year-old girl who was going to bury my mother, and get some answers, whether anyone wanted me to or not.

The edge of the guard’s cloak fluttered as he turned the corner ahead of me. When my foot finally reached the ground floor, I let out a sigh of relief and then quickly covered my mouth. Did he hear me? 

His footsteps were still receding. He probably thought it was inconceivable for anyone to be sneaking through the Silken Gardens. My half-sisters would never break their honor, and no intruder could come so far into the palace compound. 

I needed to hurry now or I’d run into the next guard past the koi pool on his loop back. I slipped along to the wide-domed door and out onto the terrace. The stones were cool on my feet through the slippers. Don’t think about that. Keep focussed! 

The koi pool lay beside the terrace and the passion fruit and lemon trees swayed in the warm zephyrs beside the pond. They were gifts over the years from the Lesser Tazmins who were given royal wives from among my kin. Perhaps, if I were not leaving, my own husband would have gifted an exotic tree to the gardens. It’s a good thing that I’m leaving. Imagine! A tree with a tiny bronze tag to tell the world that I married well. 

The sound of lapping water concealed my soft footfalls and the shadows of the trees disguised my dark form. I rushed along the tiled path, careful not to tread on the yellow flowers that sometimes grew through the cracks. Crushing them was a bad omen and I couldn’t afford anything inauspicious tonight.

I was nearly at the stables. Just around one more corner. A voice rang out and I leapt backwards, clutching the wall behind me. Had I timed the guards incorrectly?

Their voices were too low for me to make out the words. Why am I doing this? It’s crazy. No. Leaving my mother to rot on an open field or to be thrown in a mass grave by strangers - that was crazy. Someone who loved her ought to be the one to lay her to rest. Was I the only one who loved her? Her husband was fighting a war to avenge her, but then he’d sent her there in the first place.

The voices faded down the path. I swallowed the lump in my throat and darted to the stable door, sliding the woven panel open and slipping inside. The lanterns suspended from the high-peaked roof threw emerald  light throughout the wide stables. Snuffling sounds and stomping feet comforted me with the mixed smell of fresh fodder and animals. Home. 

My mount was in the twenty-third stall. I rushed to open it, smiling widely as I was reflected in the ebony of his thick-lashed eyes.

“Alsoon,” I breathed.

He ducked his head low and I leaned my forehead against his, caressing his huge head with my hands as his trunk wrapped around me.  As our foreheads met, my elephant’s thoughts sought mine.

Girl. There was a flicker as he saw me in his mind, first as I am now: tall, eighteen, flowing black hair, and black muscled limbs in the dark clothing I’d chosen for sneaking out. And then as he remembered me: a tiny girl, my black hair a bird’s nest, and my black limbs sticking out of a frothy pink dress. Was he remembering the day Mother had gifted him to me? Wild Girl.

Yes. It’s Wild Girl, Alsoon. 

Ride? he asked.

I smiled, warmth filling my chest. My oldest friend had no in hesitation helping me. 

Yes. We ride.

I stepped back and began to gather his tack, preparing him for our journey. It would be a long one. The ride to our borders was three days. He snuffled happily behind me.

I pulled the bag I’d stashed from under the straw. Good. No one had found it. I was about to place it on his back when a voice called out to me, “Tylira?”

It was harsh and grim. In the green light a woman built of muscle and little else stepped into the door of my stall, her boiled leather armour and bronze cuirass and arm guards glistening. Extending above her shoulder was a small flag with orange and white flags flowing from it. I jumped. Thud. The bundle I held hit the ground.  At her back were six hulking shapes. Guards dressed just like her, but without the bronze indicators of her rank.

She flexed her fingers. They made terrible popping sounds and I grimaced. “If you think you’re leaving, you can think again.”
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Chapter Two: Omens 
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“I will not allow my mother’s corpse to be left for ravens, Jakinda,” I said, lifting my nose into the air and assuming my most royal posture. My tutors always say that to be shown respect one must play the part. Maybe if I played it just right I could convince them.

“No one is going to leave her for ravens to eat, girl,” Captain Jakinda Alruha said with a shake of her head. She and the hulking shadows behind her, my personal bodyguard, were selected from the best of the High Tazmin’s soldiers. If only I had any hope of slipping past them, but I’ve watched them train for years. Their skills were no mystery .

Jakinda sighed and ran a hand through her short hair. “They’ll have buried your mother already.” She glanced at me, shook her head and elaborated. “It’s been seven days since she died and by now the army will have beaten that sorry upstart nation into the ground. By the time you arrive, there won’t be anybody left to bury. She’s gone, Tylira.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. Jakinda was treating me like a child. Worse, she was right. But what was I supposed to do? Sitting here and just accepting her death like I’ve had to accept everything else in life seemed like a betrayal. No more surrendering. If there were decisions to be made I should be the one making them.

“You could come with me,” I offered, twisting my fingers in the black silk of my clothes. “You must be as sick of guarding me in these small gardens as I am of living here day after day.”

“I’d hardly call them small,” Jakinda said with a smirk. She was softening. “They’re one hundred acres of land with trails, pools, a river, terraced gardens and riding stock. We train with the best equipment and eat fine food every night. It’s what every armsman dreams of.”

“Then you are growing soft here in the Silken Gardens,” I said, provoking her. “Maybe some time spent toughening up would put you all back in form, and then you’ll be selected for a better posting than the bodyguards of a teenage girl who is so far down the succession line that she may never even set foot in the High Tazmin’s palace.”

“You think I’m soft?” Jakinda asked, raising a threatening eyebrow. “Come at me and see for yourself.”

I rolled my eyes. Really? Fight Jakinda? She’d been training in armed and unarmed combat since long before my mother was chosen as a consort for the High Tazmin. 

Jakinda held a fight stance for a few moments while the men behind her snorted and chuckled. I felt like chewing horseshoes.  They were mocking me with this ridiculous charade.

“I think I’ve made my point,” Jakinda said after a moment, as she relaxed back into an easy position. 

I gritted my teeth and said nothing. Did they think that I’d cave and do what they wanted just because I liked Jakinda? I scowled. Surely, there must be a way to convince her to let me go, or to come with me. She let me off without telling on me when she caught me stealing sweets as a small child, and she’d even delivered the news of my mother’s death herself. She wasn’t unkind. I opened my mouth, and Jakinda cocked her head.

A tremor in the earth shook me, it started subtly like the shaking of an old woman’s hands but increased in strength until the stables were heaving like a drunk the morning after. I clutched the side of the stable door, keeping my distance from Alsoon. He and the other elephants stomped and trumpeted at the shaking, kept down only by their thick tethers. 

One of my guards cursed loudly, while two of them lost their feet. Jakinda swayed with the ground, balancing on the waves like she did this every day, her compact frame looked like it was made for this. What were these terrible shakings and creakings in the ground? We’d suffered through months of them and still no one knew their cause. 

When the ground was finished rippling and the dust fell back to the earth I shook myself and straightened. 

“Worse than the others,” one of my guards said. “They get worse every time.”

“Hush,” Jakinda said.

“Somethings gone wrong, some black omen,” the man continued. 

“Do I need to teach you how to obey orders?” Jakinda snapped. But he was right, the tremors were worse, and they surely meant something. They were a portent of doom coming upon us. 

There were whispers in the halls when my tutors thought we weren’t looking. The slaves talked of nothing else since winter, and even one of the High Tazmin’s consorts, who had been visiting her daughter here, let slip that the Lesser Tazmins were making demands. After all, was not the High Tazmin the ruler of our land to protect us from such portentous omens? But what magic could he possess that would calm the earth when she was unsettled? 

Jakinda smoothed her cuirass and touched her spatha and buckler almost automatically to be sure they were still in place. Around her, the other guards followed suit.

“Tylira,” she said, still speaking to me like a child. I gritted my teeth. “There will be no leaving here tonight. If you run away, you will only be dragged back.”

I blinked back tears. Why did I have to cry so easily right now? I wanted to be strong and brave like mother was. My voice was small when I spoke so that it hardly sounded like it was mine. “I don’t want her to be dead.”

“There’s nothing that can be done about that now.” Jakinda’s voice was kind.

Behind me was a scuffling sound of feet in straw, Jakinda’s eyes narrowed and she backed away from me, bowing. Why would she...?

I turned and nearly gasped at the man in white holding a red scroll. The bottom of his white dhoti was muddy and stained and a tiny flag was attached to his belt, sticking up above his left shoulder. Like the others, I knew the short flagpole was affixed to the back piece of his armour.  The flag was black and white—the colors of the High Tazmin himself. Had he come all the way from Azaradi—the capitol? He knelt before me, holding out the scroll and my hands began to shake.

No, I wasn’t ready. I needed time to get used to a world without my mother. I just wanted him to go away. Mother, why did you have to leave us? If you were alive you would be in Azaradi and I’d be excited at the thought of joining you there. I bit my lip. Mother was never coming home.

“Your whole life has built toward this moment,” Jakinda murmured. “You were not made to be a harmless dove in the Silken Gardens for all time. Embrace your destiny and glory.”

I didn’t want to embrace anything. My palms were clammy.

I snatched the letter out of the crier’s hand. The missive was thick red paper, bound with black ribbon and sealed with black wax. The wax contained the seal of the High Tazmin, and a smaller, yellow seal of the High Tazmin’s secretary. 

It also bore the seal of Amandera Mubaru, the High Tazmin’s favorite consort. I’d give up anything short of Alsoon if only I could live the rest of my life without seeing her again. Amandera  was only a few years older than me, so why did people act like she was the perfect woman and we should all kiss her feet for the privilege of being near her? I wanted to spit just thinking of it.

I cracked the seals, giving Amandera’s a little extra force so that it fell from the paper completely. Inside, in the perfect hand of the High Tazmin’s secretary, my doom was written:

From the Great Keeper of the Stars, the Father of Omens, the king of Heartstones... I skipped down past a dozen titles...the High Tazmin to his ninth daughter, Tylira.

You are hereby summoned to the city of Al’Karida where General Komorodi will bring your tether for the Great Binding. You shall be bound on the cliffs of Canderabai and from there proceed to the High Tazmin’s Halls in Azaradi there to receive training. 

The Tazminera Amandera Mubaru has agreed to accompany you on your journey and shall come to collect you on the ninth day of the fifth month, the Waterlily. Proceed with all dignity. 

I skimmed the signings and farewells. They were always written the exact same way. I sat down on the stable floor. Ouch. I should have been paying better attention.

“My binding is to be in Al’Karida,” I said.

“So, you will get to leave the Silken Gardens, just as you hoped,” Jakinda said, with as close to smile as she ever gave.

“But not free! I’ll be tethered to a defeated general! I’ll have to drag his sorry, beaten hulk around with me everywhere I go! Who would want that? I won’t dance with princes or flirt in the moonlight. Or, if I do it will be with a chaperone on a silver chain.”

“Did you want to dance with princes?” Jakinda asked, a skeptical look lining her face.

“Well, I couldn’t now if I wanted to!” I yelled, leaping up and kicking the straw around with the soft shoes I’d worn to creep across the grounds. I stubbed my toe and didn’t manage to bite back the curse that sprang to my lips.

“Watch yourself,” Jakinda said, her frown deepening. “If you have been summoned for binding then the High Tazmin has decided you are grown up enough to be useful. Grown ladies at court do not curse. And they do not kick straw around like little children when they don’t get their way. Stop this immediately, or I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you up the stairs like a bag of turnips. Your mother isn’t here anymore to protect you from the consequences of your actions.”

I stopped, gaping at Jakinda’s words. The indignity! To first be caught playing the fool, then called out, then scolded like a child. Maybe I should fight her after all! Instead, I took a deep breath, folded up the summons and turned to the messenger.

“Thank you for your service. You may report that I have accepted the High Tazmin’s missive and will proceed as directed.”

Why wait for an answer? They were all conspiring against my freedom. I was as trapped as my mother had been and I’d end up just as dead as she was. I turned and strode back to my rooms, my guards trailing behind me like lost puppies.  

After I was safely in my rooms I shredded all my feather pillows with my bare hands, and I imagined Jakinda’s face on every single one of them.  
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Chapter Three: Ancestors
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My breath puffed in tiny clouds in the crisp morning air. Puff. Puff. I ran with the rhythm of the puffing  and my feet thudded along the smooth dirt path as it weaved between decorative standing stones as high as a man and patterned by the gods. The trees were fragrant in the morning dew, and the hissupa trees were in blossom, their delicate purple blooms fluttered in the wind filling the path with a balmy smell. Occasionally, some broke loose to rain on me as I ran. When I was a small girl, I had stopped to pick one up to examine it and, as a consequence, I had been made to live in Scarcity for the rest of the week for my distracted heart. 

My belly grumbled as I ran, but I ignored it. Days in the Silken Gardens are divided into Three Arcs: Scarcity, Ambition, and Plenty. Mornings, from rising until Noon are the time of scarcity. We eat and drink nothing but water until Ambition. Would we be eating some of the honey Arnica collected today? My mouth watered at the thought, but my feet never strayed from the path. Up the next hill and then around the bend towards the bolin tree grove and I’d be done.  

Ahead of me, Sarin ran in silence. Would she stare at me if she looked back? I didn’t want to see that look she’d had in her eyes the morning Jakinda told me about Mother. Thank goodness that none of them were allowed to speak with me while I was in official mourning. 

I was meant to be pursuing clarity and calm of body and mind. Clarity! Pah! Things were clear enough. I was going to have to live life like a good little girl and do what I was told. Calm. Hah! I’d rather scream until my throat was raw. My pre-planned life as a daughter of the High Tazmin was about to begin. At best, I could hope for a few years of training and a useful role in lower government. It would all depend on how I was marked in the ceremony.  Would I tally taxes for a Lesser Tazmin? Organize supply logistics for the Army? Or worse, was I on a course to marry a Lesser Tazmin and live a life identical to my sheltered boring existence in the Silken Gardens?

My breaths were even and measured from long practice, and by instinct I matched my pace perfectly to the daughters ahead and behind me. A bird sang sweetly as we passed the koi pond. If only I could go to the stables where Alsoon must wait. Likely, he did not understand any better than I did why we couldn’t just run free. Was it really so terrible to want to bid my mother a final farewell? Was it really so awful to want a life different from hers? I missed her short visits already. The last one was nearly a year ago. What would it be like to have your child raised away from you? Maybe I was going to find out.

And I’d been told that I would be bound. Tethered to a failed general that my father had beaten. Could anything be more ridiculous? More horrible? The last person I remembered being summoned to a binding was Alshareen, my eldest sister. She was supposed to learn wisdom and self-control.  

The giving of a san’lelion was such a strange tradition. Our ancestors told us that we had much to learn from the hearts and minds of our enemies, and so they instituted the position. The san’lelion must be a general beaten in battle. He must be ready to teach wisdom. Tradition held that only the most difficult of the High Tazmin’s children were bound to a san’lelion – a last ditch effort to drill self-control and mindfulness into them.

My san’lelion would report on my actions and decisions to my father. How would he feel about a wild girl who loved an elephant more than any person alive? He would advise me, and remain with me until the High Tazmin deemed me wise enough to no longer need the advice of a san’lelion. What would I have to do to make that happen quickly? Why had I never asked my tutors that? Maybe I should ask Jakinda.

Once I was bound, I would never be alone again. Not to eat or sleep or bathe. Intolerable! My feet pounded harder than ever against the unforgiving earth.

All the routines of the Silken Gardens felt empty today and my emotions boiled and raged under the surface. Why didn’t everyone else care about mother like I did? I fought more viciously than usual in our hand-to-hand routines so that I accidentally slipped under my sister Sarin’s block and she cried out in pain. I bowed my apology, but she turned her head away without an answering bow. Larissa and Katchemon tsked and shook their heads. I couldn’t help but remember them saying to me, ‘Your mother is the High Tazmin’s least favorite consort. You have no siblings because he didn’t like your mother enough to go back to her. It will be the same thing when you are given to a Lesser Tazmin, Tylira.’ I felt sick at the memory. How could my mother help being the least favorite? Surely someone had to be. It could have just as easily been one of their mothers. Had she been sent away to her death because the High Tazmin liked her least?

Our peaceful life here was like a cracked glaze over a porcelain dish, where every moment seemed to be chipping away at my normal life. I splashed the cool water over my body as we bathed together in the river after sparring but all I could think of as the water flowed over me was my mother’s blood flowing away. The water washed away the sweat and weariness but none of the grief. 

Once I was bound I would not bathe without a silver chain getting in the way and someone watching, watching, always watching. Would he understand what it meant to lose someone? Sarin’s foot slipped and she muddied my clothing lying on the river bank with her feet. The sly smile she gave told me it was no mistake. I couldn’t even get angry. Anger was too far away to reach.

Our meditations began, the last thing in Scarcity before Ambition. I sat in the lotus position, adjusting my legs until I was sitting correctly with my back to the ring of my sisters, who were doing the same. Our tutor watched us all from the center of the pagoda. Why did we sit outdoors? It was harder to concentrate with bugs and breezes tickling the ears. I removed my heartstone from my forehead where it always rested and held it in my palm. It felt heavier than normal. Everything felt heavier.

Tanesha was sitting at my right. Her heartstone flashed the gorgeous clear fuchsia that it always did as she brought it down. Mine was cloudy and unformed as it had been since the day I received it. It was never going to flash to life and clear like all the others. I shifted in my lotus position. Ouch! A flick of my tutor’s switch reminded me to be still.

I eased myself into meditation and then, like it always did, the world blurred and shifted to somewhere else.  Standing in front of me was a cluster of women wearing outdated clothing and hairstyles.

“Are you still moping over that silly stone?” Nana Olimpia asked. “We’ve told you a thousand times that until you learn to control your link to the Common, your stone will remain clouded.”

“Why bother telling her at all? She doesn’t work nearly hard enough,” Oma Evereed said. She was my grandmother—or had been when she was alive. 

Could these women really have all been my ancestors? And would I be destined to join the Common and spend eternities berating my descendants for never living up? If that was the after-life, they could count me out. I didn’t ever want to be this cranky. They were supposed to be training and directing me when I meditated from directly within my consciousness—or so everyone said. Maybe they were there just to annoy the life out of me. 

“I can talk to Alsoon,” I said, hopefully.

“You could talk to Alsoon from the beginning. The first of your generation to grasp that skill,” Oma Everdeen said. “We were so proud. And then...fsst!” She snapped her fingers. “Out like a candle. Never another spark of magic in you. Meanwhile, your sisters can light candles, send messages to dreamers, sense disease and decay. Last week Sarin even erected a small shield of air to protect herself.”

“Should have erected one this morning,” I muttered.

“Don’t think we didn’t hear about that!” Ada Betina said. She was the oldest of the ancestors who chose to speak to me. Only these three still bothered. The rest focussed on my more talented sisters. 

“If I’m not making any progress, then maybe it’s your fault! Aren’t you supposed to teach me?”

“Teach you manners? Yes, we’ve failed there,” Oma Evereed said with a sniff. All of them looked so much the same and sounded so much alike. Did dying destroy anything unique about you?

Nana Olimpia sighed. “We’ve been teaching you everything you need to know, Tylira. You just aren’t doing it. If you focussed...”

“I do focus!”

“If you tried to control yourself just a little more—”

“I can’t control myself any more than I already am! I have tried and tried!”

Nana Olimpia sighed again, this time louder. She threw her hands up like she was done with me. 

“What got in the way?” Oma Evereed asked. She was the harshest of the three, but sometimes the most willing to listen.

“I’ve been summoned for the Binding and then to the courts of the High Tazmin,” I said.

“You aren’t ready,” Nana Olimpia said, crossing her arms. Usually she was the most compassionate, but not today.

“I know that!” I said, “Don’t you think I know that? Now, please. Help me try again.”

“It’s too late,” Nana Olimpia said, and as she shook her head she disappeared from my meditation.

My mouth dropped open. Another ancestor had given up on me? Today? When I desperately needed to finally find my true connection to the source? Tears spilled from my eyes.

“Quitter,” Ada Betina said. “Quiet yourself, Tylira. You were named Daughter of the Stars at your birth, and like all the daughters of the stars—you and your sisters—you will find your connection with the Common and your powers. You must be patient. And you must develop self-control.”

“Your sisters have found these things in the rigorous discipline taught here at the Silken Gardens,” Oma Evereed said.

“But that clearly is not working for her,” Ada Betina said to Oma. “Maybe leaving this place will do her some good. Maybe the Binding, harsh as it is, will help her to focus. Some souls don’t fly well when they are caged. Some people learn better in life than in study. I still have hope for her.”

I started to smile.

“Have you ever seen anyone who learned their connection outside of study?” Oma Evereed asked.

“No,” Ada Betina admitted.

My smile dissolved. 

“But Tylira might surprise us. We will see.”

“Surprise us, Tylira,” Oma Evereed said, in her sternest tones. “If you don’t...well, you won’t get to keep that stone forever.”

My head buzzed like it was full of bees. Wouldn’t it be nice to live a life without ancestors or Bindings or meditations? Didn’t they realize that I was trying? I just couldn’t sense how things worked and effortlessly tap into the Common and help them along by instinct the way my sisters did. 

“Will you choose her, Oma Everdeen?” Ada Betina asked. “You can only choose one from this generation.”

Oma sighed. “Perhaps one of the older ancestors will consider her. I don’t want to waste what I have left.”

Great. Even when they were being cryptic they were giving up on me.

A chime sounded the end of meditation and I came back to the living world and opened my eyes. In front of me was a pair of perfect golden platform shoes, wrapped around delicate feet. No. Please, no.

The woman in them was wearing a dress so fine that she could have been married in it if she were anyone else. When she wed the High Tazmin she had worn a dress longer than four elephants and the celebrations had lasted a week. Bards had written songs about it. Anyone but her. Please! 

“Stand up, Tylira and let me look at you,” Tazminera Amandera Mubaru said. 

If I pushed her into the bushes ringing the pagoda, what would she do? Would she twist her ankles in those ridiculous shoes? I rose with all the dignity I could muster. I would act a queen, just like she did. I would make her respect me.

“I see your heartstone is still clouded,” she said with a twist of her lips like she was tasting lemons.

“It’s still purer than your real heart,” I said before I could stop myself.
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Chapter Four: Waiting
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If I could just learn to watch my tongue then I wouldn’t get into these jams. I wouldn’t have to spend the day sent to Scarcity or punished with slave work. At least Old Calan assigned me to the stables. The fecund smell filled the air and I was already breathing heavily as I mucked stalls and carted away the refuse. If only they’d sent anyone but Amandera to bring me to Al’Karida. Sweet Penspray, but that woman got right up my neck. Would I have to wait until I was married to go where I pleased and do what I liked like Amandera did? She’d always outrank me. I couldn’t possibly marry higher than my own father. 

I entered Alsoon’s stall and he greeted me with a hearty trumpet, We ride?

Soon, I promised, scrubbing behind his ears the way he liked. 

Sounds of feet and clanking tools, animals shifting and murmured words were a pleasant backdrop to my thoughts. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. After all, it wasn’t like Amandera could take anything more than my dignity. I was the High Tazmin’s daughter – practically her step daughter. So, travelling with her would be miserable. So what? In the end I’d be away from the endless day after day boredom of the Silken Gardens. And I’d have Alsoon.

I pulled a bucket of soapy water over to him and began to wash his furrowed skin, enjoying the feeling of the cloth in the rhythmic motion: scrub, scrub. What would it feel like to have skin like that?

Was that a whisper? Who has secret conversations inside elephant stables? Maybe everyone but me. What would you talk about in a stable? Not politics, surely. Illegal activities? That sounded more likely. I slowed my cleaning to a silent, gentle scrubbing, just enough work to pretend I was busy if someone caught me, but quiet enough to hear. I craned in the direction of the voices, every muscle tense.

“I can’t,” a feminine voice said. “It is against my honor.”

“But it’s our last chance. After this we go with her to the High Tazmin’s court. We’ll be under the gaze of too many to ever try again,” a masculine voice replied.

It was someone who would be travelling with me! A slave? I crept around the side of Alsoon towards the voices and tried to peer between the slats of the stall walls. Something was glittering. Polished metal. I pushed up to look through a different set of slats. A buckle! Yes, the person was in armor. It was definitely one of my guards, but which one?

“I wish I could,” the feminine voice said again, low and sultry. In that tone it took me a moment to realize...was it Jakinda? Talking like that to another one of my guards?

I tried to get a closer look, slipping along the side of the stable wall, but Alsoon wrapped his trunk around my waist affectionately, and my foot struck a water bucket. Splash! I bit my lip, hopping up and down on one foot. Sweet Penspray, that hurt!

Jakinda gasped. “Someone’s here. We must go.”

Their footsteps retreated and I was left alone with my overly-affectionate friend.

I love you, too. I said to him with a sigh. Nothing interesting ever happened at the Silken Gardens and the one time it did, my chance to hear about it was spoiled.

Alsoon’s thoughts clouded with images of me scrubbing behind his ears.

Fine, you old sop, I agreed, wetting the cloth to clean them again. What was Jakinda up to? Perhaps, if I watched her carefully I could discover which of my guards was her secret lover. If that’s what was going on. Strange to think that such a hard woman had any kind of lover at all. It put her in a whole new light.

Without warning, the earth tremor started and the world around me shook. I held tightly to Alsoon and closed my eyes. Was this just a ripple before something worse came along?

The time spent in the stable was the most interesting thing that happened for days. My longing to leave only seemed to fuel High Tazminera Amandera’s desire to drag her heels. On the third day, she made me sit with her, insisting I keep my hands folded in my lap. 

“Don’t look so eager every time I mention Al’Karida, Tylira. You’d think that you were the top of your class the way you act,” she said as she sat at a tiny golden table and wrote a note. Who sits and writes the same note all morning without turning the page? Her handwriting was impeccable, but at this rate it would take her longer to write to whoever that was than it would take to just get on an elephant and ride to them in person. “I don’t know why you were approved for this next step when you were so far behind. I have half a mind to take your training in hand myself along the journey so that you don’t disgrace the High Tazmin.” 

Amandera carefully adjusted the filmy silks of her wrapped dress. They clung delicately to her perfect curves and trailed in the breeze, giving her a graceful air. I have never looked that good in a sarette. When we left the Silken Gardens I would be able to wear a filmy, midriff baring garment all I wanted just like Amandera. In the eyes of the world I would be considered grown and I could wear a grown woman’s attire. Strange to think of myself as a grown woman.

“Yes,” she said. “It’s a good idea, don’t you agree?”

My mouth opened. Had she still been talking while I was drifting in my thoughts? I shut my mouth quickly and Amandera sighed.

“I was saying that I’ll take your training in hand personally on our journey. It seems you could use a firmer hand.”

The blood drained from my face. Things were certainly going to be less boring – but not in a good way. I could have screamed if I thought it would do me any good. 

“As you say, Tazminera,” I said. Maybe, if I pretended to go along with it I could find a sneaky way out of things. Tearing up pillows and speaking my mind hadn’t done much good the last few days. Perhaps I should try a subtler approach.

After that she made me practice my meditations in front of her for the last two days that we stayed at the Silken Gardens. 

“Your problem, Tylira,” she said after my second failed lesson in her presence, “Is that you run too hot. You lack self-control. That is where we will start along our journey. I have a few little lessons I will teach you in how to control your emotions.” It sounded awful. “They are far too gentle with you here. I think that away from these padded walls I will have the chance to either make you finally useful or break you entirely.” That sounded much worse. She smiled sweetly, “Lets both hope that you become a fast learner.”

Mother, why did you have to go and leave me? And why aren’t you there with my other ancestors. If there was anyone I needed now, it would be you. What would she have done in a situation like this? I wished I knew. She brought me to the Silken Gardens when I was six and I only saw her twice a year on holidays. I always wondered what she did when she left here, but all my sisters’ mothers brought them here, too. Had she wanted to leave me here? I’d always thought she chose this, but what if she was just like me? What if she hadn’t been really given a choice at all? I wished she was here to tell me – or at least to suggest to people that they’d better treat me kindly or she’d pound them into the dirt.

“We leave tomorrow. Don’t look so sulky, it makes you look low born.”

I bowed respectfully, and just barely managed not to stick my tongue out at her. Low born? Really? Amandera married the High Tazmin as part of a treaty negotiation with the Aradivia Kingdom. That backwards place was less than a quarter of the size of Canderabai. If we were going to compare bloodlines, mine was far superior. 

I left for my rooms and furiously packed my things into two large cloth bags – only what I absolutely needed – and my money into my small leather purse.  My sisters filed in to wish me good luck and say their goodbyes. My throat felt thick as I wished them good winds and fair suns in all their days. I actually hugged Sarin. 

“You’re lucky to go to Al’Karida,” she said. “Did you forget? If you leave tomorrow you’ll get there just days before the Great Sounding and see all the celebrations! I heard that they party for a full week before the Sounding and there’s dancing and celebrations in the street all night and music and costumes and parades.”

I sat down on the edge of my bed. I had completely forgotten about the Great Sounding. Could this be why Amandera had been taking so long here? Was she planning to arrive in time to enjoy the festivities? It didn’t sound like her. Was she the celebrating type?

“Did you forget?” Sarin asked. “I suppose you might have. It only happens every seven years, but I’m sure I would like to see it someday. All those fine young heroes racing through the Dawn Gate to find the Teeth of the Gods!”

I had an instant visual image painted in my mind of shirtless young men racing out of a wide, shining gate. I was going to get to see it myself. Well, unless Amandera tried to prevent it. It sounded like something she’d try to prevent.

“I can’t wait!” I said. Whatever happened, I decided, I was going to see that race.

“Like I said, you’re lucky. Blessed by the Gods. It should have been Lashawnelle’s turn to train with the High Tazmin’s tutors, but somehow, they chose you. And everyone knows that you have no proper connection to the Common. No magic at all, really. It’s a shame that it’s you.” She put her hands over her mouth as if it were a mistake she let all that slip out, but she paused, waiting to see my reaction.

I did my best impression of Amandera, and said haughtily, “Who are we to judge the reasoning of the High Tazmin?”

Really? One last jab to remind me that I was beneath them all? After that she made an excuse to leave. It’s a heavy thing to know that no one loves you. No one, but Alsoon, I reminded myself. 

That night I dreamed of riding elephants towards the horizon. Out there somewhere were all the adventures that I longed for, and somehow, I would slip the noose they’d set for my life and I’d live those adventures. Maybe I really would ride Alsoon all the way to where the land met the sky. Or maybe I would finally find my connection to the Common and discover that I was more talented than anyone could ever have imagined. In my dreams, it was all possible. 
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Chapter Five: Palanquin
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I should have known that leaving on a journey with Tazminera Amandera wouldn’t be as easy as saddling up the elephants and riding off down the road. I patted Alsoon’s neck from my seat on his saddle and then re-adjusted my bundles in the side bags for what was probably the twelfth time. Alsoon shifted irritably as he always did when he had to wait. The proverb said, ‘Look to the elephant and know patience,’ but the wise man who spoke it had never met Alsoon.

I know, boy. If she were any slower there would be lichen growing on her.

My guard had fanned out on their own elephants around mine, their orange and white head wraps and black boiled armour and harnesses declared them to be mine. They were ready to protect me at a moment’s notice, but their mounts seemed as restless as Alsoon. One elephant stomped his foot so violently that one of the slaves cursed and dodged to the side, dropping his bundle. I looked off in the distance. If I didn’t see it happen then Javeron, the slave master, wouldn’t have to punish him. 

“Why are we bringing so many slaves, Jakinda?” I asked.

Jakinda leaned towards me from her own elephant. He eyeballed me and snorted. Dust glittered on the early morning sun beams as they filtered through the palm trees. Out there somewhere was freedom if I could find a way to get it without angering the High Tazmin.

“They are now your retinue honorable Lesser Tazminera,” she said.

I jerked slightly. Lesser Tazminera? I cocked my head in a question, tracing the nine stars tattoo along my left arm with the other hand as I thought.

“Perhaps no one told you, but upon leaving the Silken Gardens you are now a Lesser Tazminera and as such you have been gifted your own retinue as well as your guard, our mounts, and five hundred devlin gold pieces. We serve at your command under the authority of the High Tazmin. Any honor you achieve will be our honor. Any dishonor you bring down upon us will be ours to bear.”

I sucked in air through my nose, fighting to keep my face still and expressionless. No one had told me to expect this. Suddenly the jasmine and heleroia flower scents in the air smelled so much sweeter.  It didn’t matter that I was a failure at finding my connection. It didn’t matter that Amandera was planning to run my life. I was a Lesser Tazminera now. I had my own riches – a chance perhaps to negotiate what I wanted.

“Don’t let it get to your head,” Amandera said, appearing from around one of the elephants as if she were a jinn materializing out of smoke and air. “It’s only a name and some trinkets, nothing of importance.”

I wouldn’t look at her.  I studied the waiting ranks of my retinue and hers instead. She wouldn’t see me blush. My fingers traced the tattoo. It rose up slightly from my flesh and the trail of the stars and swirls were easy to follow. A mark to remind everyone of my lineage and place – ninth among daughters.

Nothing had changed. Not an elephant or horse had moved since I looked around the first time. Wasn’t it just like Amandera to think it didn’t matter that fifty elephants, one hundred soldiers and eighty slaves should just stand in place until she was done being pompous?

“You’ll be riding with me, Tylira. Leave that beast with your guard,” Amandera said over her shoulder, lifting her sarette daintily so that her gold-slippered feet could be seen as she tiptoed over the dust and around the horse and elephant refuse.

“He’s not a beast,” I said. As if I would ride with the High Tazminera of better-than-you on my very first day away from the Silken Gardens!

Amandera stopped and spun  around with the grace of a dancer to look at me, hands planted on her hips. 

“If we are going to deal with your disgraceful lack of skill in magic, then we will need every moment of the journey. You will ride in my palanquin.”

I sat up a little taller and stiffer, but I didn’t budge. What was she going to do? Drag me along?

“Better go,” Jakinda said. “I have orders to haul you over my shoulder and carry you if you don’t go on your own.”

“I thought you were my guard,” I said, trying to give her the look my teachers always gave me when I’d said something churlish. 

“In this case, I’m guarding your dignity.” Jakinda sighed. “As long as we are with the Tazminera her authority supersedes your own—even with your guard—we are ultimately the High Tazmin’s vassals.”

I blinked back tears. Did I know a curse strong enough to express how I felt about this? Why didn’t they teach us good curses in the Silken Gardens? I would have liked to shove Amandera into the palanquin and then drop it off a cliff and let it bounce all the way to the bottom splintering to nothing and breaking every bone in her body.

“Your loyalty is touching,” I said, clipping off the end of every word. I climbed down Alsoon and followed Amandera, weaving through the long chain of my devoted retinue. Their voices were quiet and they refused to meet my eyes. Since their clothing was in the livery colors of the Silken Gardens and the High Tazminera, they all looked alike giving me no focal point for my fury and humiliation. 

I bit my lip, worrying it between my teeth until it bled. It was just my destiny that on the very day I was given the name Lesser Tazminera I was sent for like a slave to do Amandera’s bidding. And who would have thought that it would be so hard to hurry in this sarette? No wonder grown women always looked so dignified. They had to walk slowly just to move in these things! I hated them. I hated everything about being an adult.

Her elephant was kneeling under the load of the palanquin when I arrived and I climbed up his side and into the golden box. There were two seats inside. Amandera was already in one, holding a tiny golden tea pot. Filmy azure curtains streamed in the breeze and surrounded the palanquin like the wings of a butterfly. Once they were closed we would be able to see out, but no one would be able to see inside.

I sat in the other seat, my back to our driver, facing the caravan behind us. My heart sank. Was I going to have to watch a dusty caravan train on my very first journey while everyone else got to look at the inviting horizon ahead of us and dream of Al’Karida? Maybe this was all part of Amandera’s strategy to train me to control my feelings.  She should try harder. Right now she was only helping my ability to envision creative ways to punish her. I bet those filmy curtains would look amazing tied around her ankles while she hung upside down banging her head against the side of the elephant the whole way to Al’Karida.

“Stand,” Amandera ordered, and the driver sang to our elephant who slowly rose. The golden box barely tilted as he stood. What had Amandera done to train him to be so careful? “I will use the same training methods on you, and soon you will be as perfect as the elephant.” Had she read my thoughts?

“Your offer to train me is so gracious, High Tazminera, but I would prefer—” 

“Silence! You will speak when spoken to.”

Or what? What could a tiny woman like Amandera do to me? 

My hand burned with shocking pain. I cried out as I clutched it to my chest, turning it this way and that to look for the source. I had not touched anything hot. Had I been bitten by a snake or an insect?

“If you learn well, you might be able to do that to your own enemies,” Amandera said. Her! She did that to me! Already the pain was lessening. “For now it will be a way for me to remind you that I prize excellence.”

Amandera took out a tiny silken pouch and opened it. Sweet herbal scents filled the palanquin as she added it to the teapot. Had she heated the water with her connection to the Common?

“I will allow you to start with a simple meditation,” Amandera said. Tension in my shoulders eased. “With one small addition. Assume the position.”

I folded myself into a meditation pose and threaded the heart stone out of my hair. I felt the familiar lump in my throat as I looked down into the clouded surface. Why couldn’t it light up and clear away like every one of my sister’s stones had? Amandera’s stone glittered red and clear on her forehead like the wet blood of one of her slain enemies and here was mine, dull as dust and I didn’t even know what color it wanted to become – if it would become one at all.

“Stop staring at that stone as if you can clear it with your mind. You are weak and useless. You need more motivation, which is why I am going to slowly heat that heart stone. When you connect to the Common, I will remove the heat. Until then it will get hotter and hotter. Drop it, and tonight when we camp I will make you run around the camp twice. Understand?”

“Yes,” I said.

A call rang out from the road ahead. I looked over my shoulder, craning to see who was there.

“Where are you going?”

“Al’Karida.”

“Can we join your caravan for safety along the way?”

“I’ll bring you to the Captain of the Guard. He will decide.”

I tried to catch a glimpse of the new people, but I couldn’t get a good view of them, just the edges of horses and packs and dark cloaks. 

“Tylira,” Amandera said. “Please, attend.”

The new people followed the lead guard as he led them further into the caravan. I counted eight horses nearing the palanquin. They were men, tall, strapping and riding gorgeous dappled horses with arched necks. Their hoods were pulled down low so I couldn’t see their faces and under their hooded cloaks they wore close fitting breeches, tall leather boots shaped for riding and long coats. There were no flags, no colors, nor head wraps. They appeared foreign or very low class, but not slaves or they would wear their mistress’s colors.

“Tylira!”

As the last man in the line passed, he looked up at me through a gap in the curtain. I saw his face in his dark hood at the very moment that he smiled and winked. I gasped and stiffened. He saw me. He winked. He was my age with chiselled features, a hint of dark shadow around his jaw and warm honey-brown liquid eyes with a hint of laughter in them. All I could think of was honey, slowly dripping down the side of the bowl and of licking it up.

The stone in my hand grew hot and I yelled, dropping it.

“That’s two laps for tonight, Tylira, and there will be two more for every time that you drop the stone. I am not here because I enjoy wasting my time. Are you?”

Didn’t she realize that I didn’t want to be here at all? Maybe I should try to run away tonight. But then again, Jakinda said she was under orders to force me to obey Amandera. Would I want to see how painful Amandera could make that trick of hers?

“Now,” Amandera said, “No more fooling around. Focus. Find that connection.”

I’d have to forget about honey if I was going to keep from running laps all night long – or worse. There would be plenty of time to think of that later. Tonight. In my bed. I started, realizing that I was wasting time and the stone was growing hotter. Slow breaths. Breathe evenly. Focus on the stone.

Oma Evereed and Ada Betina spoke together quietly as I joined them. Beside them a woman so old her skin looked parchment-thin sat on the ground in her own meditation position. Her white hair was shorn and her clothing was strange and foreign so that I couldn’t tell if it was designed for a man or a woman. She did not open her eyes when I arrived. She was singing a nursery rhyme that I’d heard a thousand times, only never sung in such an irritating rhythm. Between that and her thick accent my childhood lullaby sounded foreign.

Ring around the heavens,

Can see it in a thick lens,

Falling, falling, under the snow.

Ring around the mountains,

It baffles all the high plans,

Falling, falling, under the falls.

Ring around the God’s Teeth,

Shaped like a thick wreath,

Falling, falling, under your nose.

Ring for when the earth bends,

Ring for when the mother ends,

Follow, follow, follow it home.

“Ridiculous.” Had I said that out loud?

“Don’t mind An’alepp,” Ada Betina said as she broke away from her secretive huddle with Oma Evereed.  “She’s so old that she was ancient when I was young.”

“Her mind is likely gone.” Oma Evereed adjusted her sarette uncomfortably. “But she wanted to see you. And none of the rest of us are willing to stake our souls on you so we thought it was worth a try.”

“Your mind goes in the afterlife?” I peered at An’alepp. Why did she want to see me?

“This isn’t the afterlife.” Ada Betina twisted her fingers together. “We aren’t really here. Or at least, not permanently.”

“So you’re just here to guide us before you move on?”

“In a way,” Ada Betina said glancing at Oma Evereed. “We have a certain amount of ourselves to...invest in the next generation.”

“Why does she want to see me?” I asked.

“Who knows?” Oma Evereed smoothed a last fold of sarette into place. “She heard us talking about your difficulties and the next thing we knew—”

He words cut off along with my meditation as my heartstone grew too hot for me to maintain focus. I hissed, dropping it to the floor of the palanquin, tears streaming from my eyes.

“Terrible progress,” Amandera said, lifting her china cup delicately to her lips and sipping with a tiny smile on her face. She marked a tiny parchment in front of her with four ink lines. The laps I would have to run. “Again.”

I sank back into my meditation.

As soon as I saw my ancestors I said, “I’m in a hurry today. Amandera will punish me every time I fail to connect to the Common.”

Ada Betina frowned and shared a glance with Oma Evereed before she spoke, “It doesn’t work that way.”

“Please!” I said.

“Well, sit down, child,” Ada Betina said. “We’ll discuss the possibility of...”

I grunted this time as I dropped the stone, wiggling my fingers to make sure they still had feeling.

“Again,” Amandera said, opening a tiny leather book with golden filigree around the corners. “We will do this all day until you find the Common. If you fail today, we will do something harder tomorrow.” She smiled to herself with her eyes narrowing in satisfaction. “Pray that you find the connection today, I have some creative ideas I would like to try.”
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Chapter Six: Moonlight
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Was she serious? Did she really think that twenty laps around the camp in the gods-forsaken dark was going to make me discover my magic more quickly, or was this just a punishment for being me? 

Youch! I hopped up and down on one foot, tears leaking out of my eyes. Where did that rock come from? It wasn’t there on the other twenty laps, but maybe I was just getting dizzy from all the running. My next few steps were more of a hobble as I tried to keep from crying out.  

The sun was sinking slowly over the distant hills and the dusk was purple and warm. Fireflies flickered across the camp and the glow of cook fires filled the center of the caravan. Amandera’s huge purple silken tent glowed at the heart of the activity while rougher tents were pitched all around it. The sounds of eating and enjoyment rang out from the guards and slaves. None of them had to run twenty four laps around the huge encampment.

My stride evened out as the pain dissipated. Good thing they made me run like this every morning – well, maybe not like this. That was more like the first two laps. I was going to be sore tomorrow morning. I was working around towards where the elephants were picketed. The twenty-foot high beasts stood like a small range of mountains. I could probably run this circuit blindfolded now – here was Alsoon. I smiled and lifted my hand as I ran past. The first few times I had waved energetically, but my limbs were heavy and aching now. He lifted his trunk in imitation. 

The evening breeze cooled the sweat on my forehead and torso. Of course Amandera would make me run in a place where there was no water to wash with. I already felt like I badly needed a bath. Was this going to be my fate from here on? Worked to exhaustion and being humiliated and tormented by anyone with the power to turn my own people against me?

My feet thudded along the path I’d worn with my laps. And then, what was that I heard? Another set of feet? A figure joined me, running through the night.

“How many more laps, princess?” a deep baritone asked.

“Who wants to know?” I asked, panting from the exertion.

“The wind,” he said, and humor echoed in his tone.

“Go ahead and laugh.”

“Oh, I’m not laughing. Actually we’re all impressed. At this rate you could already be at Al’Karida.”

“And get there too soon for the Great Sounding?” I asked, straining to see him in the falling dark. He was nothing but a silhouette.

“Do you want to see the Sounding, princess?”

“I want to dance to the music and stand in the Great Square when the announcement is made and watch the first racers fly through the door,” I said. 

“My father told me that those who entered the race could win fame, fortune, and even freedom,” he said, his voice full of some great emotion. Was it hope?

“No one is free.” One lap left. I dug in and sped harder.

“Silly words coming from royalty,” he said, keeping pace with me.

I stopped abruptly. He couldn’t stop for a few more steps, and when he did, he leaned his hands on his thighs, panting. The talking, combined with exertion must have been too much. I walked to where he was, and as I drew up in front of him the moon slid over the hills. In the silver light I could see the sculpted planes and honey-brown eyes that had winked at me. The dark cloak and coat were gone, and the moonlight picked out the fitted lines of his pants and glimmered over his bare torso. He was trim and muscled like a warrior with an easy gait and easier smile.

“When I arrive at Al’Karida they will fasten a silver chain to my left hand and it will remain there for many years. They will chain me to a man I have never met and I will not be rid of him until the High Tazmin agrees that it be so. You call me free?” I asked. My whole body heaved as I gulped in air between my words. A shake was beginning in my thigh from stopping so quickly.

“I call you beautiful,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. Beautiful? No one had ever called me that before. And what was he doing telling me that? Did he want something he thought I could give him? I had nothing anyone would want. He looked at me with a pained look of great sadness, and his lips were pursed. “What will you do to the man on the other end of the chain?”

“Do to him? Nothing. I’ll have to tolerate his unwanted presence and constant nagging,” I said. “Are you going to race at Al’Karida?” 

“Perhaps,” he said, with a sly half-grin. “I’m good at running.”

“Then I call you free,” I said. The moonlight played over the tight curls shadowing his scalp and the rolling mountains and valleys of his shoulders and taut arms. I traced them like I was trying to burn them into my memory. Maybe I was. When would I next be alone with a man other than the one they were going to chain me to?

“Do you wish you were going to race?” he asked me. His full attention was on me, and I almost shivered with the intensity of it.

“I want to do all the things of legend,” I said. “I want to race for the Teeth of the Gods in the Great Sounding. I want to climb the Avanrest and fjord the Chan’leird River. I want to smell the pines of Sidonia and taste the Pluberries of Rusaria in summer. I want to taste the brine of the sea on the edge of the map and fall over the edge-fall into the world of the Gods.”

He laughed. I wanted to hear that sound ring in my head forever. Was I blushing? My cheeks were furiously hot with only the cool breeze to soothe them. This was what I got for talking about my dreams with a man – even a young one. If the tutors of the Silken Gardens could see me I’d be eating nothing but gruel for a week. If Amandera saw me... I glanced quickly around. She wasn’t looking, was she? Was anyone looking? We seemed to be alone.

He leaned in close and whispered. “Someday I’ll take you to all those places, and you can taste whatever you want.”

Could my cheeks get any hotter? Could my heart beat faster? Was it foolish to fall in love with the first man your age that you met who wasn’t a guard or slave? Probably. If Amandera could see me she’d make me run all night, but I’d be thinking of those gleaming muscles and that easy smile the whole time.

I swallowed. “Someday I’ll take myself and if you’re lucky I’ll let you come.”

He laughed again, low and throaty. Maybe I needed a drink, because I was swallowing again. Yes. I definitely needed water.

A branch cracked behind me and I turned to look back. Jakinda was outlined in the moonlight. I turned back to the stranger to tell him not to worry, but he was gone. Had she seen us together?

“Are you done running for tonight, Tylira?” Jakinda asked me.

I sighed. If only I could have learned his name. “I just need to walk the rest of the lap.”

“Then I’ll walk it with you,” she said, falling into place beside me.

I shook my legs out in between steps. The burn in my muscles was only going to get worse. I hadn’t felt the tiniest flicker of connection with the Common all afternoon. One failure after another. I was never meant for this life. I was meant for a life of whispering about adventure and beauty to men with warm voices. 

“We’ll be in Al’Karida in three days, weather permitting,” Jakinda said. “Tomand told me that the High Tazminera will be staying at the Grand Hall of the Doves which belongs to the Lesser Tazmin of Al’Karida.”

“Of course,” I said, stifling a yawn.

Jakinda cleared her throat and then continued, “I have taken the liberty of sending a rider to find us a suitable inn.”

I stopped. An inn! An inn away from Amandera! I could hug Jakinda. Instead, I remembered myself and I bowed slightly before I spoke.

“Thank you for your competence, Jakinda.”

My pace picked up slightly. This was going to be great! I’d get to see Al’Karida without Amandera. I might even be able to see the Great Sounding. This was unbelievable!

“Of course, Tazminera,” she said. 

And now she called me Tazminera! Could the night get any better? We stopped outside a low tent. Two of my guards were stationed on either side of the entrance, their gazes straight ahead of them like bronze statues.

“We set this tent up for you, Tazminera. Your things are inside.” Jakinda gave me a slight bow of respect. “Oh, and I forgot to mention it. We allowed a small group of travellers to join the caravan. Stay clear of them. We can protect you, but they are reckless men—drifters and cutpurses, no doubt—and not fit to be near the Tazminera.”

Reckless. That sounded exciting.

“Thank you, Jakinda.”

I ducked into the tent, closing the flap behind me. I could already feel the blankets around me and my eyes closing in sleep. When had I last worked so hard in a day? Someone had lit a lamp in the tent. I finished tying the flap shut and turned to see how they had set up my sleeping quarters. 

Sitting on a folding cot in the center of the tent was Amandera.

“I hope you enjoyed your running, Tylira,” she said. “Because there will be twenty more laps tomorrow morning if you fail to light a candle with your connection to the Common.”

My head spun. I was so tired. I couldn’t light a candle when I wasn’t exhausted, never mind now.

“Are you lazy, girl?” Amandera asked, hauling me by the back of my sarette farther into the tent. I stumbled over a small rug and fell to my knees. “Get up! I’ll have no lazy girls here. No wonder you did so poorly in the Silken Gardens! You have no discipline. No toughness.”

I stood up, swaying in place. I should have started that first lap and just kept on running across the desert.

“Now, focus and plead with your ancestors to help you. You have five minutes to light this candle,” Amandera said, placing an unlit candle on the cot. “Fail, and you will know pain.”

From behind her back she produced a long, wicked looking whip. 

I gasped. “You can’t.”

Amandera smiled slightly. “Wrong. There is no one here who will stop me. I will not bring a useless daughter to the High Tazmin. One way or another, we will find a way to make you a useful tool. Begin. You are wasting your five minutes.”

I concentrated, sliding quickly into my meditation, but the ancestors were not there. Instead I stood in a vast empty space completely alone. I had never come here without meeting ancestors, and I had never before noticed that it was so lonely. Had they finally given up on me? 

I needed to focus. I was so tired. I sat down on the cracked earth. Beside me, a pool appeared, wreathed in mist. It looked just like my cloudy heartstone.

“What color do you want to be, pool?” I asked it. “Where is the Common that everyone else can tap into?” I banged the heel of my palm on the ground, exhausted and frustrated. “Why can’t I find it? Am I defective?”

I felt something – like a cross between a taste and an echo – unravelling across the sky. It spun, and from it trailed scented echoes, branching away. I was so tired that nothing was making sense. I blinked, my head beginning to nod in sleep.

Crack! I yelled in pain, back to the real world and the mat on the floor of the tent. My hand tried to reach the welt on my back, but I couldn’t twist far enough to feel the broken skin.

“If you want to save the sarette you should remove it. Blood will stain it and the whip may break the threads.”

My mouth fell open as she spoke and my back was screaming with pain and heat. She would pay for this! She would pay! I lunged towards her, but my body exploded in fiery heat and I fell to the ground, writhing in pain. 

“I will give you a moment to disrobe if you wish,” Amandera said, flexing the whip between her hands. “And then we will try again.”
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Chapter Seven: Wringing
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If I could pick just one way for Amandera to die, I think I would choose Chupaca snake bite. Then her perfect face would swell up purple and bulging and her whole body would be covered with hives. No. Wait. I think I would choose throwing her off a high cliff, because then I could hear her scream for a very long time before the splat. No, Tylira, you are better than that! Think! If I could choose just one way for Amandera to die I would lock her in a box with mirrors for walls so that her own soul-sucking stare could suck the soul out of her reflection a thousand times a thousand times. 

The slipper struck and I flinched and hissed. My body was a mass of bruises. She’d left five long welts with the whip before switching to beating my mostly naked body with a slipper instead. Twice I’d attacked her, only to curl into a whimpering ball when she set me aflame within. Three times I had tried to run, but cords of air held me still. One thing I refused to do—cry. She would not see me so weak. Not once had I felt even a flicker of connection to the Common. I probably don’t even have a connection. Talking to Alsoon was just a coincidence. My mother should have brought me with her to her early grave instead of leaving me here to suffer. Why couldn’t Amandera just realize that this wasn’t going to happen?

Like every other time that night, I fled into the world of the meditation, but this time there was someone there. The ancient woman in the peculiar clothing.  An’alepp. She wasn’t chanting, just sitting in mediation position as I panted and tried to ignore the outward pain. Hours ago, Amandera had started beating me even as I meditated. ‘Because maybe then you will learn focus,’ she had said.

“You are in pain, girl,” An’alepp said, but without compassion. “I have been watching you from afar.”

“Great. I’m glad someone is entertained,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Your pain does not please me. Though it serves a purpose.” She looked like she was weighing me with her eyes. Did she plan to sell me by the pound?

I concentrated on trying to find the peaceful connection all the others spoke of. Peaceful! Ha! How were you supposed to be peaceful when you were being beaten half to death? Of course I couldn’t find a connection—hadn’t been able to all night—although the white threads or strands that I saw before were growing larger and stronger so that they almost blocked out An’alepp.

“Where are my other ancestors?” I asked. “The one night I need them and they are nowhere to be found.”

“They cannot help you now.”

I thought one of the strongest curse words I knew in her direction.

“No one can help you. Except maybe whoever is doing this to you.”

“I will kill her.”  My breathing began to calm as I considered it.  “I will take her flesh slowly from her body.”

“You could try boiling her slowly in a large pot,” An’alepp said. “It’s what I did to my first husband.”

I gaped.

“You need to become tougher or you will be useless to us,” An’alepp said, still sitting in a peaceful meditation pose despite her vile words. “The woman wringing you has the right of it.”

“Wringing?”

“That’s what we called it in my day.” Had she ever had a day? She looked older than the earth. “Wringing. There were some born with a lesser magic in them. Others had great potential, but the barrier was too difficult to cross on their own. It required wringing. We would use pain and pressure to wring everything out of them except for that spark. It is hard work to wring a girl. This woman must be fond of you.”

“She hates me,” I said through gritted teeth. I could still feel the pain beyond the meditation.

“Perhaps she means to use you. But you should still be grateful, fool child. The wringing will produce in you a strength greater than you could imagine.” She squinted hard at me, and then hobbled over until our eyes were an inch apart. She studied me intently. How did a spirit’s breath smell so potent? “You have more spark in you than I have seen in many generations. When she has done her work, I will return to instruct you. Until then, keep what you can. She will take all else from you.”

An’alepp vanished and I resurfaced into the living world. The sides of the tent were paler. The sun was rising.  

The threads of embroidery on the rug stood out in their golds and greens, close to my face. I struggled to sit up, but my arms were too weak and I collapsed.

Amandera cleared her throat. She didn’t even sound tired. “Get dressed, Tylira, run your twenty laps, and then meet me at the palanquin. We have many miles to travel today and you must walk beside the palanquin while you practice your meditations and try once more not to shame me with your lack of talent.”

“I can’t walk!” I said, lifting my head an inch above the rug so I could speak clearly. “I can hardly move. I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours.”

“I don’t require lessons in counting, child. You will walk or I will butcher that atrocious pet of yours.”

I gasped. Alsoon!

Amandera smiled slightly. “There. I thought that would get your attention. Clean yourself. Bind any wounds you must and then meet me at the palanquin in one hour. Your guards are already waiting to roll up this tent.”

She left with a rustling of silks and I eased myself up, moaning from the pain of a half-dozen lacerations and hundreds of bruises. Would she beat me to death before I even saw Al’Karida?

I bandaged the wounds that bled and then stumbled out of the tent and ran my laps around a slowly wakening camp. Hopefully no one could see me in the rising dawn. Most of them were poking embers to get the cook fires hot enough to make tea and porridge or complaining in low voices about sleeping out on the ground. Sleeping! Who could complain about that?

I returned to the tent, not daring to sit on the bed. I wouldn’t be able to get up again. Instead, I washed as well as I could with the tiny allotment of water I had and struggled into my sarette, no longer proud to wear the gorgeous azure silk or to show my purple bruised midriff to the world. I dug into my pack and pulled out a pair of leather shoes. I would need as much protection as I could give my toes if I was to try to walk while in a meditation trance.

I left the tent with as much agility and grace as An’alepp had shown. Did she walk with such a limp because every muscle of her body was screaming with pain? Mine certainly were.  Maybe that was why she was so cranky. It just figured that Amandera the beautiful would add hundreds of years to my looks.

Jakinda gasped when she saw me come out of the tent. Good. She should see what her torn loyalties had cost me. I was disappointed when she schooled her face to a blank expression.

“We are honored by your sacrifice, Tazminera. All of your guard anticipates that you will make us great and renowned with the talents the High Tazminera is helping you to develop.”

“Don’t talk to me, traitor,” I said, holding my head as high as I could. She should see that she had failed her charge. Honored? The cheek!

I found the nearest cook fire and helped myself to clean water and some porridge. Eating felt like too much energy, but I would need what strength I could muster.

“Who did this to you?” I couldn’t mistake that baritone. 

I looked up from my porridge into the honey-liquid eyes of the man from last night. The dawn light warmed the dark lines of his face.  He must walk very quietly, because I hadn’t heard him approach and he was right in front of me, looming over me.

“I said, who did this to you?” he said again, his voice edged with danger.

“It’s my own business and none of yours,” I said, swallowing down a gulp of water. It was so cool compared to my flaming cheeks. What would Amandera do if he spoke to her this way?

“I’ll make him pay a thousand times over.”

I laughed. “She is the vision of beauty who leads this caravan, and neither you nor any other man can stop her unless you possess an army greater than the one you see.”

His eyes widened. That was nice. Everyone always knew things I didn’t and threw them in my face. For once it was my turn.

“Leave with me.” His eyes were filled with determination and his husky voice made me wish he really could save me. “If we left now we could get a head start and be beyond the horizon before they knew we were gone.”

It was a tempting proposition. Free and on the run with a beautiful man. Who could ask for more? But if I left with him I would have to run forever and even that might not be long enough. The High Tazmin would find me and punish me.

“I am the Lesser Tazminera Tylira Nyota.” He might try to ‘rescue’ me on his own if I wasn’t firm. “I do not need your help or your pity.”

His fists bunched beside him and he glanced quickly to the right and then the left. Was he angry? I didn’t care. At least he wouldn’t end up as a corpse in the wilderness while I begged for my life on the steps of the Ivory Palace.

“Lesser Tazminera,” he said, bowing low and then leaving at a walk so quick it could almost be called a run.

I sighed, put the cup and bowl down, and walked to the pickets. I had a few more minutes. 

Alsoon greeted me with a muted trumpet and I leaned my forehead against his great one.

Ride, he said.

Soon, I promised.

Fast, he said, sending a vision of the two of us racing towards the horizon.

I breathed deeply, my heart racing towards the vision. I wished we could run away together, but I’d just turned down an even more appealing offer.

Someday, I said, but even I knew better than to believe it.

Amandera was waiting at the palanquin when I arrived, pouring out her jasmine tea. The smell reminded me of pain and turned my belly. I swallowed hard to keep the bile down.  Dangling from the palanquin was a long red silk cord.

“Tie it to your waist so you don’t wander off the path as you mediate,” she said. “And remember, if you refuse to walk, I kill the elephant.”

Boiling oil. So hot that she would crackle when she dropped in and would smell like cooking pork. That’s how I’d kill Amandera if I had to pick just one way.
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Chapter Eight: Lightning
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Tired. So tired. Must not sleep. I stumbled and flailed my arms, catching my balance just in time to keep from falling...again. The silk tether yanked hard against my waist. My skin, raw and chafed beneath it, flared with pain. Where was I? Oh yes. The caravan of Amandera, High Tazminera and favorite consort of the High Tazmin. Amandera liked to drink tea. Tea would be so soothing right now. To rest and sip tea. To rest, head heavy on the... 

The cord tugged again and I gasped awake, stumbling as I came back to consciousness. Ahead of me the horses of our vanguard kicked up choking dust that piled up along the road and filled my lungs. Behind me the clopping of horse hooves, buzz of voices and clatter of equipment had become a steady constant, almost soothing. No one else suffered, instead they stole furtive glances in my direction. Some with frowns and wide eyes, but others with small smirks and hands over their mouths. Oh, how the mighty had fallen.

The old lady said I would be wrung. That was painfully accurate. Right now I felt exactly like a dry cloth with every drop of life wrung out of it, but still An’alepp had not returned to my meditation. If only I could cry, I would. My puffy eyes itched now that all my tears were cried out. My mouth was sandpaper. My head, lead. My feet uncoordinated as if they had forgotten they belonged to me at all.

“Ho, Gracious and Honored Tazminera!” a voice called. I did not look up. My vision blurred and faded, but when it was clear I concentrated on my feet, trying not to stumble. Other words were spoken, but they were lost to me. Horses approached at a trot and the squeak and jangle of tack told me someone was dismounting.

“You may join me in my palanquin to share your news,” the Tazminera said from above.

“Who is she?” a voice muttered from among the new arrivals. “A pet?”

Did he mean me?

“No one treats a pet like that. A prisoner,” another said.

“Hush. She is the Tazminera’s and none of our concern. Captain Rabashad told us to return to the vanguard.”

A horse snorted and then there were hoof beats again. I stumbled on in my fog. Who was I? Oh yes. Tylira Nyota. Did that matter? Perhaps not.

From above snippets of conversation drifted down into my fogged mind.

“...prepared to report on all things of pertinence to my lady... The High Tazmin has quelled the Kosad Plains ... Yes, all of them.”

“...wiped out?” Amandera’s crystalline soprano made even death sound pristine.

“A son...hiding...seize him.”

I drifted into my meditation. White thread-like strands dominated everything as if the whole of the landscape and sky were woven with them. Every time I fell into the meditation world since morning their weavings had grown more and more intricate and defined. They wove around everything and made it look as if the entire world was knit from white wool. For a moment I thought I saw An’alepp woven with white strands but then I stumbled back into reality.

I fell this time, face first in the dust. Dirt filled my nose and mouth. I coughed and lost my balance, stumbling over the cord as I scrubbed at my face to clear the dust from my nose and eyes. I was too tired to care about the new stabs of pain in my hands and knees or the red cord tugging against my smarting waist. I scrambled back to my feet and shuffled forward, tugged by the cord and the pace of Amandera’s mount. Spitting dust, I cleared my mouth.

Ahead of me the caravan snaked up the road, light glittering off weapons and armor and the dark shadows of the surrounding palms painting stripes on the road. Over the distant hills lay Al’Karida. Would we reach it soon? Surely Amandera must stop this when we arrived. But would she? Would she ever stop? 

“...you will be the delight of the dances. The Lesser Tazmin has decreed you are to be the star of his Sa’saranda. He has had a sarette made for you of the evening sky with diamonds for stars.”

Amandera’s voice was low and soft in reply. A dress of the starry sky. Fitting for a woman colder than ice and with a heart blacker than a clouded night. I bit my lip and tasted blood. Good. The sharp sting should keep me focused a few minutes longer.

“General Komorodi is five days from Al’Karida. He bid me inform you that he will meet you in the assigned place exactly as planned. He requested that I beseech you to enjoy the celebrations. He will take care of any details for the girl’s binding. You need only entertain yourself and not worry about anything at all.”

“I am well entertained, Captain.”

I slipped into meditation again. Something was different this time. I could still see the threads that wove everything together, but they were no longer white. They were the colors of the things they wove – the dusty path was woven of brown and the sky of various blues. So fine were the threads now that if I unfocused my eyes I could not see them at all, but I knew they were there. That everything was woven of them. They pulsed with energy, inviting me to reach out and touch them. 

“And now you see it.”

I started at An’alepp’s croaking voice and spun to look at her. “Where others ‘sense’ the Common threads that bind all living things, you can now see the weavings, child. The bindings. Do you still hate the other girl for bringing you such clarity?”

“Yes!” I would hate Amandera until I was nothing but bones clean of flesh and dry as dust.

She shook her head and ‘tsk’ed. “Foolish girl chasing after baubles and flashing lights instead of taking the sword offered her. In my day, we would have wrung you years ago. You have the potential for so much more, if it can just be squeezed from your mind.”

“Yes, I can see how the torture was worth it. Now I can see all the pretty art,” I said, crossing my arms and sneering. An’alepp was the fool, not me.

She snorted. “It’s beyond your ability to grasp the worth of what has been gifted to you. Fools always discount what they cannot understand.  Your mockery is only evidence of your ridiculousness.”

“I want Oma Evereed and Ada Betina back,” I said. 

“They gave up on you. Only I see the potential you have and am willing to risk myself to help you. Think about that and perhaps you will learn to show some respect.”

“Risk yourself?” I asked, frowning.

“Did I say that? I suppose I really am getting old.” She smiled slightly and vanished.

I clenched my jaw. She was almost as infuriating as Amandera. Perhaps An’alepp was Amandera’s ancestor, too. They had that same frustrating half-smile.

Perhaps if I concentrated I could teach myself what to do with these threads. Even now they grew smaller but more plentiful, so that I could only just see them as I stared and traced their patterns across everything. I walked across to a pool in the meditation world, wishing that I could alleviate my parched throat, but my thirst was real and the meditation world could not help. The waters were still cloudy and turbulent like my heartstone. 

What if I made the pool my heartstone? What if I reached out to it with all my desires? It, too, was woven with a hundred thousand swirling threads. 

Without thinking, I reached out and plucked at one, somehow pulling it free and gripping it within my spirit-hand. It writhed and shivered, trying to get back to the pattern it came loose from. I held it tightly as it became eel-like. And then, like a flash, it escaped my grip and leapt back towards the pattern of threads. 

Something welled up within me and then the meditation world vanished and the real one hit me like a rock thrown to the head. I spun, hands held out in front of me while from them bolts of lightning crackled and shot outwards. Was this real? Was there actual lightning spinning out of my hands or was I still in the meditation?

I fell backwards into the dust, stunned and unable to stop the flow of lightning that filled me and crackled from my fingertips. It was real! This was real magic, a real link to the Common like I’d never seen before! It felt so natural, like blinking my eyes.

All the rest of the world seemed suddenly to grow dark. The only light was that of the power flowing from me. I was doing it! I was connected to the Common! If this was what it felt like, it was a wonder that anyone ever stopped! The way the little lightning bolts crackled along my fingertips gave me shivers of pleasure. I felt more alive than I ever had before. The lightning fuelled me and gave me back all the energy I had lost. I could run all the way to Al’Karida and never feel the strain. 

A smile spread across my face, and my heart sped up with anticipation.

High above me in the dark palanquin Amandera looked down with a grim expression. Her palanquin curtains whipped around her and her long black hair swirled in a sudden wind, making her appear like a great black bird of prey. Beside her a Captain of the High Tazmin’s armies sat, a look of shock on his face that shifted to pain and horror. 

But why...? One of my lightnings was flowing straight into his chest. The leather armour and cloth burnt away and smoke and fire licked out from his chest as the lightning swirled around him and crackled outwards. Amandera’s hair stuck straight out in every direction and one of her hands reached out toward him as if she could stop what was happening. 

No! I wanted it to stop, but it wasn’t listening to me. I couldn’t even lower my hand. Stop! I didn’t mean to hurt anyone! 

His body jerked and spasmed and then he fell from Amandera’s palanquin. I could not move. I certainly could not dodge a falling body and he was headed straight for me. I was going to die. 

The world went black.
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Chapter Nine: Bones of Al’Karida
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Awake? Alsoon asked. His footsteps jostled me back and forth as he trod. The rocking feeling was pleasant, although I seemed to be lying on my belly across his back, strapped onto my saddle with my legs and arms dangling over both of his broad leathery sides. How in the world...? 

Awake, I agreed. My head throbbed, my feet and legs were fiery with pain and the gashes from Amandera’s whip stung like acid in open wounds. At least I hadn’t died.

I opened my eyes and the bright light stung worse than my wounds. Immediately I shut them again, and then slowly squinted them open, trying to see as much as I could without letting in any more light than I had to. I was seeing elephant and dirt and clouds of dust. A figure walked beside Alsoon. I studied the figure, my thoughts still blurry. Could I recognize him? Not him. Her. Jakinda. 

“Jakinda,” I tried to say, but my dry throat only produced a whisper. I worked my tongue, sucking on it to try to produce some moisture. “Jakinda.”

She turned. “Tazminera. You are awake. The High Tazminera told us not to disturb you until you awoke on your own.”

I tried to glare at her. I was too tired to glare.

Jakinda bit her lip, toying with the javelins in her hands. “Can I get you something? Anything?”

“Water,” I said.

“Of course.” She motioned to someone outside my vision. “I apologize for your position, but the High Tazminera did not have room for you in her palanquin and she said it was important that we make haste, so we tied you to the saddle.”

One of my guards ran up with a waterskin and tried to pour water into my mouth. I twisted to get my head upright and gasped and sputtered as he poured it down my nose and mouth. At least there was enough moisture to speak.

“Stop!” I said, coughing out water. Clumsy fool. He jumped back, his face white. “Untie me.”

“Of course, Tazminera,” Jakinda said, reaching over and fumbling with the cords holding me in place.

Alsoon stopped as she worked and the flow of the caravan moved around us. When the cords were loose, I twisted and pulled my way to a sitting position on his saddle, rubbing my hurt wrists and waist.

I scowled at Jakinda and said, “Don’t bother with the ‘Tazminera’ this and that. We both know that you failed in your duty to me.”

“I haven’t failed you, Tazminera,” she said, but her eyes were looking at a distance behind me and her cheeks were flushed.

“Then explain why I was tied across the back of an elephant like a prisoner.”

“Orders, Tazminera,” she said.

I leaned towards her from Alsoon’s back and she looked up at me, finally meeting my eyes.

“Yes, Captain Jakinda, but whose orders? Not mine. Are you my Captain of the Guard?”

“Yes, Tazminera,” she said, looking into the distance.

“Then maybe you should think of ways to persuade me to trust you again,” I said.

Her gaze darted to my face again before taking their place back on the horizon. “Again, Tazminera? I do not know what you mean. We are honored to see you will not just be married off to a low noble. Your place among the higher nobility is assured.”

Really? So, my pain was better for her status?

“How far are we from Al’Karida?” I asked, motioning to the guard to pass me the waterskin. Perhaps I should learn their names. Or perhaps not if they were simply going to betray me too. 

“Do you see those hills?” Jakinda asked, pointing to the purple jagged rocks beyond us. “They are the Bones of Al’Karida and they mark the far boundary of the city. Where the light shines between those two peaks, the pass lies between them. We are two hours’ ride from the Bones and we will be in Al’Karida before sunset.” 

I drank deeply of the cool water. It felt so good on my throat, but my belly ached at the lightning quick stab of cold. Wait. Lightning. Had I really killed a man with it? 

I reached up and pulled my heartstone down. Could it have changed? Was it still cloudy? It was not clear, but within the cloudy mass in the gemstone, bright stabs of lightning formed and shot across the surface, popping and spitting like a tiny thunderstorm.  It was so beautiful. My eyes began to mist at the emotion of seeing something within those taunting cloudy depths. I could sit and stare at it all the way to Al’Karida. To think that my heartstone was finally something more than just a blank slate. It was still mysterious and difficult to see what was happening, but it was alive and sizzling with excitement. 

Jakinda cleared her throat. I looked over at her and raised my eyebrows, but kept my face stony. She might get a second chance, if she proved herself trustworthy, but she wasn’t off the hook yet.

“I am reluctant to bring this up, Tazminera, but the High Tazminera requested your presence once you were awake,” she said.

“And who do you serve?” I could practically feel the lightning dancing at my fingertips.

“You, Tazminera Tylira Nyota.”

I smiled, and started to climb down Alsoon. “In that case, take good care of my mount.”

So Amandera wanted to see me, did she? Well this time I had lightning at the tips of my fingers and I was not afraid to use it. Forget boiling oil and falling off a cliff. Imagine what she would look like with the shocked expression that poor soldier had? It was a shame about him. I would have to ask after his family and pay them a compassion offering. But Amandera was different. If she tried to make me run laps around the camp, I was no longer defenseless. She would pay! And it would feel so good!

With renewed energy, I strode through the caravan, dodging the skittish horse of the guard nearest me. He cursed before he realized it was me and then hastily averted his eyes. Servants in bright livery made room as I passed through and around them. On their heads were wicker paniers with colorful bundles heaped up. Each elephant had his own load in the woven baskets he carried. The tassels on the elephants’ heads told their age and cost. I was royalty in a rich and beautiful culture. I was talented in connecting with the Common. No one could ever make me feel small again. 

I passed a dappled horse walking with his hooves high as if he were too good for the dust. I glanced at his master to see if he walked the same way and met the eyes of the stranger from the other night. Jakinda had called him reckless.  I felt a thrill of excitement when I saw him recognize me, almost as strong as the thrill of wielding lightning had been. I looked away quickly and walked on. He knew I had been beaten by Amandera. How could I look him in the eye, knowing that? How could any of these people ever respect me after what they’d seen? My joy and pride from a moment before shrunk away.

Twenty minutes later as I approached Amandera’s elephant the terrain became steeper. The pass was getting closer. Amandera noticed me immediately, gesturing serenely for me to ascend the elephant. I swung myself up onto the rope ladder as he walked. She should be afraid. I wasn’t here to make peace. 

Amandera’s face was hard as a stone. “You killed a useful soldier, and one that was easy on the eyes. He would have made the rest of my journey pass more quickly. Instead, I suppose I will need to turn to you for entertainment again.”

My gut clenched. Now was the time.

“Set your lightnings loose on me, Tylira.”

Had she really just said that? I raised my hand, but I felt nothing. Quickly, I slipped into the meditation. Come on lightning! Come on Common! Let’s fry this queen of evil where she sits! Nothing. I could see the threads just like I had before. I went to the pool and tried to pick at a thread. Nothing. 

An’alepp appeared suddenly, took one look at me and began to laugh. Had it all been a nightmare? A hallucination? Maybe none of it had ever happened.

I fell back to reality with a start.

“I thought not,” Amandera said with a smug smile. The snake! But how had I failed? I was so sure! “Don’t think that one tiny display means we will all bow and scrape to you now. Your training will take much more time than just a few days.”

She looked past me towards the pass. The path’s incline was getting steeper.

“Unfortunately, I must put it on hold for a time.” I barely held back a sigh of relief. “Oh, don’t look so disappointed. We will carry on again after your binding and the Great Sounding. Until then, I must fulfill my other duties as High Consort. You may stay in a suitable inn until two days from now when your binding will take place. Remember not to go out more than necessary. The streets are filled with vagabonds, and although I’m sure your guard is of the highest quality there is no need for you to show me how poor your judgment is – I am already well aware.”

I clenched my jaw. Leave it to Amandera to make me feel knee-high and stupid all at once. 

“I will send word to Jakinda when the arrangements for the Binding have been fully put into place. Please obey my instructions to the letter when they come. Your binding, while small, will be attended by notable dignitaries, and it is of importance that you do not humiliate me with your usual churlish behavior —or worse, the High Tazmin! Remember, whatever you are, you share our blood and dignity.”

Nice. So now a woman who wasn’t related to me at all was lecturing me about sharing my blood just because she shared other things with my ancient father? It was enough to turn anyone’s stomach and I hadn’t eaten since that porridge at breakfast.

“Please stop nodding off, Tylira. Your decorum is a disgrace. Go and freshen yourself up so you don’t humiliate us all when we enter the city.”

As if the cuts, bruises and exhaustion I bore were my fault! As if she wasn’t the one who did this to me!

I bowed to Amandera, just to get away from her, slid down the rope ladder and wove my way back through the caravan to Alsoon. I would get cleaned up—because I did have dignity, whatever nonsense she wanted to believe—but if she thought I would just bow and scrape and obey forever she was mistaken. I would find a way to get that lightning back, and when I did, she would be so sorry! I would show her how lone trees feel in the middle of a field during a thunder storm and then she would pay for everything. 

That was one thing I was going to live up to, even if I failed at everything else.
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Chapter Ten: The Blue Feather
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Al’Karida, sheltered by the Bones of Al’Karida on one side and the cliffs of Canderabai on the other, with the great Penspray River rushing through it was everything I had imagined and more. The bridges looked like spun gold woven into lace—and there were so many of them! Bridges over the River were obviously needed, but there were bridges over the Dawn Gate, the Bones Gate and the Ransom Gate, bridges from one spindly tower to another and even bridges across roads from popular taverns to well-established inns. It was truly a city of wonder. Minarets rose in smooth ivory perfection and reflected the romantic colors of the setting sun. 

Our shadows trailed out long and black as the sins of our ancestors, where the dappled purple ground melted into the Al’Karida valley. And below us, in the city, lights blossomed into being and the distant sound of laughter and music met us before we could even distinguish the details of the city. I had donned a canary yellow sarette sewn with seed pearls and as the dark of night grew stronger, the crackling light from my heartstone became more obvious. It painted strange patterns on the faces of my compatriots and gave the gloom an almost spooky atmosphere that was at odds with the warm singing of the city. 

Ahead of me the caravan wound through the Bones Gate and trumpets sounded loud and raucous to proclaim the arrival of High Tazminera Amandera Mubaru. The top of her palanquin almost grazed the underside of the bridge that topped the gate. I couldn’t wait for my turn to ride Alsoon through the narrow passage. People lined the city wall, waving colorful scarves at us and cheering. I yawned, and tried not to sag in my saddle, focussing instead on the excitement of the crowd around us. If I had the energy – and if Amandera wasn’t watching – I’d wave a scarf and cheer along with them.

As our part of the caravan arrived at the gate, I stood on top of Alsoon’s back and waved to the crowds. Whoops of delight filtered down from the walls. They were cheering for me! I flushed and then sat back down in my most dignified pose. Did I look good in yellow? Would anyone notice that my cheeks were flushed and my heartstone bright?

We passed through the gate and Alsoon’s great shoulders almost filled the tall narrow passage. People laughed and shouted on the lattice bridge above us and the scent of wine and cinnamon filled the air. Lanterns, both clear and colored, were lit along the streets and at every inn and tavern. Their patrons refused to be confined and while a way had been cleared for us by Amandera’s guard, the side streets were packed with dancing figures. Women in sarettes so filmy that they were nearly transparent, danced wildly with men in short, tight trousers and long vests. My feet itched to jump down and join them.

And the music! I swayed in time to one tune and then another as I rode. The songs, though fleeting, were lively and the center of my core pulsed in time with the beat. A drum solo here faded into a string quartet on the next street and then a set of horns at the street after that. 

“Dignity, Tazminera,” Jakinda said in an undertone and I stopped swaying and frowned. I tapped the rhythm out with my fingers onto my leg. What Jakinda didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt her.

In front of us a chain of feather dancers swayed by, hands on each other’s hips as they danced to the rhythm. Their feathers waved and flirted in the breeze as the smell of cardamom drifted up. Alsoon trumpeted loudly, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Oh, to have grown up here! Here you could let your hair down and have fun. I was willing to wager all five hundred devlins I’d inherited that no one here had to get up in silence and run tomorrow morning. 

At a fork in the road Amandera’s guards and servants continued up the wide main street. A white palace with sharp spires glowed golden with lantern light against the velvety purple sky awaiting them. The Grand Hall of Doves. 

Jakinda led my guards in the other direction down a darker, narrower road. It was still loud with excitement and dancers. 

“You’d think they would have more to worry about than dancing,” Jakinda said in an undertone to a guard beside her.

“News travels slowly, Captain. Perhaps they have not heard,” he said, rolling his shoulders. I really did need to learn the names of my other guards. I’d only ever needed to speak to Jakinda, but it occurred to me that now that I was no longer in the Silken Gardens, I should know who served me. I should count them. Was anyone watching? 

I carefully counted thirty guards, twenty slaves, five elephants and twenty horses. Amandera probably knew the precise number of every person and animal in her entourage. She probably knew all their names and proficiencies. My cheeks flamed. I had a lot of catching up to do.

Our narrow street widened where a fountain shaped like a pair of elephants stood in a small square. Down either side of the street large inns with heavy signs hanging over their doors had their shutters thrown wide and inviting. The smell of roasting meat and spices made my mouth water and from every open door music spilled out into the night. 

Jakinda led us unerringly to one called The Blue Feather where she spoke quietly to the man beside her and then turned to me.

“Soldier Nythrom will go and see to the arrangements for our mounts and servants, Tazminera. If you will wait a moment I—”

A heavyset man with a forked beard and a mane of thick hair spilling over his vest came bustling through the door wiping his hands on a green apron. Why did I have to go through stuffy formalities when all I wanted to do was join the fun with everyone else?

“Captain Jakinda, it’s a pleasure indeed. I am Hoth Rakton and I assure you that we have made arrangements exactly as you requested.” His smile was wider than the Bones Gate and his eyes glittered in the lantern light. Hopefully Jakinda hadn’t promised him too much money. He looked like a carter who thought he could get extra coin by sweet talking the purser. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the men in hooded cloaks who had joined our caravan tie their mounts outside the inn beside ours. A garish sign said it was ‘The Red Curtain.’ One of them paused and seemed to look right at me but in the deepening dark it was impossible to tell which one it was. Could it be the man with the baritone voice? I shivered a little at the thought.

“This is the Tazminera Tylira Nyota, Innkeeper Rakton,” Jakinda said. 

I turned my attention to the man and he bowed deeply.

“It is a great pleasure to entertain you tonight, Tazminera,” he said. His voice droned with such little inflection that my eyelids felt heavy. “We have had the privilege over the years of entertaining two Lesser Tazmins and three Tazmineras...”

My muscles ached and my welts stung and I hadn’t slept and we were going to talk about entertaining? Jakinda cleared her throat and I startled. Had I been asleep?

“Forgive the Tazminera, it has been a long journey and she is tired,” Jakinda said.

“Of course, Captain,” the innkeeper said, stuttering slightly as if he were nervous. “If you will follow me to your suite, Tazminera, a hot meal has been laid and a bath drawn.”

Ah. Heaven. We followed him into the inn and I noted that six of my guard peeled off and followed, shaking their dusty boots off as we entered.

The common room was noisy with dancing and drums, but the people had happy, open faces and the music appealed to me. Not a bad inn. A touch worn, perhaps, but fine and well furnished. There wasn’t a patron there who couldn’t afford good clothing and decent food by the look of them. Jakinda had done well. 

Rakton led us up the stairs at the back of the common room to the upper floors where the doors were carved and the hall lit with blue-glassed lanterns. My suite was at the end of the hall, adjoining Jakinda’s. Two guards stationed themselves outside my door, two outside Jakinda’s, and one at the head of the stairs we’d just come up. The sixth stood by a rear staircase not far from my door. Overkill? Maybe, but that was Jakinda’s business. Maybe, if I didn’t bother her about her business she’d stop thinking she could interfere with mine. I was still smarting from her disloyalty. Would all that change when I could throw lightning around at will? 

Rakton showed me my suite. It was small, but compared to the Silken Gardens it was full of freedom. My own dining table held a small meal, dished out into silver bowls with gleaming lids to keep the heat in. Across from the dining table was a large balcony with the windows thrown open and the filmy red curtains were all that separated the room from the sounds of the nightlife beyond. To one side, surrounded by dark bead curtains, a hot bath sat with curls of steam escaping around the sides and a thick bed with a dozen cushions was off to the other side. I smiled widely. This would do just fine. First a meal and then a hot bath. No, first a bath and then a meal.

Jakinda cleared her throat.

“Thank you for your capable endeavors, Innkeeper Rakton. They are most satisfactory,” I said, with a tiny hint of a bow.

“Of course, Tazminera,” he said, bowing his way out. 

“You may follow him to your own quarters, Captain Jakinda,” I said. “I have everything I need here.”

Jakinda nodded coldly.

“You chose well,” I said. Why was she so upset? Did she want to play nanny to me all night?

“Be sure not to leave your quarters, Tazminera,” she said as she left. “The Blue Feather has a good reputation and a loyal innkeeper, but we do not wish to risk your life. Guards are posted at every entry. I will not let harm befall you.”

“You act like there’s a war on!” I said, shaking my head.

Jakinda frowned, but then she bowed respectfully and left. I was finally alone.

The smell of the food was growing stronger and my stomach rumbled. I thought I could smell chill peppers and shamara. I swallowed and lifted a cover. Ah! Perfect.  Gleaming shamara and chicken filled the bowl. I sat down and dug in, barely able to appreciate the taste of one of my favorite dishes, I was so hungry.

Should I go straight to sleep? I sniffed the air and my nose wrinkled. Was that smell me? I’d better bathe first. I eased into the water carefully. My lacerations stung in the hot water and my muscles felt like jelly, but the water had a salt of some kind dissolved into it and it drew tension and pain out of my body like a magic elixir. I smiled and settled in deeper, letting my anger and fear leech out with the tenseness of my muscles. 

When my bath was done, I was too tired to dress. I made it to the bed and slid beneath the covers, asleep before I even had time to enjoy its wondrous softness. I did not dream.

“Tylira?” it sounded like someone was trying to whisper and shout at the same time.  The music outside was still loud, but the air was cooler. How long had it been since I’d fallen asleep? An hour? Two? “Are you there?”
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Chapter Eleven: Bridges
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I moaned. Who could possibly need me right now? I needed sleep. 

“Leave me alone,” I muttered, cuddling deeper into the blankets.

“Are you decent?” It was the warm baritone from my journey. My heart sped up and I sat up in the dark, scrambling for my clothing. What was he doing here? 

“No,” I hissed. “Wait a moment.”

I dressed in the yellow sarette and combed my fingers through my hair. How did it get so tangled? Where were my shoes? I shuffled across the floor, peering in the dark to try to find them. I stumbled over something. My shoe! There was a grunt from outside.

“I’m coming in,” the voice whispered.

“Not yet!” I said, and then the curtains drew open and the moonlight and lights from the street flooded in. 

Silhouetted against the moonlight was the man from my journey. I froze with one shoe in my hand and one on my foot. He crept to the side with his back to the wall, drew the curtains closed and carefully pulled up the slat in a small lantern he was carrying. The room filled with the faint light.

He put a finger to his lips just as my mouth fell open. He wore his dark, hooded cloak, and under it he wore close fitting black breeches and a leather harness over a fitted black shirt, like he was some kind of warrior. In the flickering light, he looked dangerous. I swallowed. Should I call for Jakinda? Did I want to? His dangerous appearance just made him more attractive—as if his chiseled good looks, warriors clothing and sudden appearance in my room weren’t enough. I had a sudden urge to follow him anywhere he would take me.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” he whispered.

I flushed. “Why are you in my room in the middle of the night? I should call for my guards!” Act fierce, Tylira! Don’t let him see how he gets to you.

“Don’t!” he said, throwing up a hand. His movements were graceful like someone who trained for battle. He smirked a little as he spoke. “It’s not like that, princess.”

“Tazminera,” I corrected, narrowing my eyes and crossing my arms over my chest. He was charming, but was he too charming? What would really make him come here in the middle of the night to charm me?

“You look like a cat I once owned,” he said, eyes twinkling in the lantern light. “But you shouldn’t spit and hiss. I’m here to make your dreams come true.”

My eyes widened and I swallowed. Exactly what did he have in mind? I flushed a little as sudden images flashed across my mind—images of those perfect lips brushing against mine while those warm eyes closed in pleasure.

“I’m not that kind of princess,” I said acidly, fighting hard against the mental images.

His chuckle was low and throaty, and oh those eyes! The glances he sent in my direction were molten. I felt a shiver start at the base of my spine and work its way upward.

“What I meant was that I thought you wanted to dance in the streets of Al’Karida. Would you like to sneak out with me while no one is looking?” he said with a boyish grin.

“Oh.” I turned my face slightly, embarrassed. To cover, I asked, “Can I wear this?”

“Judging by the crowd, I’d say that you can wear anything you want. I just saw someone run by wearing only feathers—and not many of those,” he said, glancing out the window and shielding the lantern with his hand. “But we should probably go soon before someone sees I’m here. Ready for an adventure?”

He held out a hand to me and I took it.

“It might help if I knew your name,” I said. How old was he? A few years older than me at the very least. The stubble on his chin looked like it needed daily attention.

He leaned in close with a small smirk. “Savor the mystery.” 

He shuttered the lantern and before I could protest he was leading me out to the balcony, swinging a leg over, climbing down the other side and holding up a hand to help me as I clambered down behind him.

At the bottom, I gasped for breath, glancing stealthily around. Had anyone seen us? In the dark it was hard to see and all the revelry was far off. The glow of lights was beyond us towards the heart of the city and the shutters on the inns had been closed to keep out the cool of night. 

“Where are the guards?” I whispered.

“Distracted. I paid a little boy to tell them your Captain wanted to speak to them.”

“Lead on, nameless one.”

He laughed, gripping my hand in his warm, calloused palm. We snuck across the road like mice and I glanced back almost a dozen times to make sure no one had noticed. What would Jakinda say if she saw me? What would Amandera do? Terrible things. Things with sharp words and sharper beatings. I shuddered.

“Are you cold?” he asked, letting go of my hand and wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

“No,” I whispered back. Judging by the women who tracked my every move, this was probably the last chance I would ever have to do what I wanted. Freedom at last! There was no time to waste. “Take me to the dancing!”

The air was sweet and free and I was wild with excitement. Would we dance together? Would he shoot me more of those fiery looks? 

After the first bend in the road he unshuttered the lantern and we ran across the cobblestones, hand in hand, past the burbling fountain and the tall proper buildings and into the packed dirt streets where finally, we found the fun. The moment I heard the drum beats, my feet began to move with the rhythm. Gone was my exhaustion and frustration. Gone were thoughts of revenge against Amandera. All that mattered was the fun of the dance. The crowd absorbed us without seeming to notice, just two more revelers in a sea of joy. 

“Dance with me?” he asked, leaning in so I could smell his heady musk. Voices and laughter drowned out everything but the music.

I breathed in deeply, eyes half closed before agreeing. “Yes.”

And then he drew me close, and put a hand on my hip so he could guide me in a shuffling step I’d never learned as we melded together like oil and water being stirred, swirling and mingling but still distinctively ourselves.

His eyes glowed in the lights of the crowd around us, and I thought I saw some sort of longing in them but it was more sad than anything else and didn’t fit with the wide smile on his face. As the dance grew slower, I reached a hand up to his cheek and he leaned his face into it, smiling down bitter-sweetly at me. He seemed too sad for someone so young. What had he seen in the years that divided us?

I had an overpowering urge to kiss him and stood up on my toes and leaned in. Blood pounded in my ears. I’d never kissed a boy before. I’d never even had the chance. But I was going to do it. I was really going to do it. 

He smiled slightly, his eyes warming as I leaned in, but as my face came close to his, he spun me with the hand on my hip, and leaned me into a dip, laughing hoarsely. I laughed with relief. Was he upset that I’d tried to kiss him? He didn’t seem to be. Had I done it wrong?

As he drew me back up he said, “Would you like to see something amazing?”

“Yes,” I agreed. I thought that maybe I would go anywhere with him. And I still didn’t know his name. “If you promise to tell me what your name is.”

He nodded, taking my hand and leading me through the laughing dancers. Bonfires were lit at the center of every square, and kegs were being rolled out and tapped as the night grew chilly with the late hour. Revellers laughed and danced and bet on some kind of bizarre dancing competition with the frenzied activity of fruit flies in June.

We wove from one festivity to the next, and I marvelled at the enthralling music, and the brightness of the moon and the colored lanterns. The people here seemed not to care about the late hour or the work that would doubtless await them the next day. They were lost in celebration and drunk with enjoyment. I wanted to be just like them, and I wanted to do it with the man with the warm hands and warmer eyes who was leading me through the city. We entered a dark alley where the music was quieter.

“You must have been here before,” I said, laughing from the exertion. My feet were already growing sore from dancing on the cobblestones.

“Once,” he agreed. “My father showed me what I’m about to show you.”

“How did you know where I was staying tonight?” I asked, now that the music had faded and I could think.

“We took a room in the inn next to yours and I saw you through the window,” he said, smiling as he drew me close and led me to the city wall, and up a narrow staircase cut into the side of the thick barrier. His body felt warm against mine in contrast to the cool of the night around us.

“While I was sleeping?” I asked, shivering a little at the romance of a man watching a sleeping princess.

He laughed, “No, when you arrived with your tiger of a guard.”

It was my turn to laugh. If anyone could be described as a tiger, it was definitely Jakinda.

The staircase was long, as the wall was very tall. We arrived at the top puffing and panting and he hurried me along the top of the wall, excitement driving him forward.

“Here,” he said as we turned a corner, and there it was at our feet: the woven bridge we’d come in under. It was empty now that the celebrations had moved to the city center. I followed him out over the lattice. It was woven and shaped so intricately that it was hard to believe it was made by humans at all. “Did you know that they say these bridges over the gates were made when the Gods founded Al’Karida?”

I smiled. If there was one thing I knew it was the history of our people—chosen and blessed by the Gods themselves. It was why they call me Daughter of the Stars and why I was marked with the tattoo of nine stars and the surrounding swirls that remind me that we are only brief flashes in the ever-swirling power of the Gods. 

We were in the middle of the bridge before he finally stopped and stood still. I followed his gaze toward the city and gasped. It was golden, bathed in the light of the bonfires and lanterns. The minarets and spires glowed with golden reflection. Lacy bridges, like the one we stood on, looked like fine spider webs intersecting the city, giving it an almost angelic look. Above us, the moon shone silver and below was nothing but rolling gold, and behind us velvet night all the way to the Far Sea and beyond it still to the End of All Things. I spun in exhilaration, hands held up high and a wide smile on my face. He leaned on the side of the bridge looking down as if he didn’t notice my giddiness. 

“Can you imagine anything more beautiful?” I asked. “It’s gorgeous and inspiring.”

“It’s powerful and complex,” he said, “and impregnable.”

I laughed. “Of course.”

He was so beautiful in the moonlight. I wanted to kiss away his frowns.

“Have you ever known you needed to do something wrong even though you knew it was bad before you did it?” he asked, turning his brooding gaze behind us at the dark beyond the wall.

“Some things just have to be done,” I said, remembering when I tried to fry Amandera with lightning.

He nodded, twisting those warm hands together. The muscles in his arms grew tighter and more defined. Wouldn’t it be nice to run my fingers over them? I shouldn’t think like that. I shouldn’t be thinking about placing hot kisses on his forearms.

“You promised to tell me your name,” I said, trying to distract him from whatever was troubling him.

“Yes,” he said, “but I didn’t promise when I’d tell you.”

“It was implied that it would be immediately,” I teased, crossing my arms over my chest and pretending to pout.

He smiled and moved closer, leaning in so his face was inches from mine. 

“Do you truly want to know my name?”

“Yes,” I whispered, caught in the spell of his strong arms and warm eyes.

“Really, truly?” he asked.

“Please.”

“What if I kissed you instead?”

I swallowed. He wanted to kiss me now? After rejecting me before?

He leaned in, pausing for a moment to look in my eyes. Whatever he saw there must have been assent. He kissed me, gently, softly, his lips barely brushing mine. My heart fluttered like a songbird in the leaves. He pulled back and I leaned forward to kiss him back, my eyes closed in the pleasure of the moment. Rough hands caught my shoulders, pulling me back. He was cursing loudly, almost frantically. I opened my eyes, gasping.

“Caught you! By the Teeth of the Gods we’ve found you right here in Al’Karida!” a man’s voice said. 

He was holding a knife with the tip pressed under my companion’s throat while two others held his arms and one held me by the shoulders. I should shout. I should say that there was a mistake that he was ... but who was he? Jakinda had called him reckless. Had his recklessness made enemies?

Two others stepped out of the shadows and as they came into the light of the dropped lantern I realized that they were dressed in the black and green of the High Tazmin’s Army. 
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Chapter Twelve: Prince of Hawks
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I struggled against the iron hands holding my shoulders. 

“I’m not who you think I am,” my companion said, speaking low and carefully. A small dark trickle ran down his neck.

“You’ve got the wrong man,” I said, my voice made higher with anxiety. “It’s a mistake.”

Rough hands shook me, and then pain blossomed in my cheek and I raised my hand to my face, stumbling against my captor. He struck me!

“Our orders are to bring him in, but the General didn’t say anything about a girl,” the man with the knife said. “So hold your tongue. We can do whatever we like with you.”

“I am Tazminera Tylira Nyota and by the stars of Nyota, I demand that you stop and let us go,” I said. What did they think they were doing? I was royalty. I could have them all beheaded if I wanted. I focussed inward, willing the lightning to come. Nothing happened. 

“Ho, there!” a voice cried from the darkness and shadowy forms rushed to fill the perimeter all around us. The clinking of metal and scuffling of feet on the lattice bridge gave away their numbers—at least a dozen. 

I reached into the meditation, trying to keep my mind on what was going on while also entering the world of woven threads. If I could just pick at one like I had last time—

“By the right of the High Guard of Tazminera Tylira Nyota, I order you to stand down.” It was Jakinda! Were these my guards? My mediation wavered, and I lost the threads. Would they rescue me? But what if they couldn’t? Frustrated, I clawed back into my half-meditative state.

“I am Captain Chander Okafor of General Komorodi’s army. We have business with this man,” the man with the knife replied. 

Jakinda stepped into the circle of lantern light. Her spathe was drawn, wide and bright in the lantern light and her grin was more evil than happy.

“I don’t care about the man,” she said, “but if your soldier doesn’t take his hands off the Lesser Tazminera I’ll slit him navel to neck and you’ll be next.”

That’s right, Jakinda! You tell him. Relief flooded me. Now that Jakinda was here they’d realize it was a mistake.

“We didn’t know she was a Tazminera,” the Captain said, nodding to the soldier. The pressure left my arms and I stumbled forwards. One of my guards caught my arm and steadied me, and then I was being passed from one guard to another to shelter behind Jakinda. “She was kissing our fugitive when we caught him so we thought she was a common whore.”

I blushed and scowled. 

“A common—” I began, outraged, but one of my guards put a hand over my mouth. I struggled against his iron grip. What was he doing? The man had insulted me!

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that, Captain,” Jakinda said in a low tone. “Because an insult to our Tazminera is an insult to us and we take our honor very seriously. These hands have killed five men for lesser insults.”

Had she really killed people? For insulting me? Did I know her at all?

I bit the hand around my mouth, but it only pressed tighter while the other hand gripped my shoulders. I couldn’t see anything. They had me too surrounded and too far back. All I saw were the backs of my guards. What had happened to him? Were they going to kill him? Was this why he hadn’t told me his name? Because he was a fugitive?

“My apologies,” the Captain said. “I defer to your position and ask for mercy.”

“You have it,” Jakinda agreed. No! Make them pay, Jakinda. They can’t have him. “As General Komorodi said in The Dance of Daggers, ‘Mercy to your foe is the greatest victory. There is no greater way to turn him than to steal his heart.’ And on that word, I will depart with my Tazminera and leave you to the justice you are here to serve.”

There was a sound like meat being hit with a mallet and a low groan. Was that him? And then I was slung up over a shoulder and jostled terribly. My belly! Did they know how much this hurts? The guard’s shoulder dug into me. And what were they doing to him? Something worse than carrying him over a shoulder, no doubt.

“Slay you and your guards, Jakinda. Let me down!” I yelled, but no one listened. The jostling became worse. I could see nothing but the leather back of the man carrying me and it took all my strength to keep my nose from being smashed against his spine with every jolting step. They were all going to pay.

The world grew brighter eventually and I thought I saw cobblestones and the sound of a creaking door and muffled hushing and then wooden steps and lantern light on a wood plank floor and then another door being opened and then I was flung down from the back of the guard. I squealed and threw out my limbs to break my fall. It wasn’t necessary. He had tossed me into my unmade bed at the Blue Feather. 

Jakinda stood in the middle of the room, puffing, her face black with anger. One of my guards - I needed to learn their names—was lighting a lantern, while another barred the door and a third closed the heavy curtains on the window. There were ten of them in the room with me.

“She was kidnapped, whether she knew it or not,” Jakinda said, scowling as she looked at me but spoke to them.

Kidnapped? I’d gone willingly. He’d never hurt me or taken me anywhere I didn’t want to go.

“He must have thought he could ransom her.”

“Who did?” I asked.

“We’ll take it in shifts. Two guards in the room at all times. Buhari, you take the window. Conteh, the door. Toure and Sesay outside the door. The rest of you get some sleep. Your shift will be here soon,” she said, as my grizzled armsmen found their places with the practiced movements of those conditioned to obey.

Jakinda’s eyes never left mine. I refused to look away. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I only wanted a little fun. And I was never in danger. 

“I wasn’t kidnapped,” I said, standing up. 

Jakinda sighed and ran a hand over her face.

“He lured you away from us,” she said softly. “Do you even know who he is?”

“He travelled with us in the caravan.” Did she know that I didn’t even know his name? She’d think I was a fool if she did.

Jakinda’s jaw flexed and she took a long breath and let it out slowly before saying, “He’s the Prince of Hawks.”

My eyebrows knitted together. Did I know who that was? It was not a title of our lands. I concentrated. I must know. We had studied the royalty of every nation and land in the Silken Gardens.

“It’s a new title,” Jakinda said quietly. “From the Kosad Plains.”

I gasped. From where my mother was killed. He was from there?

“He must have kidnapped you in hopes that he could ransom you in exchange for his family,” Jakinda said. “Rumor is that the army has seized all the surviving royals of the conflict. Unless payment is made for their lives in two weeks’ time, they will be executed one by one on the steps of the Ivory Palace for the pleasure of the High Tazmin.”

I gasped. I was remembering how he refused to tell me his name. How he led me slowly through the city, but seemed so nervous. The bridge he’d taken me to was right beside the city walls. Had he planned to take me through that gate and ransom me for the lives of his family?

What kind of fool was I to think he was charming? To go with him? I sat down hard.

“There’s more,” Jakinda said.

I glanced at my guards. Buhari, Conteh, Toure and Sesay. If I remembered their names would that make me a less foolish person? Were they listening to Jakinda teach me what a foolish girl I was? I put my face in my hands.

“Could anything be worse than what you’ve already told me?” I asked.

Jakinda sighed. 

“Before I tell you, I think I should make one thing clear,” she said. I didn’t look up, but I heard a falter in her voice, as if some great emotion was stirring her. “We, your guards and I, are sworn to you. And tomorrow at your binding, we will swear again. Our fates will rest in yours. Your glory is ours and we will join you one day in your death. You know this. You know that none of your mother’s guards survived her.” She sighed again. “Please consider us before you follow a stranger into the night ... and please consider that we may be allies. Not just pieces of furniture that get in the way of your desires.”

I peeked up through my hands. The lines of her face stood out more strongly tonight than I’d ever seen them before. What had she sacrificed to be my Captain of Guards? A home and family? The chance to sneak off into the night and go dancing?

“Please, promise me,” she said.

“I promise,” I whispered.

We were silent for a long time. A rooster crowed somewhere outside my window. It was almost morning. Jakinda started to walk to the door between our rooms.

“You said there was something else,” I said.

She hesitated with her hand on the handle before turning and looking me right in the eye. Her words were like an electric shock.

“I received word today with news from the High Tazmin. He felt you should be told about the circumstances on the Kosad Plains,” she hesitated again and then spoke in a hard voice. “The Prince of Hawks was there when your mother died. His nation has been razed to the ground and he will be held responsible for her death.”
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Chapter Thirteen: Ra’shara
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He was there? That meant he hadn’t stopped it. Had he approved? I felt sick, like I might vomit. I stumbled to the bed and lay down, clutching my head in my hands. They felt cool. Thank goodness. The room was spinning and pain blossomed in my head. I’d kissed an enemy. I’d run off into the night and danced with him and made puppy eyes at him and I’d even thought I might be falling in love with him. Oh, sweet Penspray, what was I thinking? My face was wet. I was crying, or laughing, or both, and I didn’t know what else to do. 

Fortunately, Jakinda and my guards didn’t interfere so I could steep in complete despair all on my own. I slept eventually, and when I woke there was food and the guards had changed. I ate and slept again. When I woke the second time I combed my hair, washed my face and went to open the door. Toure moved sharply to block my path, holding his fist to his chest in his salute of allegiance.

“My apologies, Tazminera, but Captain Jakinda has requested that you remain in your quarters until we can establish your safety.”

I sniffed and looked around the room before smiling winningly. “It seems fairly safe, don’t you think, Toure?” 

Toure’s face looked like it was chiselled from granite and he said nothing, simply looking over my head and straight forward without moving. I sighed and went to the window. If I couldn’t go out, maybe I could look out. Light glowed from around the edges of the thick curtains and the lighter more flowy layer behind them swayed in the breeze. The sound of haggling, shouting, laughter, clopping hooves, and moving carts were dulled but still audible from the streets beyond. I thought I even heard the echo of the words ‘High Tazminera.’ Whoever said it should watch out. Amandera could probably feel you speak about her the way ghosts can.

I reached for the curtain and Buhari blocked my path, fist over heart. With a slight bow, he said, “Apologies, Tazminera, but Captain Jakinda,” he said her name with an unexpected warmth, “has requested that you do not open the curtains as your safety is our top concern.”

I wanted to scream and rage, and I would have if it was a few days ago, instead I blushed. The reason I was locked in my room instead of enjoying the sights and smells of Al’Karida was because of my own poor judgement. I had trusted a snake. My judgment was flawed. A tear spilled down my cheek and I wiped it away hurriedly.

Toure coughed and my attention was drawn to a tiny folded cloth in his hand. He held it out to me and I went to him and took the small green package. I unfolded it to find three yellow sweets inside. He smiled conspiratorially at me. With a sigh, I popped one in my mouth letting the lemon dissolve on my tongue while he smiled and nodded. Really? I was supposed to be calmed by sweets? Like a child? I tried to give the sweets back, but he waved me away, still smiling like a kind uncle.

I tucked them into my sarette and looked around the room. What exactly can a girl do in a small suite? Take a bath? That would mean being naked in front of my guards. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with that—especially now that Toure was treating me like a little girl. I straightened the bedding and then sat in the bed in the lotus positon. Perhaps if I meditated I could pass the time constructively.

I entered the meditation world easily. An’alepp was there already, arms crossed over her chest, singing her same strange song:

“Ring around the heavens,

Can see it in a thick lens,

Falling, falling, under the snow.”

I cleared my throat, but she kept singing.

“Ring around the mountains,

It baffles all the high plans,

Falling, falling, under the falls.

Ring around the God’s Teeth,

Shaped like a thick wreath,

Falling, falling, under your nose.

Ring for when the earth bends,

Ring for when the mother ends,

Follow, follow, follow it home.”

“Are you about ready to stop singing?” I asked. The tune felt so familiar, like I could place it if I just concentrated. Had my mother sung it to me when I was small? Before I came to the Silken Gardens? I remembered a flash of yellow and something warm, but then it was gone again.

The landscape of my meditation changed so abruptly that I struggled to regain my balance. We were on a beach with waving trees along the shoreline and white sand stretching for miles in either direction. Behind An’alepp, the sea was blue and still as glass. She held a large spade.

“Yesterday you managed to maintain the meditation while watching what was happening in front of you,” An’alepp said.

“You saw that?”

“So today we will work on that. You will work hard, here in Ra’shara—”

“What’s Ra’shara?” I interrupted.

An’alepp frowned. “This world. This dream.”

“The meditation?”

“If you like,” she agreed before thrusting the spade at me. “You’ll dig a hole here until you find a red rock I have buried on this beach. As you dig in Ra’shara you will not lose focus on the world your body inhabits. When you are done, I would like a report on what went on outside Ra’shara.”

I took the shovel.

“Begin,” she said.

“Wait. Where does the power to tap into the Common come from? Why do some of us have it and not others?”

“Who knows?” An’alepp said. “Why were you born royalty? Why were you born a woman? You might as well question that. It simply is.”

“But why are some more powerful than others? Will Amandera always be powerful until she dies, or is there a limit?” 

An’alepp laughed. “Amandera, is it? That is why you want to know. Your power has limits. How much of it you have, and the penalty for drawing too much is set. You just won’t really know where it is set at.”

“Why not?”

“Because how much you have and where your limit is set depends on the ancestor who chooses you. Amandera’s ancestor had great power. I doubt she’ll drain her dry any time soon.”

My eyes widened. An’alepp seemed to have adopted me. And she was more ancient than any of them. How quickly would I drain a dusty old corpse like her? “Will you dry up quickly? Should I be careful? Or will another ancestor adopt me when you’re used up?”

“Have you heard of the word hubris, girl? I think it might be carved on your bones. Who said anything about me adopting you? Now get to work before you see how much hurt I can cause even in this place.” 

I began to dig. I pushed the spade into the sand, focussing on my work but that made me lose track of the real world. Once I focussed again on Ra’shara, or whatever she called this place, I looked down and my spade had not touched the sand yet. By the time I finally had a shovelful of sand moved,my breakfast had been brought and left for me by Sesay. I was so distracted by the scent of it that I lost the meditation entirely and by the time I found it again the hole was gone. 

I cursed violently and threw the shovel as far as I could. This wasn’t worth it. Besides, An’alepp hadn’t even adopted me. I might have the talent for this, but without an ancestor I’d be weak as an hour-old lamb.

“Are you starting to think it’s not worth your trouble?” An’alepp asked from behind me. I spun and saw her sitting on a rock that hadn’t been there before, weaving a basket.

“You could tell? What gave it away? Throwing the shovel?”

“All fools and children give up. I assumed you would, too,” she said, not looking up from the basket.

“I haven’t given up,” I said acidly and went to retrieve the shovel. Here’s hoping I drained all her life out of her quickly. I could use a kinder ancestor in my court.

She thought I was a fool. A child. I’d show her. By the time the hole was dug to my knees, Jakinda had come and gone twice. The other guards had reported to her on my behavior. Why did Buhari’s voice seem to speed up when she was near? Why were his movements less fluid? 

By the time the hole was waist deep, the night sky was dark and the guards had changed. I didn’t know the names of these ones. One was a woman I’d never seen before.

“I’ll never find this red stone!” I said throwing the shovel down. “This is impossible!”

“You’ll keep looking. You will come back every chance you get and dig or I will teach you nothing else,” An’alepp said, crossing her arms and sniffing loudly. “It’s only through exercises like this that you—”

Her words were cut off and I lost the meditation as the door of my room slammed open. My guard at the door sprang into a fighting stance, drawing his sword, but quickly changed his stance to one of attention and replaced the wide arced sword back into its scabbard.

Through the door, an array of guards marched in, fanning out and then standing at attention around the room. They wore the High Tazminera’s livery and she was not far behind.

Dressed in a flowing pink sarette, studded with thousands of sparkling crystals, she looked like she was dressed for a fancy ball, not for breaking down doors. Her hair was arranged elaborately, and she held a large white bird with yellow crest feathers. Its beak was tied shut with a scarlet ribbon. 

Amandera stood tall and straight in the center of the room as if we were all there to watch her perform something. Maybe we were. Was her whole life a pageant and was I just a side act in it?

“I was hard at work reminding Al’Karida that, despite being a minor city in our great nation, she still owes all her glory to our great High Tazmin. Work like that is not easy. I did not welcome an interruption informing me of your antics. Getting yourself kidnapped by a fugitive? You are an embarrassment, Tylira.”

I opened my mouth, but she held up a hand.

“I don’t want to hear it. You can’t be bound soon enough as far as I am concerned. I’d like to see it done and over so that I can concentrate on other matters. Fortunately for me, General Komorodi agreed and will meet us before dawn on the Cliffs of Canderabai. We ride immediately to meet him. Get dressed—try to wear something a little dignified—and we’ll be off.”

Dignity? As if I was dressed like a beggar all the time instead of the daughter of the High Tazmin. Amandera should talk. She probably wore the next thing to rags before she married into our dynasty—but here she was parading about as if she were full blood royalty in Canderabai. 

I sniffed, about to spit out a response. Crooning quietly to her bird, Amandera turned on her heels and marched out of the room, surrounded by her entourage. I was left gasping like a koi outside the pond.  The binding. As if things could get any worse. The very last thing I wanted was to be bound to a fallen general. And I would have to submit to the pomp and ceremony involved with it as if I were pleased.

Sighing, I made for my bags and pawed through them until I found a plain white sarette. 

“Do you think I can have privacy for long enough to bathe and dress?” I asked my guards acidly.

Jakinda strode into the room at that moment. For the love of the mighty Penspray, it was like my suite was the inn common room!

“We don’t have time for bathing. The High Tazminera has given us ten minutes to be gone. Dress quickly and then follow Casban to your elephant,” she said, sweeping up the other guards with a motion of her hand and leaving. 

A servant scurried in while she was leaving and began to pack my things, but since the servant and Casban, the guard Jakinda had left, were both female I felt no qualms with stripping down and quickly sponge bathing before dressing in the fresh white sarette. I snorted to myself. Why the prudishness? By this time tomorrow I would be chained to a man and there would be no niceties like bathing alone again.

I dressed with care and arranged my hair carefully in the current fashion of loose waves before following Casban and the harried servant down to where Alsoon stood saddled and waiting my arrival.

I glanced around. There were only three elephants saddled, and none of the horses. Jakinda and two other guards sat on one elephant and another guard helped the harried servant girl up with one of my bags. 

“Where are the rest of our retinue?” I asked Jakinda.

“They’ll remain here,” she said. “The High Tazminera has asked that we limit our number and ride with all haste. 

Great. My last few hours of freedom and I was going to have to rough it with just one servant and one bag. At least I still had Alsoon.

You understand me, don’t you?

Wild girl.

That’s right.

Ride?

Yes. We ride.

Up the street Amandera’s palanquin was surrounded by a dozen elephants and twenty armed horsemen. She wasn’t roughing anything. I sighed as our pathetic group of three elephants lumbered to follow her. Why was she always rubbing my nose in her higher station? Was it simply because she could, or was there more to it than that?

Tiredly, I sought the meditation for relief, but when I found myself there staring at a flat beach with a shovel in hand I realized there would be no escape today.

Why had I ever wanted to leave the Silken Gardens? 
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Chapter Fourteen: The Cliffs of Canderabai
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I shifted in the cool breeze. It felt balmy last night when I was out dancing, but it was probably only a few hours before dawn now. What was wrong with Amandera that she wanted us to ride through the night? Was it really so bad for her to have to worry that I might have a moment’s more fun before I was tied down? My fate was sealed. There was nothing anyone could do about it. Didn’t she realize that Jakinda had me practically under house arrest? 

I shivered. Had no one brought a shawl or blanket? I couldn’t be the only one who was cold, or tired. I could barely keep my eyes open, and Alsoon’s gentle gait was no help, rocking me back and forth like a baby in his mother’s arms.

We left the edge of the city hours ago and began up the winding path along the bluffs to the very top of the cliffs of Canderabai. Tradition said it was there that the sons and daughters of the High Tazmin would be bound for service when they were deemed ready, and there that we would be marked as full blood and given a place among our family. There was a ranking system of sorts. What mark they placed on me would determine whether I would spend the rest of my life tallying tax money, bearing children in a quiet country estate, or training to be heir. As if. There was nothing much in the future of the ninth daughter of the High Tazmin. There were simply too many people before me. If I could wield my magic—if my heartstone was clear—well that might have helped, but even then...

We wound between the heady-scented cedars, our elephants’ feet making crisp scratching noises on the hard paths. In the almost-light of predawn it was like I was in a dream. Although, judging by where I was headed, it was more like a nightmare. But, no. I would not lose my courage. I would not refuse, as some do and be banished out of the royal line to vanish into nothing. I would not weep or moan like a child. I would show them that you don’t need a clear heartstone to  have value and you don’t need to be slimy Amandera to have dignity.

We turned a last corner as we gained the tops of the cliffs. Below us, Al’Karida glowed with lanterns and fires, the spires, lacy bridges and minarets glowing in reflected light. I gasped. I knew the city was large, but from the cliffs it seemed to go on and on.

Along the edge great lights had been lit, wide as a man and twice as tall, they sparked magenta. Some strange herb or mineral must have been added to the fuel to make them that color, and make them spit bright sparks into the sky.  Ahead of me, Amandera rode between lines of nobles dressed in finery. They crowded in three deep to watch the spectacle of our arrival and pressed in close to me as I rode between them. Alsoon stopped, and I knew even before my armsman ran forward to take him that I needed to dismount. 

I swallowed and wiped my sweaty hands on my sarette. Was I ready for this? I wasn’t ready. No. I needed to run. My legs felt like jelly, but with a surge of will I forced my panic down and demanded stiffness from my legs, refusing to look at the curious glances from the nobility on either side. These were the people Amandera had been negotiating with and pandering to in order to gain favor for the High Tazmin. Likely she knew each one’s name and what they had eaten for breakfast. I knew none of them. My cloistered upbringing was a terrible disadvantage.

The elephants were herded away by guards and servants. Ahead of me, Amandera stood proudly, holding her bright bird and speaking in low tones to an old man in general’s armour and helm. Her bird was singing a song so sickly sweet that it sent shivers up my spine. Did this feel surreal to everyone who came for the binding, or just me? And then my guards left, and Jakinda gave me a small squeeze of the shoulder as she left with them. I shuddered at her touch. Could I do it? I must.

I stepped forward, just one step, as the ritual demanded. At least they had taught me this.

“Who brings herself to the Cliffs of Canderabai and claims to be worthy?” Amandera asked in the ritual greeting, loudly enough for all to hear. Beside her two men in black robes stepped forward, like two ravens circling her.

“I, Tylira Nyota, ninth daughter of the High Tazmin, daughter of the stars and blood of Canderabai, claim to be worthy” I said as the ritual required. My heart hammered fiercely in my chest and I couldn’t seem to swallow.

“Do you submit to the rituals of loyalty, binding you to the High Tazmin?” one of the black robed priests beside Amandera asked.

I cleared my throat.

“I do.”

“The oaths, the rituals and the binding are not light. No one who is unworthy may take them on. Once they are begun, they must be completed,” the other priest said. “Do you submit to this?”

“I submit,” I said.

“Any who fails once the ritual begins is thrown off the cliffs of Canderabai,” the first priest said. Wait. Hold on. No one told me about that! Was that why so many people were here? Were they hoping to see me thrown off the cliffs? “Do you still submit.”

Oh, mud in a bowl, no! But my lips stuck to the ritual. “I submit to the ritual and honor the High Tazmin.”

“Come forward and let it begin,” Amandera said. “I am your face-bearer and I deem you ready for your test.”

Oh great. Amandera was the one speaking on my behalf? It could have been anyone. Why did it have to be the person who hated me most?

I walked five paces before I reached Amandera.  Two women dressed in gold stepped from the audience. This was part of the ritual. I stopped and waited. One ripped the top of my sarette off and the other scrubbed my skin like I was a wooden inn floor. I braced myself. If a hard scrubbing was the worst of it, no one would get thrown off the cliffs. 

“Be pure in the name of the High Tazmin of Canderabai. Be washed of your past life and come to us pure, daughter,” one of the priests intoned. Now that I was getting closer I could see he was darker and shorter than the other.

“Be marked as our daughter. Be marked as our blood forever,” the other priest said, and I flinched at their words but braced myself, gritting my teeth in anticipation.

Beside me a third woman walked from the crowd with a red-hot brand and stuck it against my upper arm. Pain flared: hot, stabbing, agonizing. I bit down on my tongue, tasting blood, and swayed, but I didn’t cry out. Oh! It hurt, hurt, hurt. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I couldn’t see what they looked like. All I could think of was the hurt. Someone clapped a cool compress against it and I flinched again, tears flooding down my face and choking me. I gasped, sucking in air. Mud in a bowl! Why couldn’t they tattoo the Penspray-damned symbol onto my arm like all the other signs? Why did they have to burn it into my flesh? But all my siblings and ancestors in the royal line had so been marked, and those who weren’t yet would be unless they refused the binding. It hurt too much to look at. Even knowing that it would determine my fate wasn’t enough to make me peek. 

The crowd was chanting the Canderabai Anthem now, like the rhythm of my fate. 

“Step forward, marked one. Your Captain will swear now on behalf of your guards.”

I took a step forward, but the pain was still so great that I was only able to digest the world in flashes. Jakinda was kneeling before me, her spatha on her raised palms, speaking the Oath words that would bind both her and my other armsmen to me all their lives. I took the sword, in deference to the ritual, flinching as my right arm moved. I didn’t dare look at the puckered skin.

As the ritual demanded, I slit the tip of my thumb with the sword, dripped it on Jakinda’s hands and then gave her back her sword.

“With my sword, I shall defend your life,” she said, “And by the mercy of the Gods if ever your blood is spilled again, I will avenge it and offer my life in return.”

“So let it be,” I agreed.

Jakinda was swept to the side and the priests stepped forward to take her place. They were deep in the meditation, and they reached their hands towards the general. His face was lined and his shoulders bent, but he smiled slightly at me as they took the silver tether from his hands and placed one loop around my hand, the colors of their heartstones flaring as they controlled the Common to weave the bond into the tether.

General Komorodi wore his flared helmet, shaped like the head of the dragons of legend, and heavy plate with dignity and authority. Even in the strange light it was dented and worn. His campaign on the Kosad Plains must not have been easy. His voice was deep when he spoke—almost like a certain baritone.

“As the chief of the High Tazmin’s armies, I stand here as his representative. This one of his blood will be bound by tether and forces beyond our understanding until such a time as she has grown wise. For it is through our enemies that we learn wisdom. This tether may not be removed by any person until the High Tazmin agrees to her release and both she and her teacher agree that it be so. He has received his instructions. Let the binding begin at the High Tazmin’s pleasure. He has gifted this daughter one of his defeated foes.”

He turned to me, as the far eastern horizon began to glow.

“Learn, Tazminera, and do not repeat our mistakes. Lead us to the source of the Gods and grant us peace.” 

The ritual words sounded strange in his voice, and then the priests backed away from me, playing out the tether slightly. It was eight feet long. Too long, and not nearly long enough. I wiggled my wrist. It felt smooth against my skin, and, oddly enough, not too heavy. I knew from my studies that it was far stronger and more durable than it looked and far lighter than silver. What magic they infused it with was a closely guarded secret. 

And now it was time. I would finally see what hulking brute they would bind me to. The general gestured behind him, and two soldiers dragged a slumped figure forward. As they stepped out from the crowd, the sun slipped up from over the horizon, bathing the world behind them in light and leaving them as black silhouettes in front of it.

I couldn’t see their faces, but it wasn’t theirs I was so anxious to see. Who was this man they would chain me to? The chanting was so loud that I couldn’t hear anything from him or the soldiers. He was hurt, clearly. He stumbled and had to be caught and half-dragged to the priests. What was I supposed to do with him when he got here? I wasn’t fit to nurse a dying man. Was this the best my father could come up with? I shifted from one foot to the other.

The priest’s heartstone flared, but not enough to see my new san’lelion’s face. Then the General spoke the final words of binding as the priests stepped back, leaving only one guard to ease the man I was now physically and magically bound to down to the ground. Whoever he was, I would have to make this work. My honor was on the line. How bad could it be?

“The High Tazmin gifts you Rusk Hawkwing,” General Komorodi proclaimed. A cloud passed over the face of the sun, muting its effect for a moment and I finally saw the face I had been searching for. It was a wreck; blood and bruises covering most of it. He clutched his belly with one arm, as if he was holding it together. I gasped and my own legs gave out. I collapsed to my knees with one hand over my mouth. “The Prince of Hawks.”
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Chapter Fifteen: The Mark
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It was him. And now I knew his name: Rusk Hawkwing. It sounded so plain for someone who was both the villain of my nightmares and the one who had starred in my daydreams only days ago. 

I shivered. My arm hurt from the brand every time I moved. My hand hurt from the blade. I was cold and ... oh wait, my sarette was wrecked. I pulled one of the shredded layers of my sarette up to cover myself. I didn’t know what to feel. Should I pity him with his face ruined? I reached cautiously towards him. Should I beat him myself for failing to stop my mother’s murder? I snatched my hand back. Oh, sweet Penspray! Bound to the one person who could have prevented my greatest pain. Bound...maybe even forever. I scrambled up, anger and horror filling me. This wasn’t going to work. 

“Tylira,” he said hoarsely and then coughed.

Around us the ritual finished with words from Amandera and the priests and a final benediction over the gathered assembly. I heard none of it. I was staring out over Al’Karida, bathed in the dawn. I didn’t care who might see the silent tears pouring down my face. Let them think I was too weak. Let them think I was overwhelmed by the task ahead. I didn’t care anymore. Should I throw myself over the cliff? Should I end all this before the next torment was sprung on me? 

Not yet. It would mean his death, too. Although I shouldn’t care what happened to him.

The brand still hurt so intensely that it kept breaking my train of thought. I glanced down and gasped.

“There must be some mistake,” I whispered.

“No mistake,” Amandera said, emerging from out of the crowd of departing celebrants. “The High Tazmin saw a vision, as he always does while in the meditation. One of his very ancient ancestors told him the sign he was to give you.”

My brow furrowed. “It’s not any of the signs I know for ranking daughters.”

Amandera’s mouth twisted. “The High Tazmin, may he live forever, is a wise and noble ruler. He takes his ancestor’s wishes seriously, and it was their wish that he give you this sign. I suppose, in the Silken Gardens, you had no need to learn it. Suffice it to say, that it is the sign of a son. You would correctly be addressed now, as Tylira, Son of the Stars.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I protested.

“Do not doubt the wisdom of the High Tazmin,” Amandera said coolly, gliding away. As always, she was a fount of joy. What did she get out of this other than making me squirm? And what would it be like to be married to a man twenty-five years older who you called ‘noble ruler?’

“Tylira,” Rusk said, wobbling to his feet with a wince of pain. I couldn’t deal with this—with him. I turned my back on him and started to walk away, but then my arm jerked backwards on the tether and I was forced to stop in my tracks. 

Jakinda slid gracefully in front of me with a wall of my guards. They surrounded us, forming a wall with their bodies and then the servant girl slipped into the ring with a fresh black sarette in her arms. My cheeks flared, but she was quick and unstoppable as she stripped my tattered, dirty sarette off, wrapped a jet black one expertly around me, and then quickly bandaged my hand and arm with white linens.

I was distracted by the dressing, but when I looked up, Jakinda’s mouth was gaping open.

“Go ahead, look all you like,” I said, acidly.

She shook herself, looking more pleased than I’d ever seen her. “It’s not that. It’s the sign. I’ve only ever seen it once before.”

I grimaced. “Amandera said it was the sign of a son.”

“It is, yes,” she agreed, motioning for our guards to open the ranks again.

“Wait,” I said. “You served in the Palace Guard before you were assigned to me. How could you not have seen this sign? There were sons there too.”

She bobbed her head back and forth as if she were uncertain whether to answer, but eventually she lowered her eyes and said, “It’s not just the sign of a son. It’s the sign of an heir. It means you could be High Tazmin some day.”

Did the surprises never stop coming? No wonder she was pleased with all of that ‘your glory is ours’ talk. They had the chance to guard the High Tazmin some day.

“Do you have orders about your san’lelion, Tazminera?” Jakinda asked.

I turned warily and looked at Rusk. His eyes were trained on me like a beaten dog’s. 

“Let’s find our mounts. Then see if there are bandages and clothing we can lend to him. Gather any of his things that we need to take with us.”

The cliffs were almost empty now, leaving only my entourage and some stragglers who were funneling into the road. 

“I have no things,” Rusk said. 

Did he expect me to talk to him? He tried to kidnap me. He’d watched my mother die. Exactly what did he expect? But he was mine now, like Alsoon was. I needed to see to his care whether I hated him, or not—and I wasn’t really sure about where I stood on that yet.

I tugged on the tether between us. It was as thin as my smallest finger, made of interlinking segments so closely fitted that it was impossible to see where they attached to one another, but they still bent and moved as needed to be flexible and accommodate our movements.

“Come with me,” I said, a bit more fiercely than I meant to. I must have looked a sight, bandaged, tied to this man and then leading him like a horse to where Alsoon stood. Could anyone see us? I looked back and forth, but only my own armsmen were watching. Well, they’d just have to get used to ridiculous sights if they were going to be around me now. I stood in Alsoon’s great shadow, leaning my shoulder against his leg for support. We had a little privacy here, hidden by his massive frame. 

“Well, you’re certainly a sight,” I said, biting my lip and letting my gaze linger over him. His pouting lips were bruised and swollen. I could barely see one of those melting brown eyes—and the other wasn’t looking quite so warmly at me as it had before. “You’re not acting quite as friendly now that you aren’t trying to kidnap me.”

He shrugged.

“You don’t deny that you were trying to kidnap me?”

“What do you want me to say? Do you think I sweet talk princesses just for the fun of it?”

Ouch. “It wasn’t fun for you? There’s a blow. It’s funny how crime just isn’t as much fun as you think it will be—especially for the victim.”

He grunted.

“But I suppose that you know all about that, since your first crime wasn’t trying to abduct me. Your first crime was standing by and letting my mother die while she was a diplomat to your Kosad Plains!”

“The Tazminera?” he asked, recognition filling his eyes. 

Oh, sweet Penspray, it was true. I let out a long breath. “Yes.”

“She was no peaceful diplomat,” he said, laughing in a harsh huff of breath.

I felt my hands begin to shake and I gritted my teeth to keep from launching myself at him.

“Then you don’t deny that you were there? You didn’t stop the death of the only person I ever loved?” My words grew louder until I was yelling at him. I tugged the tether, yanking him forward, and he stumbled, falling to his knees.

“Mercy doesn’t run in your family, it would seem,” he said.

“Don’t tell me who I am, dog!” I yelled. “Don’t tell me who she was! I should kick you to paste right here on the end of this leash.”

“I’m not the only one on a leash,” he growled, jerking hard on his own end of the tether.

I stumbled, thrashing and landed on my hands and knees. Alsoon trumpeted angrily, stomping his front foot, and Rusk Hawkwing had to roll to the side to avoid being crushed. The tether tangled around my arm and pulled me with him, cursing as I went.

“Stop!” I yelled, just as we settled into the dust. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Trying not to be killed by that beast.”

“That beast is my best friend. And our transportation back to civilization. Haven’t you ever ridden an elephant?”

He avoided my gaze as he pulled himself to his feet. I followed him up and glared at him, hands on my hips. 

“Barbarian! I should have guessed that they’d strapped me to a useless bumpkin. You’ve never even ridden an elephant.”

“That didn’t seem to be much of a problem a few nights ago when you were kissing me,” he said, lowering his voice.

This time I really did try to kick him. Even injured, his reflexes were fast and he dodged my kick easily.

“If you ever bring that up again,” I hissed, “I’ll cut off your hand just to be free of you.”

There was a cough, and I looked over my shoulder to see a slave girl with a heap of linens and a bowl of water.

“Would you be free if you cut off my hand? The man who chained me said that if either one of us dies then the other does, too.”

It was all true. Not that I’d admit it. I shrugged in agitation. I could feel his pain like the buzzing of a bee on the other end of the tether. It was like a tiny ball of pain in my own head, chipping away at me. Did they tell him about that, too? Did they tell him that I’d feel all his hurts and he mine?

“Attend to him,” I said to the servant girl, stepping away. The blood rushed to my face and I bit my lip until I tasted blood. What was she going to say to the other slaves when we got back? We were both dusty and standing far too close. Although, in our defense there was little we could do about the tether. I didn’t want to think about any of it. I wanted to walk away and get some space. I felt like clawing my own skin off as I realized that I wasn’t going to be able to walk away. Not now, and not for many years to come.

She placed the bowl on the ground and began to lay out the linens and clothing for Rusk, but her hands shook so much that she couldn’t seem to get them the way that she liked them, stacking them, knocking them over and then stacking them again. What was the point of being given servants if they couldn’t serve? I would have to talk to Jakinda about her choice of staff. Really!

“I’ll do it,” I said, pointing towards my guards’ elephants. I tried to show her in my expression how much I disapproved of her uselessness. “Go back to the Captain of the Guards and see if she has other work for you.”

Taking one of the linens from the stack, I wet it in the dish and began to dab his wounds. His breath was ragged and as I had to draw very close to tend to him. I felt the heat rolling off his skin. Did he have a fever? He was certainly a mess. Almost everywhere that I could see skin it was gouged, cut or bruised. They couldn’t have cleaned him up before binding him to me? I should speak to Amandera about General Komorodi. This was inexcusable. 

It took a moment before I remembered that Amandera wouldn’t care what I had to say about Komorodi or anyone for that matter. Despite titles and brands, I really had very little power. The wounds on his arms were not so severe as the ones on his face. His muscles were firm and though they were bruised the cuts weren’t deep. I tried to be gentle as I turned his arms and hands around to look for any wounds I may have missed, dabbing them with clean water and binding any that were deep. He sat still, allowing me to move him as I willed. His eyes followed me, deep and brooding—as if he were the one who was devastated by all this and not me.

Satisfied I’d taken care of his arms, I turned to his face. The lip and eye I washed, but there was little I could do to bind them. He allowed my hands to probe his wounds and apply bandages where I could. How could his face be so attractive when it was mashed up like this? 

As I wrapped a bandage around a wound on his skull, being careful not to think too hard about the pretty way the tight curls met the smooth skin of his forehead, he finally spoke.

“I thought I was a barbarian. A dog.”

“Yes,” I agreed, motioning him to take off his sleeveless shirt, and then growing frustrated at his slow, halting movements and tugging it off myself. He hissed in pain. His side was a mass of bruises and a wide contusion was black with dried blood. The skin around it was angry and red. I cocked my head to one side, considering it. The source of the fever, perhaps?

“Then why are you helping me?” he asked. His eyes had a slightly hollow look.

“Why haven’t you tried to kidnap me? We’re alone after all?” I countered, but I already knew the answer. It was the same as mine. Our fates were joined now.

“I cannot,” he said, and his eyes were bright like he was about to cry. I shifted uncomfortably. What would I do if I ended up chained to a man who broke down crying every few minutes? It would make for a very long training period. 

“Did the army break you somehow? Torture you?” I asked, worried now that I was tied to a bigger anchor than I had expected. If he was emotionally broken, what would I do with him?

“They punished me for escaping,” he said as if it hardly mattered, but his next words were anguished, “and showed me what would happen if I let anything happen to you, or failed to teach you what you need to learn, or allowed myself to be released from our tether without permission from the High Tazmin.”

Maybe that was how he got the contusion. Maybe he would be terribly wounded if he didn’t teach me. I always assumed it would be me who wanted to keep my san’lelion close. After all, if he died I would lose any hope of a pleasant future role. Perhaps whatever they had threatened him with was even more fearsome. 

“Well, whatever they did left marks,” I said. His head whipped up and anger filled his gaze.

“Easy,” I said, holding up a hand. I had a foreboding feeling like I did the one time I was near the stables and saw one of the trainers trampled by a new elephant. “I’ll do what I can for that infected wound and then we’ll get you better care in Al’Karida. You will be fine. I’m not going to let you die in my care.”

“I thought you were the one in my care. My dar’lelion. I was told that your training is my responsibility.”

I frowned as I carefully cleaned the black wound. “I don’t know what they told you, but I’m your superior in every way and that makes you my charge, not the other way around. I won’t let you die on me any more than I would let my elephant die for no reason.”

What did he want me to say? I couldn’t heal these wounds with words. I spooled out a length of linen and began to bandage his side. The way he was standing suggested he was hurt even worse than he looked. I needed to find him a healer as quickly as I could. 

“Even though I was there when your mother died?” he asked, and the tears in his liquid eyes finally spilled down his face. I ignored them, winding the linen around his wound.

“Don’t misunderstand. This is not forgiveness, just duty.”

I finished binding his wound and handed him the clothing while I turned my back.

“Here. Get dressed. It’s time we were gone.”

What was he doing to me? Why did I feel—of all things—compassion for him? I was going to have to remind myself that even though he’d been poorly treated, he was still an enemy. Compassion from me should not, and would not, equal absolving him. He was not merely reckless, he was evil.
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Chapter Sixteen: San’lelion
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Our three elephants wound their way down the hillside, swaying and rocking on the narrow path. Far, far out in the distance was the Great Green Ocean and over it was the golden Ring of the Heavens. I knew from my lessons that if you set a glass here you could see where the ring dipped into the ocean and if you sailed towards it, you would find the Ribs of Ochrand—the strange islands that jutted up like ribs from within the ocean.

In front of that far horizon, the view of Al’Karida, glowing golden in the dawn was breathtaking. I ran my eyes over it and then over it again, trying to take in every hill and spire, certain that I’d never see a city so glorious again. Perhaps they were right and the Gods really had built the lattice bridges that wove through the city like the threads in Ra’shara. Splitting it asunder, the mighty Penspray roared in her banks, angry and turbulent. Maybe she felt like I did. Chained to my enemy— not just my nation’s enemy, but my personal enemy. I felt him bobbing unsteadily behind me on Alsoon. He gasped with every dip in our path, one hand patting Alsoon lightly.

He knows I don’t mean to hurt him. Alsoon spoke of others so rarely, that his thoughts surprised me.

Rusk shouldn’t be talking to Alsoon, even just with pats of his hand. Alsoon was my friend. But this was only the beginning, wasn’t it? Was there anything I wouldn’t have to share in the coming days, or maybe even years? My breath was coming a little too quickly. One day at a time, Tylira. Take it one day at a time. Today all I had to do was keep him from dying and get us back to the inn.

Jakinda stopped her elephant before me and Alsoon stepped up beside her war-elephant without any qualm, despite the evil look in the other animal’s black eye. Jakinda, Buhari and Sesay sat in the multi-passenger saddle, level with us. As we drew even with them, Rusk began to sway and toppled towards Jakinda. Buhari lunged forward, throwing himself between her and my san’lelion and catching his shoulders.

“Easy, soldier,” Rusk gasped. “I’m not attacking your captain.”

“I know you by reputation, General,” Buhari said, shoving him back to his seat on Alsoon. Rusk swayed there a moment before catching himself. What did he mean? Rusk Hawkwing had a reputation? And wait ... he was a general?

“Isn’t he too young to have a reputation already?” I asked, irritation flooding my tone.

“My pardon, Tazminera,” Buhari said, “but our comrades in arms claim he is a superior tactician and fearsome in battle.”

“He doesn’t look too fearsome,” I muttered, twisting behind me to grab hold of Rusk. “If we don’t find a way to tie him into this saddle he might not make it back to Al’Karida.”

“I’ve survived worse,” Rusk said, his eyes closed and his voice a sigh. He looked boyish and vulnerable, not at all like a fearsome warrior.

“Well, I won’t pick you up off the ground if you fall off Alsoon,” I said, pulling a rope out of the packs and wrapping it around his waist to tie him into the saddle.

Toure scrambled up the side of Alsoon and cinched the rope around Rusk more deftly than I had. He smiled and I thought I saw a hint of a yellow sweet in his mouth. “This way is better, Tazminera.” 

“If I fall off the elephant you’ll be falling too, princess,” Rusk said, his words were garbled and hard to understand.

“Why are we stopping?” I asked Jakinda.

“Is not securing him so that you don’t fall head first off a great-elephant enough reason?” she asked.

I raised my eyebrows and lifted my chin—a warning. Did she really think I was in the mood for jabs and barbs?

“The High Tazminera signaled us from below. She is approaching on her elephant.”

Great. Because I hadn’t already seen enough of her today. Now I’d have to endure more of her haughty demands. If I had one thing to be thankful for today it was that I hadn’t been tethered to Amandera. 

Amandera’s elephant arrived quickly, trumpeting as he came to a halt. Apparently, she trusted my guards enough to leave her own retinue behind for once.

“Stop dallying with your new pet, Tylira. We have work to attend to now that your position is declared,” she said, her nose held high and a look of triumph in her eyes. She smiled slightly as she arranged her silk sarette into a more pleasing fold. “I’m pleased that the High Tazmin has such plans for you. Now, more than ever, we must milk that spark of talent out of you. If you thought things were hard before, you should prepare yourself. Once I begin your true training, I will make you dream at night about how easy you had things on our journey to Al’Karida.”

My mouth hung open. She thought she could be harder on me? As if she hadn’t already almost ground me into the dust with her so called ‘training?’

“Don’t sit here gaping like a fish on the docks,” Amandera said. “We will find the sparkle of gold under all that dross of yours, one way or another.” She seemed very pleased as she poured herself some of that endless tea that she seemed always to have ready. “I will be so pleased to present you in proper fashion to the High Tazmin. You are something of a pet project of mine.” Did she expect me to be flattered that she’d chosen me to torture? “In light of that, you will move all your things and retinue to the Grand Hall of Doves as soon as we reach Al’Karida. I won’t have you whiling away the days in uselessness at some peasant inn. We have far too much work to do.”

No! Bad enough that I was chained to an enemy. Bad enough that she was making me a pet project, but she was making me live with her now? I didn’t realize that I hadn’t answered, until I saw her paused with her tea half-way to her mouth and a look of infinite patience on her face. But what other option was there? 

“Do I need to remind you of what will happen if you run from us now that you have been branded as blood? You will have your head removed on the steps of the Ivory Palace and your remains hung at the city gates for all to see. I’m afraid you won’t look as charming without a head.”

I swallowed, licking my lips. I didn’t need her to remind me of the penalty. I knew it well. One thing we had drilled into us in the Silken Gardens was the rules of what our lives would be after. Our dynasty gave life and strength to our people. Mistakes and willfulness could jeopardize all of that. 

“As you command, High Tazminera,” I said.

“Very good,” Amandera said with an expression very close to a smile. Was that how cats looked at mice just before they finally took that killing bite? “And don’t play too much with your new toy. He’s an enemy meant to be an object lesson and a source of new learning for you, not a plaything.”

“I had no intention of playing with him, High Tazminera.”

“That’s not what the soldiers who captured him said. You should know there will be very serious consequences for him if he is ever caught touching you in that manner again. We have the means to make him suffer.”

Oh, I knew all about Amandera’s ability to make people suffer.

“And you, of course, if you are foolish enough to abandon your blood.”

I bowed my head, hoping she would see submission, rather than the angry tears dripping down my face. Stifled and fenced in on every side, there would never be room for me to be free. I had thought I was a slave to our traditions and codes in the Silken Gardens. It had never occurred to me that it might be the freest time of my life.

When I looked up, Amandera’s elephant was far down the path ahead of us and Buhari was finished tying the ropes around Rusk. Rusk’s eyes were still closed and he swayed bonelessly, like he was only half conscious.

“He needs a poultice for the wound,” Buhari said.

“We’ll have one ordered when we reach the inn, Tazminera,” Jakinda said carefully. Judging by her expression she knew what was going on in my mind, but what did she know of having to sacrifice your whole life for someone else? What did she know of having to constantly stamp down your own desires for your duty and the fate life had assigned you? What did anyone know?

All thought of the glorious vista below the cliffs of Canderabai was gone and I spent the rest of our journey in moody silence. There was no escape from my doom. My life was what they chose now, and that could be anything. If Amandera had much to do with it, it would be filled with humiliation and pain.

When we reached the inn, Jakinda ordered Buhari to find a healer for Rusk and she and the others carried him up to my suite, laying him on my bed and leaving me stuck within eight feet of the bed at all times. He woke as they laid him down.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“At the inn. We have been ordered to move my retinue to the Grand Hall of the Doves. I’m asking Jakinda to send the retinue along ahead of us while we wait for a healer for you,” I said. Might as well forget keeping secrets from him. As long as he was conscious I would never be able to hide anything I was doing from him again.

He grabbed my arm, his eyes wild, as if he was somewhere else.

“Calm down,” I said harshly, pushing him back to the bed. Was he reliving the moment he watched my mother die?

“Don’t send them all ahead. Keep three elephants and your six best guards with you,” he gasped, “and all the money.”

“I’m not interested in your preferences,” I said. My voice could have frozen the Penspray.

His eyes closed and his mouth clenched hard, clearly a result of his pain, but he didn’t let go of my arm.

“You’re hurting me!” I said. His pain echoed in my mind, but his grip digging into the muscles of my arm hurt worse.

He relaxed his jaw after a moment and looked at me intently, “Please. They will hurt the ones I love if I don’t give good advice. Please, don’t stop me from giving it.”

“He’s going to make his injury worse if he stays so worked up,” Jakinda said from where she was looking out the window.

“Fine,” I said, trying to sooth both Rusk and Jakinda. “Jakinda, send our entourage to the Grand Hall of Doves, but keep our eighteen best, six elephants, Alsoon, and our money with us.”

“And trail packs with water and emergency supplies,” Rusk said between groans.

I threw up my hands. “Whatever he wants.”

Jakinda nodded, not just in acceptance, but in approval, and left the room.

Fortunately, Buhari arrived moments later with the Healer and I managed to pry Rusk’s iron grip off my arm so the poultice could be applied and the wound treated.

“Keep him rested,” the wizened old woman told me, as she worked. “Don’t over work him or give him cause to worry.” She didn’t seem to notice the tether, or maybe she just didn’t care. “Infections are difficult to predict. I will leave you more poultices to draw out the taint, but you must be careful. He could heal in days or die in hours, it will all come down to how carefully he is attended to.”

Great. One more concern on my already over-loaded mind. Now I’d have to keep my enemy from joining my mother in her early grave. I sighed. My life had just become even more complicated.

I accepted the poultice with as much grace as I could muster and the Healer poured some sort of restorative brew down Rusk’s throat before taking her leave. 

“We’re ready,” Jakinda said, peering into the room. 

“I think I’ll need help,” I said, gesturing to Rusk.

“Don’t worry,” Jakinda said. “I rented something to help with that.” 
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Chapter Seventeen: The Race Is On
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She motioned and my guards came in and helped Rusk to his feet, supporting him on either side. I trailed them like a pony on a lead. Chaos filled the courtyard below as the slaves and extra guards of my retinue took their leave. Surges of citizens flooded the streets increasing the chaos and in the middle of it all, like an island in a heaving sea, Alsoon stood with a palanquin on top of him. Jakinda flashed a quick smile before she and my guards lifted Rusk up into the palanquin. His head lolled from side to side. The rejuvenating drink must have put him to sleep. 

I scrambled up awkwardly behind him. With every movement and tug of my guards I had to keep up or risk being dragged up Alsoon’s broad side. Eventually, we were both settled into the palanquin, and I felt rather like Amandera sitting up in the curtained enclosure, although Amandera didn’t usually have an unconscious man laid across the other seat, and I had no tea to brew. Jakinda slid in beside me, taking the only spot left in the palanquin. Ever the perfect guard, she was ready to defend me from anyone who could scale an elephant and try to plant a dagger in my heart. Fortunately, Alsoon had no need of a driver, so no one needed to act as mahout.

On either side of me, the guards mounted the other six elephants with the gear and money carried in packs as if we were headed on a long journey. I almost chuckled at the power Rusk held even while unconscious. No one ever saw to my whims that way.

We rode through the street, the crowd pressing in on every side and slowing our movement. I felt irritation at first, but then I drew back the curtain, hanging my head out the side and watching as every race and fashion of the Crystal Coast were displayed in the surging crowd. Here there were the crossed swords of Galaher over the back of one man, and there the traditional braided cuffs of the Chocuri on the sleeves of a pair of women. In all the excitement I had almost forgotten the delight of the Race. That had to be why the crowd was so exuberant. Was it here already?

The surging crowd must mean they were all getting ready to assemble in the main square and pledge their devotion and determination to find the Teeth of the Gods for this cycle. Would we ride close enough for me to see it? Of course, no one would find them—no one ever had. But, oh to be part of it! Could anything be more thrilling? We were part of something great and awe-inspiring. We were a part of history. And maybe this cycle someone really would find the Teeth of the Gods and we would all see wonders return.

My heart began beating faster, and I ignored the pair in the palanquin with me and just let the wind fly through my hair and imagined what it would be like to be one of these fated racers chasing glory and bound by honor and magic. We entered the main square just as the huge bronze bell at the top of the Square Tower chimed twice. I was going to see the swearing for myself! This was it!

Atop the high towers around the square, priests were stationed, ready to weave together the warding that would bind all the questers to the hunt for the Teeth of the Gods.

If only I could join them! If only I could swear with them and feel that powerful magic bind me to my promise. It would ward off all who would prevent me from my quest for thirty days, like the others here. Tradition said than no man had the right to stop a racer—not even the High Tazmin himself. He probably didn’t like that much! To have anyone be free of his rule must put an itch between his shoulder blades that didn’t stop for that full thirty days.

Beside me Jakinda yelled at the guards ahead to hurry it up, but there was no moving in the thick crowd. Angry yells and curses around us told me that we would be stuck until the ceremony was complete. Perfect!

The Lesser Tazmin was taking a place up on one of the lattice bridges stretching above the square. Beside him, I thought I saw Amandera in a filmy peach sarette. Of course it was her. Amandera would never turn down an opportunity to do something that made her seem important. What did she think of looking out over this crowd? Did she see nothing but rippling waves of grain waiting to be harvested by the High Tazmin or was she aware that we were people?

I would never be anything like her. I was like these people in the square, passionately awaiting their chance to race for the ancient artifact. They jostled against each other on the other end of the square, by the Bright Gates, outfitted for their race with packs and animals in hand. The gates, though closed for the ceremony, would be opened and the racers would pour through. I would have a great view from my palanquin. Maybe I’d even be able to guess who would win. Maybe it would be someone like Rusk—foreign and desperate. Someone reckless who knew this was their only chance... 

“When the Gods themselves founded Al’Karida and our great nation they gave us a great treasure,” the Lesser Tazmin declared from his lattice bridge. Even with amplification his voice was hard to hear in the huge crowd.

“Honor to the ancestors,” we said together by rote. I felt my heart soar at the words as they left my mouth. Even outlanders knew the catechism, it was so ingrained upon the people of the Crystal Coast. On the ground, beside me, someone cheered. He was hushed by the others, but they looked at one another with glowing eyes, cheeks flushed and hands wrapped tight around belongings and walking sticks. Most of the fast horses were by the gate.

“Over the years and through the generations the secret of its hiding place was lost. But we have not forgotten that the treasure lies in wait for us.”

“Never forget,” we intoned as people checked their boots or stirrups one last time, cinching belts and straps, whispering excitedly.

“And so, on this day every seven years, we in Al’Karida honor Canderabai, the High Tazmin, our ancestors, and the Gods by joining in a noble hunt for the Teeth of the Gods.”

Rusk stirred and sat up, rubbing his face with his hands. “Where are we?”

“Shhh!” I said. The words of the Lesser Tazmin had my breath coming quicker and my heart racing in anticipation.

“In the great square listening to the Lesser Tazmin ask for the Binding Oath. We were delayed on our way to the Hall of Doves,” Jakinda whispered. 

“If you say the next line of the catechism,” the Lesser Tazmin said, “in this time and this place you will be bound by magic and honor to fulfill this duty for the next thirty days. After that, if you have failed, you may return to your daily lives.”

“Tazminera,” Jakinda said, laying her hand on my arm. I refused to look at her. My eyes were glued to the Lesser Tazmin and my heart beat so loudly that I thought Amandera might be able to hear it from her spot next to him.

“No hand may hinder you, great or small,” the Tazmin said. “No bond may hold you, great or small.  From the moment you speak the words you bind yourself in the quest. None but the Gods themselves may stop you in your quest. You know the words.”

“Tylira!” Jakinda said, more urgently. It was almost a shout. 

“Speak them together if you dare.”

“We so swear,” I yelled out over the crowd of voices speaking the same rote. 

As I spoke the words, Amandera’s gaze fell to where I sat, leaning out of the palanquin. Jakinda and Rusk were cursing together like twin brigands. Who would have thought they’d have so much in common?

The magic of the priests tapping into the common settled down on us and I felt a tightening over my skull with a strange tugging sensation. Together we gasped with a thousand throats, joined by oaths that made us one in a common cause. The horn blared once, long and loud, as the gates were thrown open and the crowd stampeded out.

Amandera’s gaze was locked on me. I waved at her enthusiastically and then settled back into the palanquin. 

“I think we’d better get moving, Jakinda, don’t you? We’re at the back of the crowd and the race is on.”  
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Chapter Eighteen: Heartless
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“You’re going to get us all killed,” Jakinda said, a look of horror on her face. “You’ll find no honor now!”

Rusk sat completely still, his gaze flickering from my face to hers and back.

“I’m going to give you something fun to do. Something other than just shadowing a royal descendant around from palace to inn to palace like a tame dog,” I said. “And don’t talk to me about honor. There will be no honor greater than finding the Teeth of the Gods where all others before us have failed!”

Did I really just do that? Was I truly in the race for the Teeth of the Gods? It was the stuff of legends—no!—I was the stuff of legends and for generations to come they would speak my name with awe and respect because I defied the High Tazmin in the pursuit of the glory and honor of the Hunt. They would never be able to take it from me, not with a thousand brands or a thousand chained generals.

Jakinda must be thrilled to be set loose. I was so excited that I couldn’t stop grinning. I didn’t care what anyone thought. I was racing now. I was more than an orchid grown carefully in a sheltered place. I was a star, streaking across the sky in a ball of fire and power. If anyone could find the Teeth it would be me.

Jakinda’s face was pale and little droplets of sweat lined her forehead. 

“Stop looking so ill, and tell your men to ride!” I demanded.

She stared at me, her face melting into a sickly look, but she said nothing.

“Agh!” I said, shoving between her and Rusk and thrusting my head out the front of the palanquin to call to the guards on the other elephants. “Ride! As soon as you see a space, ride! We race for the honor and glory of Canderabai!”

They looked at one another in confusion. How could they not know what I meant? Wasn’t it obvious? No one else had any problem understanding. Around us racers streamed past like shoals of fish, darting between the legs of our elephants to find a quicker path to the open gates. Tradition said that anyone still within Canderabai borders on the fourth day was no longer allowed to leave the country to race. They must search for the treasure here. After so many generations no one believed that the Teeth of the Gods were in Canderabai. It would be a hard four days’ ride to any border. 

I fell back to my own seat. Jakinda was still sweating and staring at me as if I had grown a second nose.

“Jakinda!” I grabbed her shoulder and shook it. “Go to the other elephants and tell them to ride. We have ground to cover and we are already behind!”

“Ride?” she asked, her tone so mocking that I felt the urge to slap her. Had she gone out of her mind? “To where?”

“Al’Toan,” I said, pulling the name of the coastal city to the north of us out of thin air. After all, it wasn’t like I’d planned for this. I’d have to pretend I had. My allies were melting like the fabled ice of the mountains. And I’d never see ice, or anything else from legends, if I sat around waiting for them to pull themselves together. 

Jakinda nodded stiffly and climbed down from Alsoon, walking unsteadily to the lead elephant and climbing up to talk to the men there. I crossed my arms in a huff. What was her problem?

Alsoon, when the other elephants run, you run with them. We are racing!

Race!

Good boy.

At least someone seemed to get it.

Rusk shifted in his seat, a look of pain flooding his face. He favored his ribs. I bit my lip. He was going to hurt when Alsoon started running. Palanquins weren’t made for racing, and elephants weren’t made to carry injured men. 

“Your Captain of the Guard is upset,” he said, wincing.

“I don’t know why. This has to be better than cooling her heels while I train for my role later in life. I can’t imagine a more boring job for a trained warrior.”

“Is that why you did it? Because you are bored?”

“No,” I said, a little too quickly. 

“It’s only that—” 

“Tazminera Tylira Nyota!” Amandera called from the bridge. 

I poked my head out and waved to her. Even from so far away I could feel the chill of her gaze. Jakinda waved to me, indicating that my warriors were finally ready to ride.

“By the authority of the High Tazmin...” Amandera began.

“Ride!” I yelled to Jakinda, and with a lurch her elephant jolted forward, followed by the other guard elephant. Alsoon didn’t hesitate. As soon as the other elephants moved he was hard on their heels. I felt his joy at the surge of excitement running always brought him.

The curtains in the palanquin fluttered and Amandera’s voice faded out in the sound of tack jangling, elephants’ feet pounding on the cobbles, and the voices all around us screaming or cursing as the elephants surged forward. I gave a whoop of delight, scrambling forward to Rusk’s seat and sticking my head out the window to watch as we passed through the gates of Al’Karida into the wilderness beyond. The road was clogged with people, but as we cleared the gates Jakinda veered to the North West, off the road but parallel to it. In minutes we were running across the open terrain with nothing but the wind in our hair and the sun at our backs. We were free! We were really doing it!  

I sat back in my seat. Rusk was still staring at me with a calculating look in his eye.

“What?” I asked irritably.

“I wouldn’t have felt so bad about trying to kidnap you if I knew you were heartless.”

“Heartless? Ha! They chained you to me. What do you care if I take you off on a race or off to Azaradi?”

“I wasn’t talking about me, although I would have preferred the capitol. My family were taken there—the ones who still live.”

I looked at the rug while I shifted irritably.

“Jakinda said you were trying to kidnap me as payment so they wouldn’t be executed.”

“Yes.”

“So will they die now?”

I let my gaze study the rolling hills and sparse dryland foliage, pretending I was keeping watch so I wouldn’t have to look at him.

“When I agreed to be your san’lelion and swore oaths to teach and protect you, they agreed not to kill the rest of my family.”

“I thought they beat you to make you agree.”

“No, they did it to stop me. I tried...I tried to fight them when they made their point. A lesson.”

“A lesson on what?”

“The price of failure.”

I paled. I thought I knew what he meant, but I had to be sure. “They killed someone?”

He looked at the ground.

“In front of you?” I asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

I risked a glance to his face. He was studying the landscape out the opposite window, but a tear slid down his dark face.

“In front of you.”

My chest felt tight. They killed his loved one in front of him for no other reason than to make him compliant and no threat to me. I should hate him. I should pity him. I didn’t know what I should do. I didn’t want to think about any of it. How could anyone do that to someone? And then they tied him to me, and somehow that made me a part of it. I would never have chosen for that to happen.

“Why did you call me heartless?”

He didn’t speak for a long moment. Was he trying to compose himself or did he hate me so much that he wouldn’t speak. After all, I was a part of the ruling family that killed someone he loved—but then again, he was part of the family that killed my mother. 

“You will throw away the lives of your guards on a moment of fun.”

“I’m not throwing away their lives,” I said. Was that all that worried him? This wasn’t going to be dangerous, just a bit of adventure. “We’ll race, and we’ll search for a treasure, and I doubt anyone will do so much as stub a toe in the process!”

“You swore back there in the square and you were bound to find the Teeth of the Gods, but did your guards swear?”

I frowned. I hadn’t noticed what anyone else was doing. I’d been too busy enjoying my own defiance. “I don’t know.”

“So, then they are not protected by the magic that will keep anyone from hindering you?”

“Probably not, but I doubt anyone will try! It’s a race, not a battle.”

“Have you read the Chalderion Chronicles?” he asked.

My eyebrows shot up. That was a scholarly work. “You have?”

“Don’t act so surprised. It’s only Canderabai that considers us barbarians.”

“Your point?”

“That traditionally the racers do battle one another along the way. Many of the tales ended in the death of the racers.”

I paled. I had never read the Chalderon Chronicles. We’d been discouraged from extra reading and it wasn’t covered in my studies. It wouldn’t come to that. They were probably exaggerated for entertainment of the readers.

“What do you care? We’re enemies.”

He shook his hand and the tether between us scintillated. “You and I are connected now.”

“Well,” I said, with a toss of my head. “My guards will be fine. They are well trained and highly skilled.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“So, there’s no risk to them.”

“Not from the other competitors.” Something in his eyes glowed as he spoke. 

“Are you happy to think they are at risk?”

“I’m happy to teach you something. It’s what will keep my sisters alive.” The glow lessened, but he was still waiting for me to say something. 

“So the risk isn’t from the other competitors.” 

He tipped his head gently from side to side. The movement highlighted the sharp lines of his face. I didn’t dare forget that he wasn’t the man I kissed in Al’Karida. I didn’t dare let myself think about the way the glow of the midday sun made his skin look warm and inviting.

“Not entirely from the other competitors,” I said, beginning to enjoy the lesson. “It’s not from me. I won’t hurt my guards.”

“Intentionally or unintentionally?” he asked, his lips curving around the slightly accented words. He hadn’t had an accent before. Had he been faking a perfect Canderabaian accent the whole time we were together? 

“I wouldn’t hurt them intentionally. So that leaves someone else. Not you. You can’t fight them with this chain on your wrist.”

He rolled his hand around the chain, and then stood in the swaying palanquin and slowly unfolded into one of the fighting forms of the plains. It looked exotic, like something a big cat might do while stalking its prey. He flowed into another form, the chain never hindering him, and then—lightning fast—he assumed a third position. My presence there, chained to him, barely slowed him down.

“Ok, so maybe you. Are you threatening them?”

“At the moment, we are allies,” he said, and his face was stern, but cunning glittered in his eyes.

“Then who? Amandera?”

“Perhaps. How far does she go in service of the High Tazmin?”

“Are you suggesting that the High Tazmin would harm his own people? You may hate our ruler—my father—but he is not so faithless with his own.”

“He is if they betray their vows. Or am I wrong in remembering that Canderabai does not allow her soldiers or guards to leave the borders of her land without the permission of the High Tazmin himself on pain of death?”

He was not wrong. I had forgotten. My face was hot and my hands gripped the seat cushion too tightly. “They swore to me and me only.”

“I heard that. What I didn’t hear was any relinquishing of their former vows. You might want to ask your Captain of the Guard about it. There must be a reason she was sweating so intensely.”

I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t want him to see in my eyes that what he said made sense. I’d acted without thinking. And I might be risking them all.
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Chapter Nineteen: The Accident
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An hour later Jakinda called a halt at the side of a creek and as our elephants drank, we dismounted and gathered around her. 

“So, here we are, Tazminera,” she said, refusing to look at me. Rusk sat on a fallen log at my feet. He was still finding any kind of exertion exhausting. 

“We should take the palanquin off Alsoon. He isn’t a pack elephant and it is hard to carry,” I said. 

“Your san’lelion is not fit to ride an elephant without falling off,” she said. She sounded like she wanted to quarrel.

“Fine,” I agreed, not giving in to her mood. We could always take the palanquin off at the next stop.

I looked around the group. They stood in a rough circle, sipping water from a skin they were passing around, kicking at clumps of dirt and avoiding my gaze. At least I knew a few of the names, but my cheeks heated when I realized that I didn’t know them all.

“Jakinda, Buhari, Conteh, Sesay, Toure, and...” I hesitated over my last guard. 

“Noxolo,” she said.

I felt my cheeks heat. How could I win their loyalty and support when I didn’t even know their names? Maybe if I tried a speech? Something inspiring? I cleared my throat and they looked at me expectantly.

“There can be no greater honor than to win the race for the Teeth of the Gods. We will be following the hunt wherever it leads us. That means leaving this country.” Jakinda grunted. “Which is why I am offering you this: leave now. If you don’t want to come with me, you may return to Al’Karida and join my other armsmen and servants in the Hall of Doves.”

There. A brilliant solution to satisfy them.

“You insult us,” Jakinda hissed. “We swore to you. We followed you, and you suggest that our loyalty is nothing?”

“I don’t mean—” I began.

“We are not faithless!” 

Around her the others murmured agreement. What had I done wrong? All I wanted was to give them a chance to return to Al’Karida unharmed. I wasn’t heartless. I mean, I didn’t know their names, but I was offering alternatives and speaking to them as people instead of assuming they were mine to do with as I liked—that was what they were looking for, wasn’t it?

“I never said you were!” I objected, “I am merely saying that I don’t want anyone to suffer or die for my choices.”

“We are your armsmen,” Buhari said proudly. “Suffering and dying is what we do.”

“Do not take away our honor,” Sesay said with a sneer.

I ran my fingers through my hair and they caught on my heartstone. Without thinking I took it down, staring into the clouded, flaring depths. Lightning crackled endlessly, like my life had since it first filled the stone. Were we connected somehow?

“Do as you will,” I said, my voice heavy with defeat. There was no winning with these people.

“Now that you’ve led us out of Al’Karida to die, please tell me that you at least have a plan,” Jakinda said.

I looked up from the stone and made eye contact with her.

“We find the Teeth of the Gods. We succeed where no one else has.”

“A pretty idea, but just saying ‘ride North West’ isn’t much of an idea.”

“Al’Toan.” I crossed my arms and tried to look mysterious.

“And what is in Al’Toan?”

“You’ll see when we arrive.” Did they buy it? I’d have to think of something fast. Pretending to be mysterious wouldn’t buy me much time. It probably wouldn’t even get me as far as Al’Toan. “I do not wish to see our plan known to our competitors.” I raised a hand as I saw Jakinda’s face begin to darken. “I trust my armsmen, but who knows what other ears may be listening?”

“None. We are in the middle of nowhere,” Buhari said, “And I checked our stop point myself.”

“Did you check for the spirits of our ancestors?” I asked, chin high in the air. 

They exchanged glances with each other, lips curling and eyebrows raised.

“Until you can pierce into their realm to keep me safe, we must keep our council to ourselves.”

Jakinda sighed. Good. She didn’t really believe me, but she didn’t know enough to argue. 

“You heard her. Refill our waterskins, and do what you need to. We will mount and ride again without delay.” As the others went to attend to their tasks, Jakinda leaned in to me and whispered, “If you have nothing more to go on by the time we reach Al’Toan, this little expedition will be over.”

Really? More threats? Did no one stop to wonder if another path might get them further with me? 

“Keep your threats to yourself, Jakinda,” I whispered back. “You swore to me, and to me you will answer to my authority.”

I was going to lose the only friends I had at this rate. 

“Watch yourself, princess,” Rusk whispered from over my shoulder as Jakinda walked away. I glanced back at him. He had his hood pulled up and his expression was sober. He was taking this san’lelion business very seriously despite his hatred of me and mine.

“I always do,” I said.

“I’ve never met someone more headstrong than you,” he said. “I don’t think you know what caution means.”

“Oddly enough, barbarian, I know what many words mean, and I could teach you a few if you insult me again. Would you like to learn the word ‘scourge?’”

“Maybe tomorrow. It looks like it might rain today.” 

The shaking started slowly, rumbling under our feet. I glanced around to find somewhere to shelter, but there was nothing near. The elephants trumpeted, fighting against their tethers.

Alsoon! Hold fast. We will be fine if you are calm. Calm!

He did not reply, but I felt ripples of fear through our communication link as the waves of tremors kept coming and coming. Rocks and refuse bounced and flew through the air. I stumbled, no longer able to keep my balance. The ground was hard on my knees, but I pulled myself back up.  Rusk crashed into me, leaning on me for support, and then I finally lost my balance entirely, falling onto my back and shaking with the ground.

My head hurt. My eyes hurt. I reached towards my head to hold it tight in my hands, and without warning lightning shot from each hand, swirling into the sky and in every direction. I gasped, willing it to stop, but it kept going and going and then suddenly I was both in the real world and the dream world and someone was over top of me yelling my name.

“Get yourself under control, girl!” An’alepp said, straddling me and shaking me by the shoulders.

“I don’t know how,” I said through clenched teeth.

The image of An’alepp faded out and in its place was Rusk, shaking me by the shoulders and pleading with me. 

“Please, for the love of mercy, please...” 

It was back to An’alepp. “Close off! Feel that flow of the Common going into you? Close it off like you close your fist. Close it!”

And as if I had always known how, I closed my ‘fist’ and the lightning stopped and I was looking at Rusk’s warm dark eyes inches from mine, seeing his lips quiver. Despite everything I wanted to kiss them, bruises, splits and all. I lay back, closing my eyes.

“Are you back? Can you hear me?” He was whispering. “Please. I can’t afford to let my sisters down. Please listen.”

“Yes,” I croaked.

“Listen, this is important. You’re in big trouble now. You need me as an ally. Forget everything else. Right now, we need each other.”

My eyes snapped back open and I pushed into a sitting position, shoving him off of me as I did. What did he mean that I was in trouble?

Jakinda stood five paces away with a look of rage on her face. One of the elephants was trumpeting as Buhari tried to sever its tether from a burning tree. The tree had the telltale swirl of missing bark around it that spoke of a lightning strike. Alsoon trumpeted loudly but seemed fine, as did the other elephant and Sesay and Noxolo were coaxing them to be still. 

Beside the creek, dead fish were washing up on the bank and in the middle of them lay Toure, eyes glazed over and a waterskin in his hands. But how? Conteh closed Toure’s eyes with a hand and looked up directly in my eyes with black hatred flowing from his gaze.

The lightning. It must have struck the creek as well as the tree. Black marks on several rocks and a bubbling spot in the sand suggested that my lightnings had gone far and wide. I should feel relieved that only one of my companions was dead. Instead I just felt sick. 

Toure was the second man I’d killed by accident with my magic. A nice, kind man I’d hardly known who’d given me lemon sweets to cheer me up. I didn’t want to think of that right now. I didn’t want to remember his gentle smile. Why couldn’t I just lift things in the air or whisper over long distances with it like my sisters? Why did I have to be the one who accidentally killed people?

I should give up this foolish race now, and go back. But then what? Everything would just go back to how it had been, but I would look like a headstrong child who killed innocent people for no reason except to indulge idle fantasies. I couldn’t bear that.

I cleared my throat. There was no apology that would be enough, so I wouldn’t apologize at all.

“We’d best ride.” I stalked over to Alsoon with the Prince of Hawks trailing behind me.

I heard a hissing overhead and looked up. There was already a vulture circling. 

Jakinda crossed her arms over her chest and stepped in front of me, blocking my path.

“You will kill us one by one in this misadventure of yours,” she said. When I didn’t respond as the seconds leaked away, she eventually said, “I won’t forget Toure.”

What did she expect from me? I hadn’t meant to kill him. There just wasn’t anything I could do about that now. All I wanted to do was jump into the palanquin, hide and cry my eyes out.

“I said you could go back to Al’Karida,” I said, stiffly. They should all go and leave me here. It was the least I deserved.

“And live without honor? We would disgrace our families and our names.” Jakinda frowned.

“Do what you want.” I shrugged. I was watching Conteh out of the corner of my eye as he laid Toure out. My fault. I’d killed a strong, vibrant man for no reason at all. I couldn’t get the smell of lemon sweets out of my nose.
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Chapter Twenty: My Own Way
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Jakinda’s elephant was so far ahead that I had to squint to make it out under the intense noonday sun. Behind us the other elephant lagged further still. None of my guards wanted to be near me. Did I blame them? I still smarted inside whenever I thought of armsmen. Toure would never offer me lemon sweets again. Until a few days ago, I didn’t know who he was, and now he was dead by my hand.

Rusk fussed with the bandages on his ribs and head using a hand mirror that had been in the palanquin to look at his head. He’d been silent since we set out again. And the little crease down the center of his forehead suggested that he was worried. Did he think I would kill him, too? This was supposed to be an adventure. It wasn’t supposed to be a chance for everyone to learn how to hate me.

We were on the move for ten minutes before An’alepp appeared. I hadn’t intended to enter the meditation, but here she was and without warning I was straddling both worlds. The weaving of the Common in the meditation was becoming almost imperceptible to my eyes, but I could still feel it there like something on the edge of my vision or a sound I could just make out.

“You run bullheadedly where no one else would go,” she said.

“Thanks for being so confident.” I crossed my arms and hoped that I was only speaking with my spiritual voice.

“You are a fool and a child and you must listen to me,” she said.

If she wanted me to listen, she shouldn’t have started like that! Why did no one have confidence in me? I was the only one with any passion or inspiration here. They were all happy to just live the life fate had given them. It was me who was trying to be something more than I’d been born.

I kept my eyes on Rusk to avoid An’alepp. The bruises on his ribs looked terrible and the gouge was leaking pus. He winced as he applied a new poultice and carefully worked his arm back and forth, the thick muscles on it rippled and bulged as he moved. He was so graceful, like he was in complete authority over his body. No wonder he danced so fluidly. 

“You aren’t attending,” An’alepp said, her voice grating. “I’m trying to talk to you of things beyond your understanding and you aren’t even listening to me. This world was laid out by the Gods. It is different than the worlds that came before.”

I knew all that. Did she think they taught us nothing in the Silken Gardens? It was part of the catechism.

“Yes. We were different than the worlds that came before,” I agreed in a sing song voice. “A refuge for those in peril. A place for the daughters of the stars and sons of the sky to find safety. And one day when we are called once more and the horn is blown, we will find the world above this world and fulfill the promise our ancestors gave.”

I couldn’t be more bored with reciting the old text back.

“Yes,” An’alepp said, as if I had said something amazing instead of quoting a tired creed.

I kept my eyes on Rusk, watching as the noon light highlighted the curves and lines of his muscles. When the sun caught on his eyelashes they looked longer than a man’s should be and his eyes were deep and thick like honey. It was hard to hate him for being nearby when my mother died—not now that I knew how easy it was to be part of a killing you never intended. Maybe he had been as incapable of stopping my mother’s death as I had been of stopping Toure’s.

“Your generation has forgotten almost everything. Even the generations that came before you forgot much. Olimpia. Evereed. Betina.” As she said their names my other ancestors appeared again. I gasped, arrested from watching Rusk and focused now on the women who had tried so hard to help me. “They also forgot. I am angered that they forgot and did not teach you wisdom. They have grown casual in their teaching of our young and now we find ourselves in a place of peril with none to step up and answer for the promise.”

My three ancestors bowed their heads, not meeting my eyes.

“Nana Olimpia?” I asked.

“Do not speak to them,” An’alepp said. “They are a disgrace. And you more so! You have forgotten everything. You do not remember true freedom. You believe existence and wisdom begin and end with you. Foolish. How will I break you of this foolishness? You do not possess the tools to do the work before you. You cannot do the most simple of things—wield your link to the Common without killing those around you.”

“It’s not simple!” I argued. “No one else calls forth lightning.”

“And why not?” An’alepp asked. “In my day, it was as common as sneezing and now here you are, snivelling that it is so difficult. Enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“I will take your training in hand and these three will watch and learn what they have failed to accomplish.”

“I don’t have time to train. I must find the Teeth of the Gods,” I said. If she thought she could ‘wring’ me like Amandera did, she could think again!

“Exactly. All the more reason to train. And I will tell you where the Teeth are.”

My eyes grew wide. “Were you one of those who hid them?”

She scoffed. “How old do you think I am, girl?”

“As old as the Teeth.”

She grunted. “The Gods laid a path and you will follow that.”

“If they laid a path, then why has no one found it?” I objected.

From across the palanquin, Rusk finished his work and turned to me.

“We must talk,” he said, “about your heartlessness.”

I sighed. 

“I think I will need to find my own way,” I said to An’alepp.

“Nonsense. You will follow the signs and the path that has been set for you.”

“Tylira,” Rusk started again. “You must listen to me.”

“I’ll go my own way, An’alepp,” I said, trying to finish my conversation with her.

“Headstrong and stupid. We didn’t put you in this place to lose you to your own foolishness.”

“You didn’t put me anywhere! I had to push everyone and everything out of my way to get here!”

She laughed, and her laughter continued to echo in my head as she faded away and only Rusk was left there staring at me with eyes equally pleading and hostile.

“I am not heartless or headstrong,” I said to him, crossing my arms over my chest.

He ran a hand over his head. “You killed your own armsman and showed no remorse. Listen, you may be as heartless as you wish inside, but you must at least pretend to care or you will not be able to inspire your troops to loyalty. And my sisters will be killed because I couldn’t teach you anything.”

My forehead wrinkled as he spoke. 

“You want me to lie?”

“If you must,” he said earnestly. “Your success depends on it.”

My mouth dropped open. “You really think that I don’t care? Why teach me to lead well if you think I don’t care?” 

His face flushed and his scowl deepened as if he were struggling to contain his emotions. “The lives of my sisters depend on your ability to learn from me. Please accept my wisdom.”

“You think I’m some kind of monster!” I said. “That’s completely unfair! It was an accident! I didn’t mean to kill Toure. I didn’t mean to kill the man in the caravan.”

He held out his hands, palms down, making a supressing motion. “I’m merely advising you.”

“Why would you think that of me?” I asked. As if he had a right to judge! “You’ve been watching me all this time. You saw how Amandera treated me, and how hard I’ve been fighting to be free. Did I ever kill someone intentionally in that time? Did I hurt anyone intentionally? It was an accident!”

“Tazminera,” he said, not ‘Tylira’ this time. There was an edge to his voice like he was trying to stay calm and was barely able to. “Your honored father holds my young sisters as hostage. He will not hesitate to kill them for no reason except that I displease him.”

“I’m not trying to get your sisters killed,” I argued, almost yelling in my frustration. “I’m not trying to kill anyone. I just want to be free!”

“I’m begging you to please listen,” he said, almost panicked.

“What do you think I’m going to do? Do you think I’ll kill you? The High Tazmin won’t do anything to your sisters. It’s just a threat to make you do what you’re told.”

Rusk leapt to his feet, he was trembling so much that I worried for a moment he would fall right out of the palanquin. “He killed Ajur...little Ajur who loved bunnies and pictures in the clouds. He was crying when they ripped him from my arms and hacked him to pieces before my eyes.”

He sank back down to the seat, and now he was crying, fat tears splashing from his eyes and landing on his hands and knees as he leaned forward. He had to wipe his nose with the back of his hand and his words were thick. “My brother.”

I bit my lip. I felt like crying, too. My mother. 

“That’s what you think of me? That I want your family dead?”

“Don’t you?” he asked, his head whipping up and hate in his eyes. “When I met you I thought you were innocent of all that. I thought you were just as trapped as me, but now I see the truth.”

“What truth?”

“That you’re as heartless as her!”

“As who?”

“Your mother!”

I felt like I’d been slapped. “What did she ever do to you?”

“A lot more than little Ajur did to anyone!”

“She did nothing. She was all I had except Alsoon. So don’t come to me with your sad stories!”

“Do you want a sad story?” he asked, through his red eyes and quivering lips. It seemed wrong to see such a hard man weeping. “Our small nation was honored by a visitor. A tiny, lovely creature in brightly colored clothing with the scent of foreign perfumes and spices surrounding her wherever she went. Her voice was like a bell and whenever she spoke, she charmed those around her. So devoted to her were my mother and father that they brought her with them everywhere to see all of our land. With her they rode to the border to welcome visitors from her homeland. When the lights of their torches approached, she smiled so sweetly, and my mother smiled too. Her smile lasted no more than a second, for as soon as it lit her face, the tiny woman plunged a dagger in her belly and twisted it. As my mother screamed in agony that small fury sent the dagger flying into my father’s neck and as he gasped his final breath, she smiled. I see her smiling face each time yours lights up. I think of the orders of her royal husband each time you issue one of your own. Heartless? I wish I had a harsher word. I’d use that in its place.”

I gasped. He spat out the side of the palanquin and settled down into the seat, folded his arms over his chest and closed his eyes. He was not asleep; his breathing was irregular and quick. He was simply done speaking to me.

His words had sounded like truth. Even to me. My fingers wound around the tether between us and then twisted back the other direction. Twisting, pulling, picking at the impenetrable bond that would bind us for many years to come—maybe forever. And my stomach was twisting too as I tried to reconcile his story with the sweet, smiling woman who had loved me from afar since my birth. And the man I had never met but who I had always believed was fair and just—my father.
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Chapter Twenty-One : Unweaving
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I sipped at my water and watched Rusk sleep. He was really asleep now, with heavy breathing and even a slight snore. He looked like he could break if I tried to shake him awake. His face grimaced in pain even as he slept—pain he blamed me for. Meanwhile we had an eight-foot metal tether would keep us side by side for years to come. I ground my teeth and held back my own tears. 

“Fool. Pining over a boy when you should be following the path we’ve set,” An’alepp said, materializing out of nowhere and flickering in and out, proving she was visible only to me.  

The meditation world superimposed itself over my world, semi-transparent so that I was experiencing both at once. An’alepp leaned over Rusk, staring at him for a moment as if she were going to sculpt him later and then she turned suddenly back to me.

“He sleeps? Your body is safe enough here. Come into the meditation fully. We have work to do.”

“I have my own business here,” I said, but as the words left my mouth my feet began to prickle with an itching fire and then the whole of my legs burned and itched. “What’s happening?”

“Motivation,” An’alepp said, crossing her boney arms over her chest as her head scarf fluttered in the wind.

Did everyone with a connection to the Common only use it to bully others? And why had no one told me that the dead could still reach into the world and torment me? I closed my eyes and shoved into the meditation.

An’alepp sat cross-legged on a stack of hides in a woven tent. Light glowed through the tent’s woven sides and spread across the floor. It was so warm and calm I felt like sleeping and An’alepp’s wizened face had a look of serenity.

“If I knew finding a connection to the source could let me inflict so much pain on my enemies maybe I would have tried harder,” I said lightly.

“You tried as hard as you could. It was not motivation you lacked,” An’alepp said with a wry look. Behind her my former mentors appeared, Evereed, Olimpia and Betina. They looked sulky and would not meet my eyes. “These ones have told me as much. They gave up on you. Only our daughter Amandera and I, An’alepp of the Great Ships, have any confidence in you.”

“Don’t talk to me about Amandera,” I said, crossing my arms angrily.

“Oh, the tongue on this one, ordering her ancestor about while she still has no idea what her talent might be.”

“I can raise lightnings!”

“Ha. You should have kissed Amandera’s feet for wringing you, but even that was only the beginning,” An’alepp said and I paled. “She showed you that you have power, but the lightnings are not your power.”

“Tell that to Toure,” I said bitterly.

“Perhaps I shall. Do you think it will comfort him?” An’alepp said leaning her head to one side as she considered me. I paled. Did the dead speak to one another? How could I think otherwise with four of my ancestors standing before me? An’alepp’s laugh was a bit too like the crackling of a fire for my ease of mind.

“Fine. It’s not the lightnings, but all that digging you had me do, what was the point of that?”

“Now you can come and go in Ra’shara as you please. That is no small feat. And now we come to the next part. Even you, with your disrespect for your ancestors, might find this enlightening.”

“If you want to teach me the theories of our common connection, then don’t bother. I know them already. The Common is what all people share—our collective unconscious—and through it we tap into the power of all the people who came before us. For good or for evil.”

“And?” An’alepp prompted. 

“And there are many ways to tap into the Common and many ways to display that. Some girls speak to others in dreams or can produce a small shield or make you feel pain—as Amandera does to me—or heat a kettle for tea.”

“And the threads you saw in Ra’shara?”

“They are what Ra’shara is made of.”

“Correction. They are what all of this is made of; both Ra’shara and the physical world. When a person taps into the Common they weave a little piece of Ra’shara into the living world and that is what the common people call magic—”

“But they can only do it in a few specific, small ways.” I finished the age-old lecture. “Usually just two to five small ways for every girl—or big ways if you are powerful like Tazminera Amandera.” I remembered the stinging pain in my feet moments ago. “Or you.”

“For the most part, yes.”

“No, that’s it. That’s the whole theory.”

“It is the whole theory taught to you. The whole theory as believed by the last five generations, but Tylira, memories are thin and people fade. Why do you think I was interested enough to try to help  you? Why do you think Amandera was so keen to plumb your depths?”

“You’re sadists,” I said. Was she implying that I had the ability to tap into something forgotten?

“Perhaps, but we are also curators, eager to lay hold of a new—or perhaps  I should say resurfaced—talent. Because you do not weave threads of Ra’shara into the land of the living.” Of course not. I knew this would end with me as a failure. “You do something much rarer. You unweave. You disassemble threads of this world and weave them into Ra’shara and you unweave Ra’shara and send the threads into your world—or you will when we are finished wringing your talent out of you. For now, you have been fumbling on your own and doing a great deal of damage.”

“Well,” I said, shaking my head in irritation, “You’re right about the damage—dead right— but I haven’t been unweaving anything. I’ve been making lightning.”

“Do you see what you’re doing with your hand?” 

I looked down. I was picking at the tether with the other hand, fussing with the snake-like links as if I could tease them apart.

“So what?” I asked. 

“You do that with the world, picking at it unconsciously like you can take it apart.” I had been picking at the threads that very first time. “But the threads of reality are strong and slippery like the tentacles of a squid so you lose your grip and...kapow! The thread whips free and lightnings dance uncontrollably as power spills out in every direction. You need help to find your way.”

My mouth fell open, but a sense of certainty slowly stole over me. She was right. She had just described exactly what was happening to me.

“Have you known all along?”

“No. I have been watching patiently. Unlike you, I am wise. I don’t go thrashing around like a bull caught in the thorns.”

“I don’t thrash!”

She ignored me. “And I don’t run away from obvious challenges.”

“Tell me how to control this.”

“The first step is to make you conscious of your actions. You will need to spend more of your time in both Ra’shara and the living world, paying careful attention to what you are doing in both so that you do not start to pick. I think I will set you a song to sing. You will sing it in both worlds at once one hundred times and will be careful to watch what is around you. Then we will see.”

“A song?” Did she think I was crazy? Everyone else would if I sang it one hundred times in a row.

“Yes. A song. Attend.”

She sang that same song about rings and mountains again. The one that I’d heard her sing twice before. It had a sing-song quality like what you’d expect from someone who was going crazy.

“Begin now,” An’alepp said, looking pleased. 

I opened my mouth, but the song froze on my lips. Between An’alepp and I, the air seemed to rip apart, and then Amandera was stepping her dainty foot through the rip with a smug smile on her perfect face.

“Here you are, Tylira,” she said with a toss of her head. “You didn’t really think I was going to let you race off on me like that, did you?”

I glanced behind her for support but my ancestors had disappeared. Fair-weather friends. Who needed them and their dusty ways? This unravelling nonsense probably wasn’t real anyways. I definitely wasn’t going to sing that ridiculous song. And why had no one warned me that living people could find me in Ra’shara?

“Here to haunt my dreams, Amandera? Because that’s all you can do.”

“Actually, Tylira,” she said, with a cat-like smile. “You were coming along so nicely that I sent a letter to the High Tazmin and he was very pleased to hear about your potential...and that I would be bringing you to him in a fortnight.”

“I guess you’ll have some explaining to do then, won’t you?” I said with a sneer. So, finally Amandera would look foolish. Excellent. I would have done all of this over again just to wipe the smug look off her face and make her squirm. Well, not Toure’s death obviously. I wouldn’t do that over again, but I’d do all the rest.

“I don’t make apologies. I rectify situations. Here’s my proposal. Stop running. Remain with your armsmen and wait for us to arrive and there will be no bloodshed.”

“I’m hunting for the Teeth of the Gods, Amandera, and I am protected from all who may try to stop me.”

“But are your guards? Is your san’lelion? Your precious elephant?” She saw me flinch and stood straighter. “Swear you will accept this peaceably.”

“I will not.”

A sudden stab of pain pierced me and I screamed, writhing on the floor of the woven tent. A second stab seared through me, and I could see Amandera’s threads weaving as she rewrote reality and formed pain just for me. With a gasp, I seized at one of the threads, plucking the end lose. It squirmed and flipped around and I lost my grip. Amandera’s face took on a look of shock and then lightnings spread out all around me and everything went white.

I awoke to the real world. Rusk’s eyes were inches from mine and he was shaking me.

“Wake up! A dust cloud follows. Someone is pursuing us. Do you have any enemies? Anyone who would wish to see us dead?”

“Amandera. Obviously,” I answered thickly. My head still pounded from the experience of wrestling that thread and being consumed by lightning. 

“Not good. They ride hard to reach us. And we must be their goal. No other racers came this way.”

“Are we close to anywhere?”

“Not close enough. You should have been wiser in choosing your enemies.”

“They chose me,” I muttered.

“Then you should have been better at making peace,” he said.

“I should have been better at a lot of things,” I said, putting my pounding head into my hands.

“Can you fight?”

“No.”

He cursed.

“Can you?” I asked.

“If I want to,” he said with a cynical look.

“You don’t want to?” I asked, surprised. I finally had the energy to pull myself up and look out the back window of the palanquin. He was right. There was a large dust cloud forming and my rear guards were closing the gap between us. Ahead of us, the front guards had slowed, waiting for us to catch up to them.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he said with a sigh.

I crossed the single step between us, took his face in between my hands and said, “I want to live.”

He looked away, anger still burning in his eyes. 

“I didn’t kill anyone on purpose. Definitely not your family,” I said, dropping my hands.

“I don’t know if I believe you,” he said, chilling my core with the look in his eyes. “But I’ll think about it.”

I turned back to look out the window. The cloud was getting closer.

“I hope you think quickly.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two: Caught
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Jakinda’s elephant appeared out of the cloud of dust, matching its pace to ours. Her elephant had been ahead, and slowing was easier than catching up. 

Churning dust filled the sky and billowed up to where we ran. It curled and curved around Alsoon. The heavy palanquin slowed him and my stomach twisted as I worried about him breathing in dust while he was working so hard. We had to lighten his burden as soon as we could, but with Amandera hot on our heels it would have to wait.

“We are being pursued by an armed force, Tazminera,” Jakinda said coldly, but she was all business now that we had strayed back into her world of protection and defense.

“It’s Amandera. She wants me to return to Al’Karida,” I said.

Jakinda closed her eyes for a moment, and appeared to be breathing deeply before saying, “We will not abandon our duty to you.”

Beside her Buhari and Sesay readied their weapons.

“But their force is stronger than ours and you wish I would just go back with her?” I said.

A pained look crossed her face. “You will not?”

“I will not go back willingly,” I said, hardening my face and my heart. Should I care that it would be easier for them if I went back? It certainly would not be easier for me. I would continue to be beaten and humiliated to coax every last drop of magic out of me. I would never be able to leave again without my father sending assassins after me. This was the only legal means of escape that I had—and it wasn’t much of an escape. I was still saddled with ancestors and an angry Prince of Hawks, and if I didn’t come up with a good plan soon, my guards would abandon me. “The Teeth of the Gods could bring great honor and power to Canderabai. I will find them and present them to the High Tazmin.”  

“You wish to die here in this wilderness?” Jakinda asked. 

Well now, wasn’t that dramatic! If we veered back to the main road there were more than enough tiny villages to resupply us, so this hardly counted as a wilderness even if all I saw was dirt and acuda shrubs.

“I don’t wish to die anywhere,” I declared, lifting my chin high. “Which is why I will not return with her.”

“They won’t kill you if you go back,” Jakinda said, and her voice almost sounded pleading.

I glanced at Rusk who had called me heartless. He was watching with a hawk-like look in those honey-golden eyes as if he could pick out details from our interaction that no one else could see. His arms were crossed over his chest. Would he choose to fight with me or to haul me back to Amandera on that chain? It wasn’t her mother who had killed his. Not her father who had ordered his family’s murders—although it was her husband who did. Where would his loyalties lie? 

“They will only make me wish I had died every day,” I countered. “If I find the Teeth then I will have something to barter with—something to convince them to take me seriously. Are you saying that they will kill you if I don’t surrender? Are you afraid to fight for my freedom and honor?”

Jakinda looked torn, but eventually she sighed and said, “We fear no men.”

I sniffed and looked away. She’d trained her whole life to guard me. Had she really thought that I’d spend my existence swanning around in fancy palaces dressed in pretty clothes? What use were guards who didn’t want to guard?

I snuck a glance at Jakinda. She had freed her blade and her glance was going from Buhari to the dust cloud behind us. Was she worried about him? Was she worried about Conteh and Noxolo on the elephant behind ours?

“What are your orders?” she said at last.

“We find a way to lose them. I will not return without the Teeth of the Gods.”

“Very well.”

At least that was settled, and just in time. Conteh and Noxolo’s elephant pierced through the dust clouds and took up a position on Alsoon’s right flank. Jakinda began barking orders. Over the sound of our elephants, the jingling of harnesses and the sound of voices shouting rang out from the force behind us. I turned to Rusk.

“Have you decided whether to fight for your life and my heartless one?”

It hurt to be thought of as heartless when all I’d ever been was whole-hearted about life. They’d pushed and shoved and crammed me into this corner and now there was no other choice. This was Jakinda’s fault and Rusk’s fault and Amandera’s fault and the fault of my father the High Tazmin, and my mother—the Gods rest her soul—and of the Gods themselves. It was not my fault. I was not the heartless one here. I just didn’t want to be a slave on a chain for Amandera to plumb as she wished.

“I am still considering,” he said uncertainly, his brow furrowing, and his mouth twisting under the weight of his thoughts.

They just had to go and chain me to a thinker. I leaned out the back window of the palanquin and tugged one of the packs open, pulling out a spatha from the bundle and then tied it back up and returned to the palanquin. I handed it to Rusk.

“If you decide in my favor, you will need this.”

He took it, regarding it with a frown and turning it over and over in his hands.

“You know how to use it?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said with a grin, but I didn’t’ know if I should be worried about the grin or take it as a sign that he was going to help.

“Well, just remember that we’re chained together, so you won’t have much room for maneuverings.”

“Then maybe you should have given me a knife instead of a sword.”

Was that a joke? I ignored him, watching as Jakinda and my other guards finished setting up some long ropes that dangled down the sides of the elephants. They were tied to them somehow. Were they planning to jump down while the elephant ran? Was this some standard part of elephant mounted warfare that I knew nothing about?

I glanced behind us. Would we have any warning before they were upon us?

And then, as if by the hands of the Gods, a wind whipped up and the dust parted like a curtain. Behind us a dozen horses galloped, their riders waving weapons, and behind them six elephants ran. Amandera, dressed in scarlet and gold, stood in her palanquin as regal as the High Tazminera that she was, her arms spread wide and her heartstone glowing a vivid red. This was going to be very bad.

“Surrender and return with me,” she said, appearing suddenly in Ra’shara, while also standing in her bright palanquin.

“I’m not the surrendering kind,” I said.

“I will not return to the High Tazmin empty handed.”

“Then I guess you’re looking at an extended holiday.” 

She vanished from Ra’shara and then the real Amandera pointed her hand forward, and impossibly her forces sped up.

We were engulfed by riders with the flags of the High Tazminera flapping on their shoulder poles and then suddenly, I saw what the ropes were for. 

Noxolo stood perpendicular to the heaving side of her elephant, holding the rope in one gloved hand and her sword in the other, and then leaping outward, she swung on the rope in a lowering, swirling arc and swept two riders from the backs of their horses with her sword. One was clearly dead—or so I hoped when I saw how his body was bent—and the other was picking himself up off the ground while charging mounts nearly ran him down. On the other side of Noxolo’s elephant, Conteh performed the same maneuver. Their twin weights balanced their elephant from feeling too much pull on any one side.

My mouth hung open and I glanced up to see Rusk watching with an inspired look. Their elephant had pulled ahead of us in the commotion and right beside them, Buhari and Sesay were mirroring the fighting display from the back of their mount. Their dark figures, easily identifiable with the white and orange of my colors, swung through the air like over-large spiders, making sweeping strikes at our enemies. As a head rolled off a body to the rushing ground beneath, I suddenly realized what all Jakinda’s frownings and hintings had meant. She hadn’t been afraid to defend me. She’d wanted to know if I really thought a few weeks of freedom was worth killing people over. I gasped as the weight of it hit me. It had felt so simple to say yes. Why shouldn’t I be free? But at what cost? Had I ever considered who might lose their life over my desire to choose my own destiny? Did that make me...heartless?

I looked up into Rusk’s eyes and there it was. Confirmation. His lips were compressed and thin, forming a dimple in his chin. I felt the blood drain from my face as I swayed down into the palanquin seat. My eyes were locked on his honey warm ones, only now they were hard as amber. He was right to judge me. I hadn’t even realized—or cared—what my decision would cost. Fear and guilt overwhelmed me, but I couldn’t look away from the judgment of his eyes, as if somehow the fire in them could purify me from the blood dripping from my hands. 

A keening cry sounded out, and then Rusk shoved the sword through his belt, reached across the palanquin, seized me by the waist and hauled me out of the palanquin onto the front of Alsoon’s shoulders. I felt him stagger at the shifting weight and his ball of pain flared for a moment.

“We can’t!” I said, but I cut off as an eagle dove close to me, shrieking and showing claws. I covered my face with my hands.  

When I dared to look again, the sky was peppered with black forms, shrieking and screaming in the air above us and darting at the horses below. All around Alsoon our enemies were thick and with horror I realized that the first of Amandera’s elephants was mere feet away. Alsoon was slowing. The palanquin was too heavy. I looked forward to where my own guards fought viciously against the surrounding horsemen like twin bulls amidst a pack of dogs. 

“We’re falling behind! We have to get the palanquin off Alsoon,” I said, scrambling towards Rusk. He looked up from what he was doing and I glanced at his hands. He was sawing the straps with his sword.

“What do you think I’m doing?” he asked, as he cut the last of them.

The palanquin began to lean and in a flash, I realized what was going to happen. I threw myself across Alsoon’s shoulders holding on with one hand to the padding still strapped to his back while I braced my other arm. Less than a second later, I heard Rusk cry out as he fell from Alsoon and I screamed with him as the tether yanked hard on my arm. A crash sounded out and I risked a look up and behind me. The palanquin had crashed into the nearest elephant when it fell off Alsoon’s back and that elephant slowed as it tried to manoeuver around the wreck.

“Rusk?” I called. My arm hurt at all the joints. It took all my strength to stay in place. I couldn’t hold on if the tether kept on pulling and yanking. “Rusk! I don’t know how long I can hang on!”

There was no answer.
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Chapter Twenty-Three: Ring Around the Heavens
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“Ring around the heavens...”

An’alepp sat behind me, in Ra’shara but fully visible, singing her annoying song as I held on for dear life.

“Either lend a hand or shut up!” I said. It was all I could do to hold on. Out of the corner of my eye I saw flickers of Amandera’s palanquin, and when she arrived I knew she’d bathe me in pain like always. How close did she need to get to do that to me?

“You could try unweaving something,” An’alepp said before settling back into her song. “Ring for when the earth bends, Ring for when the mother ends, follow, follow, follow it home.”

“Unweaving what? I need the tether or he’ll fall under the elephant’s feet.” I couldn’t do that to Rusk. 

“Gravity?” An’alepp asked.

“Very helpful.”

The earth began its shaking, like it had so often of late. Great, as if we didn’t have enough on our plates. Alsoon trumpeted in fear, veering hard to the left as my breath hitched in my throat. I was making little panicking sounds with every breath. No way out. There was no way out of this. Rusk was going to fall and I’d tumble right after him and be trampled to death.

“Rusk!” I yelled, my fear rising with Alsoon’s. If I could see his face I’m sure I’d see his glassy eyes rolling in fear. My stomach was tied in a tight knot and I was having trouble absorbing everything around me. Foes pursued us. Clanging, yelling, roaring and trumpeting filled the air. I didn’t dare look. Somewhere Jakinda either fought or died, alongside my other armsmen. Had my freedom been worth the price of her life? Of Alsoon’s? I shivered.

The tether was tugging harder. Had Rusk caught on something? He still hadn’t called out. He must be hanging limply from the tether. In desperation, I reached out to the Common, looking to see the weaving here that was so easy to see in Ra’shara. Ra’shara overlaid the real world and I was seeing them both at once, the tiny, invisible threads just barely visible now. On instinct, I reached towards one, gripping it hard and tugging. It came loose, fighting and jerking in my mental grip. Knowing what I was trying to do didn’t make things any easier.

I was focussed so intently on what I was doing that it took a moment to realize the weight had eased off of my hand. Rusk! There was the sound of clanging steel on steel. Had our tether broken? I whipped my head to the side.

He was behind me, gripping the padding on Alsoon’s back with one hand while he fought an enemy with the other. He’d climbed up! We had a chance! My eyes widened, but in my moment of lapsed concentration the thread became slippery. I clawed at it with my mind as it slipped slowly, but certainly, away from my grasp.

“Surrender and I will let your san’lelion live, Tylira!” Amandera’s voice rang like the horns that had started this race. Her proximity sent a stab of fear through my belly, loosening my tentative grasp on the thread. It slid through my hands like buttered piglet. My mouth opened in horror, and then the lightnings burst from my hands, spreading wide in every direction. 

In the flare of their light I saw Jakinda far ahead of us, charging back in our direction. Buhari and Sesay still swung from the ropes on either side of her elephant. I whipped my head back to see a horrified Rusk fighting for balance as he buried his sword in the rib cage of a man who had climbed onto Alsoon. A bolt of lightning flashed inches from him, striking Amandera’s elephant instead. The world felt tingly. 

I couldn’t keep track of everything the lightnings struck, but I watched in horror as her elephant crumpled slowly forward, his eyes shut. Men and horses fled in every direction to escape his collapse. I’d done that. Unintentionally, but it was me. The thread still flapped in the wind despite the lightning, and then before my eyes I watched the fabric of the earth unweave.

To me it looked like yarn in a shawl unravelling, but to anyone else it would have looked as if the earth had opened her mouth and yawned. Alsoon, running and screaming with all his might, was only just ahead of it, and Amandera’s elephant had fallen just behind it, but between us men, women and horses who had been charging only moments before plummeted into the open ground, their screams the only reminder that they had ever existed at all. 

Alsoon slowed and then stopped, exhausted from the run and his terror. Jakinda’s elephant skidded to a stop beside us. I scanned the horizon looking for Noxolo and Conteh. When I glanced back across the yawning chasm I thought I could see them on the other side. 

Amandera’s force swelled with chaos; soldiers, horses and elephants bubbling in every direction like a kicked anthill. There were still twenty of them for every one of us, and it mattered not at all. It would take hours for them to skirt around the rip in the ground. Even from so far away I could make out Amandera standing beside her fallen elephant, red sarette whipping in the wind, arms crossed over her chest and eyes fixed on me. I shivered.

Rusk cleared his throat. “I don’t think she’ll let you go free after this.”

“You did this?” Jakinda asked, horror lacing her tone.

“It was a mistake,” I replied in a small voice, not daring to meet their gazes. 

I had never felt so small. I kept pulling down towers on our heads without realizing it. This was all my fault. My vision flickered and it took a moment to realize that it was the light from my heartstone. I pulled it down from my forehead and looked at it. The surface crackled and burst with ceaseless flares of lightning against a black surface. It looked just like I felt inside. I threaded it back through my hair with a sinking heart. It was a sign telling everyone what I had become.

“Alsoon needs rest,” I said, still not daring to meet anyone’s gaze as I slowly dismounted. Rusk was forced to follow.

It was a long time before anyone spoke, but eventually Jakinda said, “We’ll walk then, but we still need to put a space between them and us. We can hide out in the wilderness, but only if we get a head start first. There is no going back after this. We’ve killed our own.”

I felt tears start to form and I sniffed them back. I had killed my own. 

We trudged through the wilderness drifting westward towards a ridge of hills, and leading our two elephants. They were all we had left. Two elephants, the supplies they carried, three guards, Rusk and me. A more pathetic little band had never ridden out to find the Teeth of the Gods. Why had I ever thought this was a good idea? I had no idea where to go. We hadn’t packed for the journey beyond emergency supplies. I could only hope that the money hadn’t been with Conteh and Noxolo’s elephant. Should I ask Jakinda? I didn’t dare speak to her. She would see right through me and know I was a fraud.

As the hours passed the dust rose, and the terrain began to rise. Small rocks and gullies turned to large towering clumps of boulders and steep ravines. Rusk’s steps, firm and sure at first, became slow and every so often he stumbled. The little ball of his pain in the back of my mind felt hotter, like too much sun shining on my skin. Dusk was gathering when Jakinda led us into a ravine with a babbling stream and wide wedges set in the rock—the perfect place to hide for the night.

The elephants drank and we filled our waterskins in silence.

“No fire,” Jakinda said quietly. Her face gave no emotions away, but her motions were sloppy and halting, as if she were weary and barely staying on her feet. “There are two crevices. We tether the elephants and sleep in the crevices. The tight space will preserve warmth. There’s only room for three people in each one. As you and your san’lelion may not be separated, I suggest you take the smaller crevice, Tazminera.” 

She didn’t wait for a response before stomping off to tether her elephant. Buhari whispered something to her as she walked by, but she threw up a hand and he fell still, looking at me with stony eyes before following her to unload the elephant. 

Sesay worked to pull supplies off Alsoon as I tethered him. He handed two bundles to Rusk and me without saying a word and then slipped into the larger crevice with Jakinda and Buhari. Our own spot was so far away that voices would not carry, but I knew that they would speak of me and judge together whether I was fit to lead them.

“Come on,” I said to Rusk, pulling on the tether as I led him to our own spot. 

The rising moon highlighted it. Jakinda hadn’t lied about its small size. We would be very close as we slept; certainly touching and almost cuddling. The bundles I carried were light. I rummaged through them as Rusk arranged bracken and fallen branches over the top of the crevice. 

“To keep the heat in,” he said.

The packs contained my clothing, some odds and ends of guards clothing that would do for Rusk, the waterskins, dried food, coin in leather purses and a few tiny odds and ends. No blankets or bedding of any kind. I’d never slept on the ground before. It looked hard.

“Just supplies?” Rusk asked quietly.

“No, it’s the feather bed I packed,” I said miserably, trying to wedge them into the rocks so we could at least have a pillow of sorts.

“You need to stop moping,” he said.

Moping? My head felt heavy with shame. I would hardly call that moping.

“You are the one who brought us out here and brought enemies down upon us, chasing us through the wilderness.”

He gave the temporary roof a last pat and then ducked into the crevice, leaving me with the option of standing just outside the door or joining him. I crawled inside.

“Don’t you think I know that this is all my fault? I’m not heartless. If I were, all of this would be so much easier!” I hissed, “Don’t you think I realize that I’ve made such a mess of things that I can’t untangle them? I can’t find a way. I don’t know what to do. All I can think of is that I should just shut up.”

He was so close in the confines of the rocks that I had no choice but to lie right next to him, our faces only inches apart as we whispered together.

“Is this how you always are? Impulsive? Unable to follow through?” he hissed.

“Is this how you always are?” I countered, “Judging and arrogant?”

“Yes,” he said. “Now be honest, is this who you are?”

I thought about it for a while. “I would prefer courageous and visionary. But I’m not heartless. I just didn’t realize. I just...I didn’t want my life to be over before it began.”

I sniffed, trying not to cry.

He sighed. “None of us wants our fate determined by someone else. But it’s only children who insist that someone else die for that.”

“Well what am I supposed to do now?” I asked, my voice quavering.

He snorted a quiet laugh. “Do you have any idea where we are supposed to go?”

I bit my lip. An answer had occurred to me during the last few hours of walking. Did I dare to tell him? But if not the man chained to me, then who?

“You’ll laugh,” I said. He was so near that the heat of his body warmed me, and part of me wanted to cross that final inch and sink into his arms, because even if he hated me, he was human. I needed some kind of human contact. I needed someone to look at me and tell me I wasn’t defective—that I wasn’t so useless that the world would have been better if I had fallen into the tear in the earth today—even if that someone was him.

“Does it matter? You’ll have to say something soon.”

“I think they are across the sea.”

“That’s why you wanted to go to Al’Toan, a port city,” he said. He wasn’t laughing at least. His eyes glowed slightly in the moonlight. They made me wish that circumstances were different. That he respected me. That he was glad to be chained to me. That he would reach out and kiss me... but then I’d be kissing my mother’s enemy. And he’d be kissing the daughter of the one who destroyed his world. 

I sighed.

“Am I wrong?” he asked, misunderstanding.

“No, that’s why I wanted to go to Al’Toan.”

“Why do you think it is across the sea?”

“The ring of the heavens.”

“The one that points to the Ribs of Ochrand?”

“You know about that?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself. The temperature was dropping and my sarette was not warm. We needed to buy blankets as soon as we could. 

“I told you, I’m not a barbarian.” He shifted painfully and one hand clasped his ribs.

“We forgot to change your poultice.”

“I think the spares were in the palanquin.”

I felt another stab of guilt. Would he heal without it?

“I’ll be fine,” he said as if he could read my mind. “Why the Ribs of Ochrand?”

“There’s this nursery rhyme, ‘Ring around the heavens, can see it in a thick lens, falling, falling under the snow,’ but later it mentions Gods’ Teeth.”

“Later? I’ve only ever heard that first part—the part you just sang,” he said, shivering a little.

I opened the bag under my head, pulling out some of the clothing and spread them over us. Had I heard more than that one verse before An’alepp sang it in Ra’shara?

“I think it might be about the Teeth of the Gods. After all, if the Gods hid some great mystery, wouldn’t they have left some kind of clue for how to find it?”

“Who knows what Gods might think?” Rusk said. “But it’s as good a clue as ever. If we find them, what then?”

“Then we get a boon from the High Tazmin and he has a powerful artifact to protect our nation.”

“What would you do with a boon?” he asked. “You who have everything?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Do you have sisters to save from a powerful Tazmin?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Then you have everything.” It was always going to come down to that for us. We were quiet for a few minutes and then he said, “You need to stop pouting and lead.”

I scoffed. “My ‘leading’ is what got us in this mess.”

“Which is why you owe it to our guards to get them out. They’re here because your vision led them here and now you have just stopped. For them there is no more vision, no more cause, just a whiny girl who is abandoning them when her plans don’t work out.”

Did his words sting because they were cruel, or because they were true?

“Listen,” he whispered, “Your duty to them now is to lead confidently and not to let them down. They are wanted fugitives because of you. The least you can do is not give up after tossing them into the pot.” He bit his lip. Why did I feel like I wanted to be close to him when he seemed small? “Do this for me. I am bound to you and sworn to give you advice. Please take this one bit of advice. Remember when I told you to pack supplies? That was the right call. This is, too. You owe it to me as your san’lelion to listen.”

My fingers twisted around my sarette. Could I do that? Could I keep leading and be confident when I felt so uncertain? I shivered.

“I will do this one thing for you,” I said. A cloud covered the moon and I couldn’t see any longer. “If you do something for me in exchange.”

“What would you have from me, Tazminera?” he asked.

“Tell me that you know I’m not heartless.”

He was quiet for a long time. “I don’t think you’re heartless. Or at least, I’m willing to learn that you aren’t.”

It would have to be enough for now. Should I push my luck and ask for something else?

“One more thing,” I said, “let me curl up against you. I’m so cold. Let’s call a truce this one night and just stay warm.”

In answer, he reached out, large warm hands gently feeling for my waist, and then drew me in and held me close to his body. I was instantly warmer.

“Granted,” he whispered lightly into my ear.

The ground was hard as iron, and I barely dared to breathe in case I broke the spell, but I had never before fallen asleep feeling so much like I was in the right place.
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Chapter Twenty-Four: Tea in a Pot
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I was still warm when I opened my eyes, blinking at the sun as it filtered in through the leaves and branches above me and outlined them in back-lit glow. Tiny dewdrops covered their edges and the air was cool and fresh. Despite the chill, delicious warmth made me sigh and sink in deeper towards its source before I remembered how I’d spent the night. I shifted slightly to look. Sure enough, Rusk slept beside me, air rushing gently in and out of lips just inches away from mine. His eyelashes were feathered against his cheeks and one arm was draped over my waist. His whole chest and belly heaved slightly with every breath and warm air gusted over me. He smelled of sage and fresh air and male musk. I didn’t dare break the spell.

If things weren’t so complicated, I would be thanking the High Tazmin with every second thought for choosing Rusk as san’lelion for me instead of someone old, perverse, or boorish. The touch of his skin against mine, even though he slept, gave me little goosebumps. I felt myself blushing even though no one was watching. I wasn’t embarrassed to be found lying here with him—necessity had dictated that—but I was embarrassed to be enjoying it so much.

“Mother,” I said in my head, as if I were really speaking to her, “would you be angry if I chose not to take revenge on your enemy? Would you understand that he is my only ally? Would you understand if I told you that I don’t know why my heart races when he is near, but I don’t want it to stop?”

Likely she wouldn’t understand. Likely she would want me to run as far from him as I could. But then again, she had married the High Tazmin. I’d never asked if she loved him, it hadn’t seemed important. She’d loved him enough—or been loyal enough—to kill Rusk’s family at his order. It was obvious that it was by order or our army wouldn’t have been waiting to attack at that moment. Had she loved my father? Had she loved him even though he was a demanding and absolute ruler? Had she loved him because of it? Amandera certainly seemed to. 

I should have asked Mother so many things. Now that I thought of it, she had never spoken about that part of her life. Our visits were short and were usually about my progress and tips for how I could better succeed in my lessons or small gifts and gossip about court life. Maybe she hadn’t thought I needed to know. Or maybe she had been sworn not to tell. It was too late to speculate. Would I see her someday in Ra’shara? I didn’t think anyone saw their parents there, but there were a lot of things I didn’t know.

Rusk sighed, stirring slightly and a stab of excitement shot through me as his eyes flickered open. He smiled slowly, his lips curling up so faintly that the smile was barely there, and then his eyes went bright for a moment  and one hand reached up and cupped my cheek as he kissed me light as a hummingbird drinking from a flower. I barely had time to gasp in surprise, much less enjoy the sensation, before he pulled back, bit his lip and then sat up.

“I shouldn’t have,” he said, looking at me with his face half turned as if he were afraid I would see more on his face than I was meant to.

He was so much like the boy who led me out into the night to go dancing that I smiled, too, before I remembered that things were more complicated now. Didn’t he hate me? Didn’t he think I was a failure? Why would he kiss me? I turned quickly to gather up the clothing we had used to keep warm and prepare for the day.

We washed faces, hands and teeth side by side in the creek and took care of more embarrassing necessities with as much dignity as could be mustered on either end of an eight-foot tether. 

“You clean your teeth like royalty,” he said gravely to me as we finished. 

I rolled my eyes, but was pleased that he could joke. Perhaps something had changed for him last night, too. Could it be possible that somehow, he didn’t hate me anymore?

My guards were loading their elephant when we joined them with the bags. With no fire to cook, we all ate a small breakfast of dried meat and cheese before refilling our waterskins.  Jakinda seemed listless as she ate and Buhari ignored her gaze, which flickered often to him. Sesay stood next to the elephants, his hands running over them again and again as if he could conjure them home with his touch.

I cleared my throat.

“We make for the coast,” I said, infusing certainty into my words.

Jakinda shared a look with Buhari. Their mouths hung open like twin caves.

“I know it will be more difficult with Amandera following, but we’ve come this far. There is no turning back now. You said so yourself.”

“Tazminera—” Jakinda began tentatively.

“You’ve probably decided that it isn’t worth it to keep on now that we’ve lost so many of our company and we are being pursued by High Tazminera Amandera. You probably talked together and decided that despite your honor, your best choice was to bring me safely back to Al’Karida. Am I correct?”

Jakinda’s look turned mulish and I let the seconds stretch. 

It was Sesay who said, “As you say, Tazminera.”

“I have a plan to find the Teeth of the Gods and a good idea of where they may be. We’ll follow my plan, find them, and present them to the High Tazmin. If we turn back now we will all go home in disgrace. If we return with the Teeth, it will be to the thanks of the High Tazmin. I’ll be going with or without you, so if you plan to return, you should go now.”

“We made a vow,” Jakinda said weakly.

“I won’t hold you to it.”

“We hold ourselves to it,” she said, although her voice denied her words.

I bit the inside of my lip. If I were a better Tazminera they wouldn’t want to leave at all. I held my head high and said, “I am the Lesser Tazminera Tylira Nyota and I will find the Teeth of the Gods or die trying. You swore to me and now you will prove your loyalty. Enough sniffling into your waterskins. Decide now if you will follow me or go home in disgrace.”

Behind me Rusk grunted his approval. I glanced back at him. I was looking at everything with Ra’shara imposed over it, and it was amazing to see how the threads of the Common wove through him, even though they were so minute that I could barely make them out. 

He stood with both hands held palms up. Small birds were settling onto his palms and landing on his head. Seeing me, he smiled slightly and whistled a short, low pitched call. The birds began a flurry of responses, flitting around his head and arms in small clouds. What was he doing? He’d better hope he wasn’t feeding them our meagre supplies or he’s be hearing from me.

I shook my head and turned back to my guards, almost leaping backwards when I saw them kneeling on the ground, swords held up across their open palms.

“My apologies, Tazminera,” Jakinda said. “We follow where you lead.”

Hmmm. It turned out that Rusk knew a bit about leading people after all. He hadn’t just been chosen for his pretty face—although it was pretty. So were other parts of him. I felt the blood rise in my face.

“Good,” I said. “Then we ride towards Al’Toan.”

“You should not ride towards the coast,” An’alepp said, making a sudden, unwelcome appearance.

“Is the afterlife really so boring that you find it more entertaining to follow me around and interfere with my plans?” I asked her mentally.

“The birds say that Amandera’s forces did not ride around the gap last night. They are still camped on the other side of it,” Rusk said.

“The birds say?” I asked him, trying to block An’alepp from my mind.

“Fool child. I have much better things to do than teach you and I would be doing them now if anyone else could take my place!” she said.

“Did you think they call me the Prince of Hawks for my nose?” Rusk asked. I hadn’t noticed before, but his nose was prominent —almost beak-like.

“So far, I’ve killed many people by accident and split the earth in twain,” I told An’alepp. “I don’t think you should brag about being my teacher.”

“So, you can talk to the birds, San’lelion?” Jakinda said, awe in her voice. The eyes of my other armsmen were shining.

If only I could talk to birds—or anyone other than An’alepp.

“To a degree. They speak their paths to me and some small bits of bird twitter,” he said with a smile so charming that I wondered why anyone thought it would be safe to chain me to him. Was the High Tazmin blind? If he was, no one had mentioned it to me. 

“You should not go to Al’Toan. There is a faster way to the place you call the Ribs of Ochrand, but it is in the mountains. Head there instead,” An’alepp said, ignoring the moment I was having.

“So, you want me to go inland to the mountains instead of towards the coast so that I can get across the sea faster? Does that sound as foolish to you as it does to me?” I asked An’alepp.

“There is a door in the mountains,” An’alepp said, and suddenly Ra’shara shifted around her to a shadowy place. 

In the middle of the shadows was a thick frame with a door inside. Both frame and door were made of metal. I could see nothing but rock around the door—not even a path. 

“You want me to trek through the mountains to find this door in the middle of nowhere?” I asked, “and then what?”

“And then you walk through it to the islands you call the Ribs of Ochrand.”

“I don’t think so, old woman,’ I said. “If you really want to be useful, then tell me what I should do if I think I’m falling for someone that I shouldn’t.”

“Define shouldn’t,” she said, as I watched my armsmen cluster around Rusk with questions for the birds about the positioning of Amandera’s troops.

“He should be my enemy. He was there when my mother died.”

“Was she innocent?” An’alepp asked, and a half-finished string of beads appeared in her hands from nowhere. She leaned against the door and began to thread more beads on the string, one at a time.

“She was my mother,” I said, sounding defensive.

“You could do worse.”

“That’s very helpful,” I said, and she shifted Ra’shara back to where we were, and stood right beside Rusk, peering at him.

“Can you see him?” I asked. “Can you see into the real world?”

“Only when I’m with you and only faintly. He’s a looker, I’ll grant you that, but ask yourself this one thing: Is he golden?”

“Ummm...he’s flesh and bones,” I said, feeling myself flush. “I’m pretty certain of that after last night.”

Her eyebrows lifted and she smirked. “Last night? Hmmm. Well, here’s the thing, girl. There are only a few people in this world—or the next—who are golden. For me, that means that they are made of honor. They’ll uphold their word. You can depend on them. You can trust that they’ll follow a straight path. If he’s like that, then sink your claws in deep and don’t let go. You won’t find another like that fast, or maybe at all. If he’s not golden...well, then do what you want. What am I, your mother?”

“Hardly,” Amandera’s voice sang out. I leapt both in the real world and Ra’shara, scrambling towards Alsoon. Amandera smirked at An’alepp. “What are you doing to this girl to make her so skittish, ancestor?”

An’alepp looked out into the distance and began to hum her lullaby, ignoring us.

“I see you are guided by a woman so far distant from us that she is losing her grip on Ra’shara,” Amandera said. “As always, Tylira, you could do better.”

“Why are you coming to me in Ra’shara. Do you think I can’t rip you apart with lightnings just because we are in the meditation?”

Amandera’s laugh was tinkly and perfect. “Well at least she taught you the correct name for the meditation world. You shouldn’t think that you can know what I will and will not do, Tylira. Your mind is not great enough to grasp my potential. But, that aside, I am here to tell you the High Tazmin is not pleased with your antics. He would like you before his throne. He has warned me that the protection of the swearing prevents me from stopping you, but I do not like disappointing him. I will bring you—or as much of you as I can scrape off the earth when I am finished with you—to the foot of his throne. If you’d rather come alive, then you should surrender to me immediately.”

“I’m not tea in a pot that you can brew the way you like, Amandera,” I said.

“Aren’t you?” 

Something in her eyes made me think of pain, and instinctively I pulled out of Ra’shara and back to the real world, leaving her behind. I was shivering, and Rusk was leaning over me with a look of concern on his face. The birds had flown and my guards were clustered around him like hens around an eagle.

“What happened?” he asked.

“We need to go. Now,” I said. There were way too many people pulling me in every direction except the one I wanted to go, but when Rusk pulled me to my feet, steadying me by my elbow, that was a direction I liked. Would An’alepp call him golden? He owed me nothing, but that look of concern on his face said that he might care about me. Or maybe he just didn’t want to drag a corpse around on the other end of the tether. I was going to need to get to know him better before I could decide which one it was.
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Chapter Twenty-Five: Practicing Unmaking
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We stuck to the rough country along the edge of the mountains as we traveled. If we weren’t discovered we could travel along the edge of the Casnada Mountains all the way to Al’Toan, but it made for tedious, rough travel without a road or towns to purchase supplies from. My guards were adept at killing small game on the way, and Rusk spent some time with a thong of leather he took from one of the sacks and soon had a sling that took down rabbits.

Jakinda allowed a fire the second night, but there were still no blankets, and I found myself leaning against Rusk’s warm strength and sleeping just as soundly as I had the first night. After that it was our habit to curl up with each other every night.  We never said a word about it, but when night fell we were drawn together like magnets.

On the third day, we trekked through a narrow ravine. Jakinda was far ahead scouting, Buhari and Sesay were mounted on the second elephant and just out of sight behind us. The threat of capture by Amandera felt like a thing of the past to everyone except Jakinda. 

“Have you been practicing with your lightnings?” Rusk asked me.

“I can only connect to the Common if I meditate,” I said, “and last time Amandera was there. What if she sees me and it brings her to us here?”

Rusk shrugged. His movements were more free now that his ribs were healing. “For the potential you have I’d say a little risk is justified.”

“Well, even if I didn’t fear Amandera,” I said, flushing, “I would still think the risk too great. The last three times I connected to the Common I killed people who hadn’t done anything to deserve it. Last time they fell into a rip in the earth. What if I did that and Sesay or Jakinda or you were killed?”

“What if the sun fell into the earth? What if the twin moons, Na and Shareesh, stopped shining? What if we were all a dream?” he said.

“I’m not being silly,” I said, frowning. “These are real dangers. I don’t want to kill innocent people.”

“I think you run more risk of killing if you don’t know what you are doing,” he said mildly. His eyes were far away as he studied the horizon. Was he thinking about how badly he wanted to be somewhere else, or was he thinking of me? What did he think about when he thought of me?

“Why haven’t you tried to kill me yet?” I asked. Why had I blurted that out? I’d been thinking it these past days, but to blurt it out like that... I sounded desperate.

“Kill you?” he asked, lifting a single eyebrow and giving me his full attention.

“My mother killed your family. I would have thought you would try to kill me. You looked so guilty when you kissed me. Like you regretted it.”

He bit his lip and looked away, opening and closing his mouth a few times. Why did he look so guilty? 

“I won’t harm you,” he said. “It’s just... it’s... I don’t want to talk about it.”

Great. I should never have said anything. 

“I’m not heartless, Rusk. I care.”

He nodded, but wouldn’t take his eyes off the horizon.

“I wouldn’t have killed them. Your family. I wouldn’t have.”

He sighed. “You never know what you might do ahead of time, Tylira. Even things you think you wouldn’t do.”

My chest felt heavy. He was never going to trust me, not after what my mother did. He wouldn’t even look me in the eye. He gripped the hilt of his sword, his hand white knuckled. If he hadn’t just promised he wouldn’t harm me, I’d think he planned to kill me right now.

“I don’t think you are responsible for the deaths of my family,” he said eventually.

I let out a breath that I didn’t know I was holding. If he didn’t hold me responsible, then why was he so cold? Why wouldn’t he look me in the eye? Did he find me unappealing and my obvious attraction to him repulsive? Did he know that I was falling for him and that he couldn’t escape? 

“The spell that bound you to me was more than keeping us in this tether. If one dies, the other does as well,” I said. “And if the bond is severed before the Emperor releases us we both die, too. I’d give you your freedom if I could, Rusk.”

“It’s not the tether that keeps me trapped.” His shoulders turned away from me even more. I was making things worse.

“I’d give you your sisters’ safety, too. If I could. It would be my first wish,” I said. Did his shoulders sink a little at that? “Is that what entraps you if it isn’t the tether?”

“In part.”

“I won’t ask for anything from you that you don’t willingly give,” I said, my voice quivering a bit. So, we were finally at the place where I admitted that I knew that he knew that I was falling for him. I could tell that he didn’t want me and even just guessing at his rejection stung. “I...I’m not asking for you to be my lover or protector or anything that you don’t choose to be. You understand me?”

He nodded, but still didn’t turn to face me. I sighed. What more did he want? Whatever it was I couldn’t give it to him. I didn’t have my own freedom. I couldn’t grant him his.

“How old are you?” I asked him, trying to lighten the mood.

“Twenty-one,” he said. 

“That’s old, grandfather.”

He didn’t respond to my jab. I sighed and tried a more serious topic. I’d give him something small that he wanted.

“Maybe I will practice with the lightnings tonight. I’ll keep away from the others so that I don’t kill them by accident but you’ll just have to risk it.”

He nodded again, still not looking at me. I scanned the ridge his eyes wouldn’t leave and noticed a shadow above us. Was it a trick of the light? A rotting stump? It had looked like a man for a moment, but I saw nothing now.

What do you think, Alsoon?

Wind moves over ears. Wind is good. Wild Girl is good.

I smiled and patted his shoulder.  Ahead I saw Jakinda standing atop a large rock waiting for us. The sun was beginning to dip close to the horizon and the smells of sage and other wilderness plants surged in the moisture that evening brought.  A shallow creek flowed through the center of the ravine and brought with it clouds of insects chirping and buzzing. They had been tolerable during the day. Would they find other things to feed on at night, or would Tazminera be the main dish?

When we arrived at Jakinda’s rock I bid Alsoon to stop. Jakinda’s head was higher and her eyes brighter than they had been in days.

“There is a town ahead. We can trade there for supplies and blankets. Maybe a tent,” she said. “We have your coin, so there should be no problems.”

“Good,” I said. “We could use those things. You aren’t worried about Amandera stationing men in the town?”

She shrugged, “We’ll have to take a chance sometime or risk starving and freezing.”

“Perhaps we could sleep in an inn tonight,” I said, longing in my voice.

Jakinda grunted, “If we enter the town now, we’ll be going in blind. We’d do better to scout it first in the morning, and even then, it should be your armsmen who enter while you remain in the wilderness.”

Buhari and Sesay caught up to us as she spoke.

“Why should I not enter?” I asked. “My face will hardly be recognizable to villagers here.”

“True, Tazminera,” Jakinda said, “but that general tethered to you might draw some eyes.”

Buhari and Sesay laughed and my cheeks heated. I should have thought of that and now I looked like a fool. Perhaps I could suggest something to recover from it.

“Well if only the three of you are going to town, then what is to stop you from going now? Rusk and I could set up camp here while you are gone.”

“There’s not much camp to set up, Tazminera,” Jakinda said. “There can be no fire so close to people.”

I sighed, but rallied. “I was going to practice my magic tonight.”

My armsmen exchanged a look. Buhari looked off into the distance, and his comment seemed almost as if he was talking to himself. “A trip to purchase supplies would be perfect right now.”

Jakinda rolled her eyes.  

“Leave the elephant and try to make yourself presentable,” she said to him. “The less attention we attract, the better.”

Sesay and Buhari smiled as they walked past and I breathed a long, relieved sigh. Perhaps eventually, I’d win their loyalty after all.

“Shall we get to work, princess?” Rusk asked.

“I told you before, it’s Tazminera,” I said as I stripped the load off Alsoon and set him near the creek to drink and browse on the plants that grew near it. Buhari was already tethering the other elephants while Jakinda dug through his burdens to find a purse of coins. I tugged on the tether, pulling Rusk behind me. “This way.”

“I’m not your horse,” he protested, but ran out of breath to argue as we scrambled up the cluster of huge rocks Jakinda had waited on. From the vantage point we could see far down either side of the ravine and there was plenty of room for movement.

Rusk pulled the spatha from the scabbard he’d claimed as his own and set to a flowing dance of some sort. The sword crept one way and then darted the other as he moved from one stance into another. Perhaps he had been raised in a swordsman’s version of the Silken Gardens. The tether tugged at first, but then he seemed to get the hang of moving around it and the jerks and pulls became less frequent. Perhaps the work was calming his mind from whatever had bothered him before. At least he didn’t seem afraid to look at me anymore.

Below us the silhouettes of my armsmen set out down the ravine. Judging by the sun they should be out of the ravine before dark. Jakinda hadn’t been clear on whether they would spend the night there. Should I have pressed for a plan or was it wiser to let her lead as she saw fit?

I settled down on the rock, my legs crisscrossed on front of me, and ignored Rusk as he practiced. I had my own meditation to enter. With hardly a second thought, Ra’shara sprang to life overlaid on the scene before me.

“Are you about to start?” Rusk asked, lowering his sword.

“Soon,” I said and then I allowed myself to immerse fully into the meditation, blocking the real world from my mind. More clearly than ever, the threads that wove the world stood out to my mind. 

What should I start with? If I was going to practice, it should be something simple.

An’alepp appeared before me, her arms crossed over her chest. “Where have you been? If you neglect practice, you’ll be worthless to all of us.”

What was she talking about? Was I meant to serve the ancestors? Maybe that might explain her fascination with me.

“If you hadn’t noticed, Amandera was here last time. I don’t want her to have power over me here.”

“Pshaw! You’re too skittish by half, girl. A little substance and courage would do you a world of good.”

She thought I needed more courage? Courage was the one thing I had a lot of. 

“I need to practice,” I said pointedly, focusing on a small rock. Maybe if I unwove something small, like that.

“I see that rock you’re staring at. Were you hoping to split the earth again?” An’alepp asked.

I sighed dramatically. “I just want to learn to unweave in peace. Are you going to mock me the whole time?”

An’alepp snatched the stone up. How did the old ancestor get so fast?

“Not that way you aren’t!” She clucked her tongue. “You’ll be the death of us all, my girl. Here, start with something human made. That’s simpler.”

She held her palms out and then, before my eyes threads formed and spun together. The outline of a small yellow stone flickered on An’alepp’s forehead. Her heartstone! Where a moment ago had been nothing but empty space, now there was a small ball of yarn. 

I snatched it up, turning it over in my palms. She’d woven it into being, but now it looked no different than a real ball of yarn. I set it down on the ground before me, concentrated and picked out a thread, gripping it hard with my mind, and slowly worked the thread back towards its source, trying to do in reverse what I’d seen her do to make it. My motions were clumsy. The thread was terribly slippery, like a fish coated in mud. I held tight, but the tighter I held, the more it slipped.

“Use a subtle touch, girl, like you’re threading a needle, not beating a man over the head! Are you always so bull-headed?”

Was I? I wrestled the thread, trying to concentrate on a light touch instead of being overwhelmed by the thrashing of the slippery thread. I was hot, my muscles ached, and sweat soaked me in minutes, but my concentration remained steady as I carefully worked the slippery thread loose. I nearly lost hold of it again, and it took a few minutes of panting and regrouping to get a solid mental grip. After what felt like hours, the last thread holding the ball of yarn together slipped free and vanished from sight.

“So at least we know you can do the simplest of tasks if you are pushed,” An’alepp said with a yawn.

I hardly heard her. I was so exhausted that I fell back into the real world, panting; every muscle of my body aching from the exertion. I slumped backwards, expecting to hit rock, but I only moved a few inches before I sank into something warm and padded.

“Rusk?” I said, opening my eyes and looking up.

His face was just above mine with a crooked smile on it. 

“I figured the safest place was right next to you—and preferably behind you.”

“You’ve been sitting behind me the whole time?” I asked. 

He stretched, groaning. “I thought I might have to sit here all night.”

Startled, I looked around. It had felt like maybe an hour of hard work, but the sky was black, the moon bright and the air chilly. I slapped at an errant blood-sucking bug and started to stretch my own muscles.

“There were no lightnings or sudden gashes in the earth,” Rusk said. “Should I take that as a sign that things didn’t go well?”

“On the contrary. My gift isn’t making lightning. That’s a side effect.”

“What exactly is your gift then?” he asked, leaning close as if trying to see my face more clearly in the stark moonlight.

“Unmaking things.”

He laughed without humor and even in the poor light I saw a burning in his eyes. 

“Of course it is,” he said. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six: Midnight Moonlight
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“How long have we been here?” I asked.

“Hours,” he said. “I’ve been tracking the moon. I’d guess it is close to midnight. Your armsmen must have decided to spend the night in the town. What town is it?”

“Salata,” they said. A tiny town on the edge of the mountain, a day’s ride to Al’Toan.”

“So, we are almost there. And then from there a ship?”

“And the Ribs of Ochrand.”

He huffed into his hands to warm them. “Should we just sleep here? With no fire, there isn’t a better place.”

“We could sleep by the elephants,” I said.

“Too whiffy.” He lay down and shuffled around, getting comfortable on the rock.

“I never thought I’d grow used to sleeping on the ground,” I said.

“I doubt you could without me as a pillow,” he said as I lay down beside him and snuggled close to his warmth. He seemed more relaxed. Maybe working with the sword had done him some good.

His warmth felt very natural. I was already used to having him beside me all day. It felt—companionable. No one had ever chosen to be my friend or caregiver just because they liked me. They’d always had to do it out of duty or for money. He was no different, since he was chained to my wrist, but I was beginning to think that it wasn’t the same. I liked being around him. I would choose to seek him out and be nearby even if I didn’t need to. It felt strange. The only other person I’d ever felt that way about was my mother.

“Could we make a pact with each other?” I asked.

“A pact?” He sounded sleepy. Maybe night wasn’t the best time to bring this up, but it ached inside and I had to say something.

“A pact of forgiveness. I’ll forgive you for being there when my mother died, after all, it wasn’t your fault, and you will forgive me for having a mother who killed your family.”

“I think you’re just scared because you saw how well I can use a sword,” he said, but he sounded troubled.

“Did you miss the part where lightning bursts from my hands?”

“It sounds like you want me to absolve you,” he said.

“Would it be so bad?” I asked.

I thought he wasn’t going to answer me. Goosebumps rose along my arm despite his warmth, and a creepy feeling worked its way up my spine. Between the cold and the uncertainty, I didn’t know what to feel. Wouldn’t it be nice if he liked having me around? Wouldn’t it be nice if he felt lighter when I was around him the way I did when I caught his eye? But it was silly to think that could happen. He probably thought I was a burden—a silly girl he was stuck with, but not someone he would ever have confidence in. He was literally never more than eight feet away from me, but sometimes it felt as if he was in another world.

I was drowsing off to sleep when he spoke.

“I absolve you,” he said.

Something surged inside me. I wanted to reach out to him and wrap him in my arms. Would that scare him? It would be too much. And then he’d take back his words. I wrapped my arms around myself instead. 

“I absolve you, too,” I said, and it felt more binding than speaking the oath at Al’Karida did, and more powerful than the lightnings I wielded.

He muttered something that sounded like, “If only...”

Crack! Was that a stick snapping? I shifted to get up, but Rusk laid a hand on me to stop the movement. We froze, both of us straining to listen. A scuffling sound. I tried to triangulate the noise. It was by the elephants. Rusk eased himself slowly to his feet, spatha already in hand. Good. He could go check out the noise. Oh, wait, that meant I had to go, too.

I stood carefully, easing my weight up slowly so I wouldn’t make a sound.

Three shadows crept by the elephants. One was closer to us, and the other two lagged behind. Their heads were close together like they were whispering. Or were they kissing? It seemed like a strange thing for intruders to do. The figure in the lead slowed when he reached Alsoon.

“Calmly there fellow, it’s only me,” he said in Sesay’s voice and I sagged in relief. It was only my guards.

Beside me Rusk’s sword arm lowered and we scrambled down the rocks together to join them.

“I thought you’d sleep in the town,” I said, pitching my voice low. I felt, somehow, as if I needed to be quiet.

“Inn was terrible. Wouldn’t ask my elephant to sleep there,” Sesay said. “But we found supplies and we stocked up and then had a few drinks at the tavern before coming home.”

Well that explained the jolly tone in his voice and the way he called the ravine ‘home.’

There was a flicker of something in the corner of my vision. I turned and tried to pick it out in the moonlight but there was nothing there. I must have been tired to be jumping at shadows, or maybe it was a bug.  

“We should get some rest,” Rusk said with a yawn and I followed him to settle down against Alsoon and our packs. He must have decided that warmth was more important than smell. 

Sesay leaned up against the second elephant, but Jakinda and Buhari didn’t join him. I was too tired to care. There would be plenty of time to think of that in the morning. I closed my eyes, sank into Alsoon’s leathery skin and breathed deeply. Sleep. Nothing ever felt as good as sleep when you were exhausted. It was better than the best of food or nicest clothes.

I was drifting into sweet oblivion when someone yelled. I jumped, startled into wakefulness when I was just on the edge of sleep and cranky enough that I just wanted to be left alone. Someone else needed to handle this problem.

Rusk took my arm and hauled me to my feet. His sword was in one hand and the tethered hand was wrapped protectively around my upper arm, as if he planned to shove me behind him at a moment’s notice. Instinctively, I reached for our bags.

Lights flickered in a ring around us, slowly closing in. I counted. A dozen. So, a dozen people with torches, and who knew how many behind them.

“Tazminera Tylira Nyota?” a silken voice called.

“Who’s asking?” I replied.

There was laughter before the response, “Traxan of the East Tribes. And I mean no offense, but I plan to find the Teeth of the Gods and to kill any who look like they might keep up with me.”

Well, that wasn’t good. 

“Since you’re here, it means you plan to take a ship from Al’Toan same as I do, but here’s the problem. I’ve been planning for this race for seven years. I have spoken to every racer from the past who still lives and I have a theory about where to find the Teeth. I don’t want anyone else going where I’m going.”

“And where is that?” I asked.

“The Ribs of Ochrand,” he said. 

I bit my tongue to keep from cursing. Really? “I have other plans.”

“I bet you have plans, lady. I bet your plans are the same as mine. I thought to myself, why would a Tazminera chase after the Teeth? Only if she knew, same as I did, where to look.”

“It’s just a game for me,” I said. Maybe he’d leave me alone if he thought that. We couldn’t fight and win against the twelve men surrounding us—or more if they didn’t all have lights.

“I don’t plan to hurt you,” he wheedled. The lights were closing in, one step at a time. I couldn’t see faces, but that would change soon. Traxan’s voice was right in front of me. “I wouldn’t want to get in trouble with the great High Tazmin. But your guards are a different matter. I bet that without them or your mounts you’d be weeks getting home. You certainly couldn’t keep racing. And I heard that the High Tazmin wants you back home. Maybe he’d be pleased that I put a little crimp in your plans.”

“The magic prevents you from hindering me,” I said, “so why bother trying when I could just agree to go a different direction?”

“Well, it won’t be you I’m hindering,” Traxan said and then his face was close enough to see in the torchlight. Thick lines of scars crossed his face, and his features were large and disproportionate. I took a step back, unintentionally walking into Alsoon’s leg. “Nowhere to go, little princess. Nowhere to hide.”

Our competitors dropped their torches and stepped forward. Their faces were grim in the flickering light, and their blades bright. I drew in a deep breath, entering Ra’shara to try to unweave and then the sound of a horn blasted through the camp. Traxan froze, his face a mask of surprise. Around him, his people did the same.

The sound of running feet seemed too loud, like it was coming from too close. The horn sounded again, and then they were among us. Warriors with the small flags of High Tazminera Amandera’s red and black ran through the camp like hot honey. Their bright blades slashing and cutting at everything in sight. I saw one thrust his blade at Sesay as Rusk shoved me behind him and engaged an attacker.  Beside us, Traxan screamed curses as he battled shadowy figures.

Alsoon, kneel! 

I threw our bag onto Alsoon and then scrambled up his back, pulling Rusk by the tether.

“Get on, quick!”

He disarmed the man he was fighting and then flipped onto Alsoon, batting away a second attacker in the process. Alsoon had no saddle, but I sat high on his shoulders, speaking instructions.

Get Sesay.

We rode towards him, Rusk slashing and hacking at anyone nearby. Sesay fought dual-handed, his corded muscles standing out in the moonlight as he completed a scissor-like maneuver with his two swords, and bounded up to a high rock, kicking out at a pursuer. I urged Alsoon to the rock and Sesay leapt towards us. Rusk caught his forearm as he flew through the air. With a massive yank, he pulled Sesay up on Alsoon’s back, and the two of them battled on, their fighting hampered by Alsoon’s great height. 

How had Amandera brought such a great force down through the ravine? 

“Tylira!” I heard Jakinda yell. Never had she sounded so panicked before. 

I scanned the ravine. Jakinda and Buhari were stranded on the top of another large rock, while around them foes tried to scale the sides. Jakinda kicked and stomped and jabbed, but Buhari was slumped against her, clutching his belly.

I urged Alsoon towards them.

“We need the other elephant,” Rusk said as he saw where I was taking us. “Alsoon can’t carry five and make any progress.”

“Where?” I asked and he pointed down the ravine where two of Amandera’s men had taken the elephant and saddled him. They were mounting him.

Alsoon, we must go get the other elephant.

Sharp sticks. Fear.

We must go!

Alsoon trumpeted loudly and hurdled into the fray, trampling men as he ran. The men on the other elephant squared up, livery flags flowing in the light breeze and weapons drawn. We would have to fight them to take the elephant, and I didn’t dare risk trying to unweave or I might kill my own people.

“Tylira!” Jakinda called again, and I glanced back. Her situation was growing more dire. One of her foes had crested the rock and was fighting her. Her attention diverted, more and more soldiers started to climb up to her.  In moments, she would be overwhelmed. What was I to do? We needed that other elephant. 

We were so close now that I saw moonlight glint off the enemy’s teeth as they rode towards us. Rusk climbed, suddenly, in front of me, hands and feet trampling me and shoving me backwards as he scrambled forward.

“A little over eager, are we?” I said, my voice muffled by his cloak as I fought to untangle it from my face.

“You’ll thank me,” he said, seconds before I heard the crashing sound of swords meeting in anger.

By the time my face was free of the cloth, he was locked in combat with one of Amandera’s soldiers on the other elephant. 

Sesay jumped the gap with a roar, hurtling into his opponent on the elephant, grabbing him by the hair and yanking his head back. He drew a dagger and slid it across the man’s exposed throat and then threw him to the ground. The elephant reared and trumpeted, leaving Sesay dangling by his grip on the saddle and his enemies flying through the air.

A hand seized my foot. Panicked, I kicked, trying to loosen the hand. The grip was iron firm.

“Stop thrashing, I’m trying to fight here!” Rusk said, as the ring of metal on metal continued, but I was losing my grip on Alsoon. 

The hand was dragging me further down. I kicked out harder, grunting in effort, and then shrieked as I felt my balance start to shift and I slid almost completely off Alsoon.

Alsoon! Lunge to the side, quick!

It didn’t matter which side. Anything to distract my foe. We lurched towards the hand, and as soon as I felt the grip on my leg slip I pulled with all my might to regain my place on Alsoon’s back. Rusk grabbed a hold of my sarette and hauled upwards, giving me that last bit of help I needed.

“You good?” he asked.

I panted and nodded, trying to regain my cool. We had both elephants. Sesay on one, and Rusk and I on Alsoon. Jakinda...where was Jakinda...?

Alsoon! Jakinda! I said, as I saw her on the edge of her rock, fighting off three swordsmen with one hand while she supported Buhari with the other. Her feet were inches from the edge of the rock.

Alsoon barreled towards her, zig zagging to avoid obstacles. There was no way she could hold on. One of the swordsmen barely missed her as she contorted herself around Buhari to avoid the wicked blade. A second man stepped closer, and then Buhari lost his footing, and fell from the rock, barely catching the edge of it at the last minute. 

Run, Alsoon, run!

In seconds we reached them and Rusk reached out and dragged Buhari onto Alsoon, draping him over my lap. I grabbed him in both arms, but he was shuddering and moaning, with bubbles coming from the corner of his mouth. 

Sesay’s elephant swept in beside us and Jakinda leapt through the air towards it, her arms pinwheeling to gain more length to her jump. My heart stopped for a moment. She was going to fall short. And then she was on the elephant and at Rusk’s order both elephants were wheeling from the battle and thundering towards the hills beyond. 

Could we escape? Arms and weapons swung towards the elephants’ feet and it was all Rusk and Sesay could do to ward off the attackers. I held Buhari on my lap, but with every step Alsoon jarred him and his face grew paler, the blood bubbles smaller and smaller. Would he even live to escape the battle?

The incline was greater, and Alsoon was weaving and moving like he was climbing, but my concentration was on Buhari, trying to keep his head supported and his body as still as I could manage on the back of a rocking elephant. Our pace slowed, and I felt Alsoon’s tiredness. My nerves were raw. I kept studying Buhari’s face for any change, but all I saw was pain. What could you even do for a man who had a slash across his belly? I tried not to look at it for fear that I would grow woozy at the sight.

Eventually, we halted and I looked up. We were ascending into the foothill, headed away from Al’Toan or any road, into the heart of the mountains.

“Are they pursuing us?” I asked.

“Definitely,” Rusk said, his voice tense. “But we have a lead on them. They know where we have gone, but they need to regroup and see to their losses before they continue the chase.”

“Elephants are not at their best in the mountains.”

He grunted. “We could have used some lightnings back there.”

“I was afraid of killing or hurting my own people.” An image of Toure flashed across my vision.

His honey eyes met my black ones. “Be less afraid.”  

Jakinda scrambled up the side of Alsoon, pushing me aside and taking Buhari gently from my arms. 

“Help me lower him to the ground,” she ordered Rusk. Together they brought him down amid his grunts and moans and Jakinda began to look over his wounds.

“How bad is it?” I asked. Buhari’s head lolled to the side. Had he passed out?

Jakinda’s hands ran over the wound, and then frantically over his face. Her breathing was fast. I fished into the bag I’d brought and found a waterskin. Wordlessly, I handed it to her. I’d lost the bag with my clothing and most of the money, but I had the other one. It should have three waterskins, most of the food and whatever they had brought back from their trip to town. 

Jakinda took the skin, pouring water over the wound and trying to clean it out with a handkerchief. I looked further within the bag. They’d brought several blankets. I handed one to Jakinda and she cut it with her knife, bandaging Buhari’s wound and then gently cleaned his face with another strip.

I had suspected that they were secretly lovers and now this care seemed to go beyond what you would do merely for a comrade. Drops of water coated the bandage on his belly—Jakinda was crying. 

“He can’t be moved. Not until he’s had time to rest,” she said eventually, her voice cracking under the strain. 

She was in love with him and he was likely dying. I wrapped my arms around my chest. What could I do? “Could you take him to the town to be cared for?”

“In a few hours, when he’s conscious.” Jakinda sounded uncertain.

“We don’t have a few hours,” Rusk said.

“Don’t you think I know that?” Jakinda whirled to face him. 

“If you had the hours...  If you could take him to the town...?” I let my words die out. The question was obvious.

“It’s bad, but he would have a chance. He could make it.”

“I don’t think they would detain you if I was not with you.” I enunciated my words carefully. They needed to know that I knew what I was saying. “And you could hide here and wait for them to pass.”

“We swore to you,” Jakinda said, balling her fists. Her face was twisted in pain and indecision. “We cannot leave you.”

“You won’t be able to put him on an elephant by yourself. Or to get him to the town without an elephant,” I said. “You’ll need Sesay and the elephant.”

Beside me Rusk stiffened. 

Sesay shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “I swore too.”

“You did,” I said, and then I took a deep breath, drawing in my courage. Could we survive without them? “You are hereby ordered to accompany Jakinda to the nearby town and both of you are ordered to see to Buhari’s wounds.” I pulled the last leather purse out of the bag—the one with the coin—and handed it to Sesay. “When he has recovered, you are ordered back to Al’Karida to join my other armsmen and servants there. You are to tell the High Tazmin and anyone else who inquires that you have done all of this on my orders. An armsman cannot be held in judgment for what he has been ordered to do. If orders are found wanting, it is the official who gave the orders who will bear the judgment.” My face hardened and I swallowed. I needed to steel my nerves to continue on without my guards. “I will bear any judgment.”

“You can’t do this, Tazminera,” Jakinda said.

“I can, and I do. Are you questioning my orders?” 

“No Tazminera.” For the first time ever, respect shone in her eyes.  

I nodded, acknowledging her unspoken words and then turned to Rusk. “If we’re found here with them, Amandera’s men won’t spare them. We must continue on.”

“Tylira,” Jakinda said, she had left Buhari long enough to stand and put a hand on my arm. “I am in your debt. Thank you.”

“Tend to Buhari and I will see you again when all of us are honored in Canderabai. We’ll bring the Teeth of the Gods back there together,” I said, trying to project confidence. All I could think about was Buhari’s wound. It didn’t look like something you could recover from.

Rusk and I mounted Alsoon again and as we turned a corner on the mountain path I looked back one last time to my remaining guards. They were huddled together in the growing light of the coming dawn, a cluster of dark shapes against the hard rock. They seemed small, as if I had outgrown them. But if that was true, why was I the one who felt abandoned?
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Chapter Twenty-Seven: Alsoon
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Our progress was painfully slow up the steep mountain path. It was too narrow for an elephant and Alsoon struggled to climb while jostling us wildly in the process.

“We need to dismount,” I said after twenty minutes and we dropped to our feet. Rusk flinched as his feet hit the ground and I moved in close, brushing his cloak aside. His dark shirt was wet. I ran my fingers gently over the wet patch. It was warm.

“Are you hurt?” 

“It’s the old wound,” he said with a shrug, pulling his cloak back over his wound. His face was tight. Was that from pain or because he didn’t like me being nosy? “It reopened. It’s nothing.”

“We should stop and tend it,” I said.

“I’m not stopping,” he said, pushing forward, and leading Alsoon behind him. The tether jerked my wrist and I was forced to follow.

The path grew narrower, too hazy to see clearly in the pre-dawn light. Twice I fell and I gave up counting how many times I stubbed my toes. Rusk didn’t stop for anything, not even when I fell. Something was bothering him. Was he angry that I’d left our armsmen? Did he think it was a mistake? Maybe he was blaming me for bringing us out here or for failing to use the lightnings when it could have saved us.

“Tylira.”

I gasped as An’alepp appeared suddenly in Ra’shara. Hitting my toe painfully on a rock, I stumbled, caught myself on a tall rock and was tugged ahead by the tether.

“Could you please just slow down, Rusk?” 

“We’re running from danger. Or had you forgotten?” He pressed forward unrelentingly.

I tugged my sarette higher and chased after him. An’alepp floated in my vision as I hurried, unaffected by the physical world.

“I see you changed your mind about finding the door in the mountains,” she said.

“What?” 

“The door. You’re walking right towards it. You must have decided to follow my counsel.”

I rolled my eyes while still hurrying. Was it just me, or was this path getting steeper?

“I’m not looking for your door, Ancestor,” I said. “I’m running from danger.”

“And right to the open arms of the portal,” An’alepp said. “Follow the song when you get there.”

“Get where?” I asked, stubbing my toe again and cursing. “Muck in a bowl! Could you just slow down, Rusk?”

He answered with a tug on the tether. This was getting old fast. If I was meant to be looking for gold in him, I wasn’t finding it. 

An’alepp pointed along the path. “Just keep following the Survivor’s Way.”

She disappeared again. My own personal djinn. At least the word ‘survivor’ had been in there. That was something. If I ever get that old, I’ll do things differently. I’ll tell people things plainly instead of using silly cryptic terms they’ve never heard of.

Why did Rusk have to walk so quickly? Even with my head down, stumbling over the path as quickly as I could, I could barely keep up. When dawn finally broke, the rain-heavy clouds grew so dark that they almost negated the growing light. Within moments the torrent was so intense that I could hardly see, and what had already been a difficult path became muddy as well. I slipped into Alsoon, bracing myself on his leg before continuing. How was he still walking in the midst of this?

Adventure. New smells.

Hang in there, old boy.

Excited, Wild Girl!

Well, at least his spirits were high. 

A gust of wind whipped my soaking hair around my face, and before I could pull it all clear, I stumbled into Rusk’s back.

“Now you decide to stop,” I grumbled, pulling my hair back and tying it into a messy knot at the back of my head. I pulled up the tail of my sarette, wrapping it round my waist and tucking it in, tying up the skirts so I could walk with more freedom. Not that it would help when it was soaking wet and chafing me with every step. 

“I think we need to find a path back down. We could skirt around the side of this mountain and come around our pursuers flank to escape them,” Rusk said, almost shouting over the sound of the rain. He was pointing into the thick undergrowth surrounding the path.

“There’s no room there for an elephant,” I said.

“We’ll have to leave him here, then. I’m sure he’ll be fine. Elephants are valuable. They’ll take him with them.”

I laid a hand on Alsoon. He’d been with me all along. And what if Amandera’s troops never came? Would he be able to find safety, or would he die out here alone and starving? Or maybe predators would eat him. Or a harsh person would take him and work him to death. I couldn’t abandon my only friend.

“If we keep following the path, there will be a door,” I said. Would Alsoon fit through the door? He would have to.

“A door? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means there’s another way,” I shouted. “A way that doesn’t involve abandoning my friend!”

Rusk’s face flushed and his hands gripped into fists. He closed his eyes for a moment as if he were praying and then he said, “Listen, what you say is childish. Magic doors? Dragging an elephant on the run with us through the mountains? You need to grow up, Tylira, and realize you can’t have everything you want. We need to get off this path and start flanking our enemy, especially now that it’s light. It’s our only chance.”

“How do you know?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. “And it’s ‘Tazminera’ not ‘Tylira.’”

“Because, Tazminera, I am Prince of Hawks. I’ve ridden in battle. I’ve tracked through the woods. I’ve trained with the best of the Kosad Plains.”

“And how far did that get you? The Kosad Plains belong to Canderabai now.” He was going to rub my youth in my face? Well then, I’d rub his defeat into his.

The sound he made was incoherent but landed somewhere between a yell and a curse. He turned and tried to storm off into the wilderness, but it’s hard to storm off when you’re attached to a soaking wet woman. He yanked at the tether, and I lost my footing, falling into the mud. He pulled it again, so I sat firmly against a rock and held my wrist with the other hand, my shoulder pushing into the tether. Try dragging me across the mud, Rusk. See how far that gets you. I bet an elephant would be less difficult to carry out of here.

After a few minutes the tether slackened. Maybe he’d sawed his own hand off. I bit my lip and stood. What I wanted was to sit down and cry, but there wasn’t time, and no one would even care if I did. I took a deep breath and said, “If you’re done sulking, then let’s get going. We’re wasting time here.”

He spun and faced me, dripping wet, his dark clothes clinging to his muscled body. He looked...intimidating. Dangerous. 

“We need each other right now, Tylira. If we don’t work together, we’ll die together. Please, work with me.”

Why did he sound so appealing when he said ‘please?’

“What exactly are you asking for?” 

“We’ll try it your way for another hour. If there’s no door, then we try my way.”

“But I don’t know how far away the door is!”

“Two can play at your little trick, and you’ll have more difficulty slinging me over your shoulder and carrying me down the mountain than I will have with you.”

He had a point. My gaze flicked over all those muscles standing out under his dripping clothes. That much muscle had to be heavy. 

“Fine,” I said, feeling my chest compress and my throat tighten as stress and worry filled me. “Let’s go.”

Come on, old buddy. Let’s find this door.

I follow.

I could always depend on Alsoon.

We followed the trail, forced into silence by the press of the rain and the exertion of our pace. I was falling into a rhythm I could maintain when something stung my arm. Searing hot pain filled my mind and I clapped a hand over my arm, stumbling to a stop. 

“Tylira,” Rusk yelled, “Cover!”

Cover what? I took my hand off my arm and it came away red. Something had hit my arm! A narrow trail of torn flesh scored the surface of my skin. What...? I spun, expecting an enemy. Nothing.

I was still spinning, confused, when Rusk lifted me up off my feet, slung me over a shoulder and ran. Zipping noises were all around us. A loud thunk sounded in a tree next to me as a wrist-thick shaft pierced the trunk and vibrated in place. Rusk threw me behind a rock, leaping behind its protection right after me.

“Arrows and javelins,” he gasped.

I gulped down a breath. Alsoon!

He trumpeted in fear and pain and then thundered past our refuge. 

Alsoon!

Hurts.

He’d been hit! I leapt up, chasing after him. Mud in a bowl! He was hit by an arrow. Was it mortal?

Rusk followed me, cursing violently. Arrows zipped around us. Ahead a wall of rock jutted out where the path twisted around it. Alsoon turned the corner and vanished from sight. We turned the corner in time to see him fall, a half-dozen javelins and twice as many arrows stuck out of his leathery hide. We were out of sight of the archers, but I didn’t care if they all shot at me.

My friend! My dear friend—bleeding on a trailside. The breath caught in my throat and tears flooded my eyes as I crouched over him, laying my hands gently on his great head. Blood trickled from his mouth, but his trunk wrapped affectionately around me. 

The ground began to shake in one of the episodes that had become so common. It seemed even nature herself understood how grave this loss was. I clung to my old friend as the earth bucked and heaved.

Alsoon.

Wild Girl.

Don’t leave, sweet friend.

The ancient herd calls.

I love you, Alsoon.

Love Wild Girl. Love herd. Herd calls.

Alsoon! I sobbed, feeling his mind fluttering away from me.

I caressed his great head, stroking his cheek, clinging to his head like a child to her mother. Of all the horrors I had imagined—I had never thought of this. Never this. I’d rather it was me, and it should be me.

The shaking of the earth was so intense that I almost lost my hold on him, but eventually it stilled, slowly reducing to an intermittent rumble and then peace. In the pouring rain, I could barely make out when his eyes flickered.  

Love, he said, and then his thoughts vanished and his eyes glassed over. I sank into him, my body shaking with sobs and my heart breaking, breaking, breaking.

I’d lost him—the only love I could always count on—and it was all my fault. If only I had stayed in Al’Karida. If only I had just been less selfish. If only I had been anyone but my bull-headed self, then Alsoon would still be alive and happy. I would give anything to take it all back.

The clash of metal on metal finally drew me out of my grief-induced stupor. The tether jerked and flexed on my wrist. I looked up to see Rusk surrounded by Amandera’s men, slashing and dancing his death-dance with that curved blade. He did not allow anyone to touch Alsoon or I. Any trespass was met with furious steel and death.

In the depths of my pain the sweetness of the gesture shone through and to my eye it was as if he glowed with a golden light. He would not let anyone touch my beloved friend. Could anything be more noble? I choked on a sob and coughed. My poor Alsoon. My beloved friend.

Wiping my eyes with the back of my hand and standing up, I saw Amandera behind her armsmen.  She sat atop a gray dappled horse, a thick cloak protecting her from the heavy rain, but even from so far away, I felt her thrill of victory.

Rusk was too hard pressed. Our foes forced in closer and then one of them leapt up upon Alsoon’s flank, shaking his still form. Horror filled me. With a roar, I plunged into Ra’shara, reached out towards the man searching for his sword and then I had a thread and I was pulling it loose in quick, frantic jerks. I didn’t care if the lightnings came, or who they killed. I didn’t care if I split the earth. With Alsoon gone there was no one left to protect or to care about. The thread came free - whipping back and forth dangerously—and I let it loose.

Lightning shot through my hands, piercing him and throwing him backwards off Alsoon. A dark scorch mark burned right through his clothing and into his chest. More lightning crackled from my fingers. It was as if I held the bolts in my hands like swords. I flung them outward and they spread amongst my enemies, striking randomly and fatally. Men and horses fell, dead as stones, while others screamed in panic, scattering before the unpredictability of my attack. 

After moments that felt like days, Rusk shook me. His pack was in his hand and his sword was sheathed. Around us, all was still. A few people and animals lay in sizzling wrecks in between the rocks, but the others had fled.

“Alsoon. We need to care for his remains.”

“No time,” Rusk argued. “We need to move. They will regroup quickly and we can’t outrun horses.”

The scream of a hawk punctuated his words and I turned towards the path. In the torrential rain and the earth shaking and the death of my friend I hadn’t noticed that the trail ended before us in a waterfall and a round pool. 

“The path ends,” Rusk said. “It led to nowhere but those falls. We’ll need to follow my plan and get off this mountain.”

The words of An’alepp’s song rang out in my mind and I started to hum it.

Ring around the mountains,

It baffles all the high plans,

Falling, falling, under the falls.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight: Ring Around the Mountains
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“We’re getting off the mountain all right,” I said, stalking towards the pool. Could I get behind those waterfalls without having to go right into the pool? It looked like if I was careful getting around that rock face—

“Tylira, please stop.” There was tension on the tether. “Tylira, we don’t have time to waste.”

I glanced back at him. He looked frantic. His eyes were everywhere and unbelievably a red tailed hawk landed on his shoulder and screamed.

“Our enemies are regrouping. There’s no time for whatever you’re doing. I need you to please see sense and come with me.”

See sense? If I could find that door we wouldn’t have to break our necks running down the side of a mountain.

“I know it’s back there behind the falls,” I said, pulling him forward over the slippery rocks that lined the side of the pool. “It’s in the song.”

“Forget the song! Forget the Teeth. We’re running for our lives now. Believe me—I know what that means and I know exactly what happens when you fail.”

His beautiful face, usually so strong and hard was twisted with fear and sadness. I wanted to comfort him, to tell him I would make everything all right again. After all, he’d defended my elephant. But I didn’t know for sure if I could. What I did know was that this gamble was worth the try.

I reached up and held his shoulder. “Trust me.”

This had better work. If An’alepp was stringing me along, I’d pull her shadowy ancestor form right out of the next life and back into this one and then she could have a front row seat while I unwove her. Could I do that? Could I unweave people? I shuddered at the thought as the red tailed hawk shrieked like he could read my mind. 

Rusk shook his head, torn and frustrated, but with a grunt through his teeth he followed me onto the tiny rock ledge that went under the falls. We had to move slowly across the slippery rock, only our toes on the ledge and fingers grasping at handholds. Good thing they pushed physical fitness in the Silken Gardens or my muscles wouldn’t be able to take the strain. Within minutes my arms and legs were shaking and felt jellified. I risked a glance at Rusk. He’d tied our bag of supplies to his belt, and his own muscles were tight as he fought to climb across on the ledge. He was favoring his injured side. Was he in a lot of pain?

I felt for the ball of his pain in the back of my mind. I had almost forgotten it was there, I had grown so used to it. There it was. It was more intense than before—and when I felt for it mentally I had to pull back—as if it were too hot to touch with my thoughts. As soon as we were safe we would have to tend to his injury. If it felt this bad as an echo in my mind, how terrible must he feel in reality?

As we got closer the spray made the rocks more and more slippery. Oh, please don’t fall, Tylira. A dunking right now would not just slow us down. I’d pull Rusk in too and we’d lose all the supplies. I just had to keep my grip. Gah! I gasped as a flood of water poured over my head and I shuffled another two steps on the ledge, clinging to the wall with all my might as the water tried to dislodge me.  

The deluge ended just as suddenly as it had begun when my head plunged out of the water on the other side. The shelf widened under the falls and I shuffled over to where I could stand easily, nervous as the tether writhed between Rusk and I. Would he make it or end up pulling me over the rock and into the pool?

But no, there he was, plunging out of the downpour and shaking like a dog. He gave me a shadow of his old boyish grin and pointed behind me. I turned to look and sighed with relief at the tall metal door frame that stood at the top of a set of steps. There was nothing behind it. Just a door at the top of a set of steps. No wall or cave or stone cliff face, just a door standing there like it led to an imaginary house. My heart lurched. 

“Well, you were right about a door. Although I don’t think it leads anywhere,” Rusk said. He laughed, just a cynical chuckle at first, but then a full out laugh.

The blood drained from my face. An’alepp. I was going to kill her. A door to nowhere when we most desperately needed to go somewhere—anywhere—to flee our pursuers. 

I hurried to look at the back of the door. There really was nothing there. I could see the back of the door. Maybe it was an illusion, with mirrors or something. I ran up the steps, pounding on the dull grey metal. There weren’t even runes or decorations on it. Just a plain, metal door with a skim of rust over the surface and on the frame—thanks to the waterfall—and a set of numbers on raised lumps of metal at one side. Symbols. How useless.

There was a handle, but no amount of tugging or turning budged it. Useless...

“An’alepp,” I screamed into Ra’shara, “You betrayed me, you old bat!”

Rusk sat on the bottom step, head in his hands, still rocking with laughter—or maybe sobs. It was up to me to figure something out.  

I ran my hands over the symbols on the side of the door. They meant nothing to me. They were laid out in a grid, three by three. Tentatively, I pushed one with my finger and gasped, pulling my hand back when it depressed. It sprang back into place with a click.

“They’re numbers,” An’alepp said, appearing in Ra’shara.

“How do you know? And why did you bring us here to die behind a waterfall in front of a useless door?”

“I know because in my day that’s how we wrote our numbers. They were called Arabic numerals.”

“Numeracy was invented after the sand wars,” I corrected. “High Tazmin Azerath gave numbers to us.”

“This was before then.”

“Then it must require that I depress the correct numerals, which is absurd since I don’t even know what numbers these represent. They’re completely counter intuitive! No stalks. No bushels!”

An’alepp laughed in harmony with Rusk who was still laughing in the real world. 

“I’ll tell you which ones to press. We based the code on the prophecy, although we always worried that it was nothing but a wild imagination and too many hallucinogens. When Drusica first connected to the Common, she could see things in the threads and she wrote down what she saw.”

“Just to let you know, there are a lot of soldiers on their way here and they’ll kill us if they get here before you finish the history lesson.”

“Then this time I will not pass on wisdom, but merely knowledge. Get ready to input the code.”

“How do you know it’s right?”

“I’m the one who programmed the door.”

“Programmed?”

“Did you want the history lesson or the code?” she asked, stuffing her hands into the puffy garment she always wore. There were some sort of hidden slots for them. It occurred to me that perhaps she was not just very old, but very foreign, too. Was it possible that some of my ancestors came from somewhere else? No, that was unthinkable. Our bloodlines were pure.

“The code,” I said.

“Nine—for the ninth daughter.”

“And that would be...?”

“The one on the top right.”

“Then twenty-five for the number of generations in the future. That’s the bottom middle numeral and then the one right in the middle.”

“Twenty-five generations? Are you kidding me? There shouldn’t be a door here at all! It should be rusted away.”

“Your understanding of how to tap into the Common is limited by the imaginations of your contemporaries and predecessors, girl. Much more can be done than you imagine. Now finish inputting the numbers. The last one is four. That’s the one on the left in the middle.”

I pressed the four. “And what’s that for?”

“The month that the world will end.”

“It’s the third month now—almost the fourth.”

“You don’t say.”

The handle made a clicking sound and eagerly I pulled on it. The door swung open and beyond a swirl of mist blocked everything from view.

“Rusk,” I said in a strangled voice, “I think you should come here. It’s time to take a leap of faith.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine: Leap of Faith
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The laughing stopped and he stumbled up the steps behind me, steadying himself with a hand on my shoulder.

“What is that?” he said in awe.

“I have no idea, but I think we have to step into it.”

Sweat pricked my skin at the thought of stepping out into that fog. Was it only fog or something more? Anything could be beyond it—or nothing. We could just fall forever into mist under mist under mist. At least we’d have each other.

Sucking in a deep breath and strangling my fearful thoughts, I leapt into the mist. The feeling was strange – like being taken apart and then put back together again, although that wasn’t it at all. It was like having someone measure every tiny building block of your body, categorizing it and then tagging it with a ribbon. No, it wasn’t that. It was like ... well, it was like something I’d never felt before and no matter how much I tried to explain it to myself, I couldn’t. A voice spoke in my mind, just like in Ra’shara, in a calm, soothing, feminine tone, but not in any language I had ever heard before. Was she speaking the language of those numbers on the door? What had An’alepp called them? Arabic?

Just when I started to fear that the sensation wasn’t going to end, I felt something solid under my feet and stumbled across uneven ground, coughing and covering my eyes from a bright light. I was on a steep, tall hill covered in a hand’s depth of moss and thick with trees taller than any building I had ever seen. Where leafy frond ought to have been, there was nothing but finger-long prickles. A large black bird sat in the one nearest me emitting a sound like a boom-flute. Hoop Hoop he said in his dull baritone.

In the distance, the ground fell away and below were thick mists that parted occasionally to reveal a still sea and other spire-like emerald hills in the distance. Was this the Ribs of Ochrand? It looked exactly like the stories and bard tales.

I looked behind me for Rusk, but he wasn’t there. The tether extended through a swirling mist in a door frame that was the twin of the one I had entered. Had he decided not to jump? I tugged on the tether, but it was like it was affixed to solid rock. It didn’t budge.

Oh no. What would I do if he didn’t come through the mist? I couldn’t just sit here. Would I need to go back? I shivered, remembering the strange sensation and foreign voice. That option was unappealing. Had he been set upon by Amandera’s guards? Perhaps he hadn’t joined me not because he didn’t want to, but because he was fighting for his life. And he’d be tethered to this door as surely as I was tethered to it. I couldn’t leave him. Not after Alsoon.  

I walked to the mist, reaching out, but the mist was solid as stone. Perhaps it went only one direction, or at least only one direction while it was in use, because the tether was still in there, so maybe the door thought it was in use? Would it allow Rusk through? Would we die like this—starving at the end of a four-foot tether, neither of us able to leave the place where we were tethered? He could at least chop off his own hand, although that would likely mean his death. I had none of the supplies and no weapon. Why had I jumped through without thinking? Would I never learn that acting before thinking always ended in trouble? How did Rusk put up with that?

I was going to die before I could tell him how grateful I was for Alsoon. I’d begun to take his presence for granted—after all, he was chained to me. It felt—hollow—that he was gone. Who would I argue with? Who would sleep next to me at night?

I sat down on the step. Had it only been a few minutes, or a full hour? Worry filled me, but it was too cloudy to track the sun and although I was feeling chilled, I wasn’t sure if it was the chill of evening or of fear at being alone and tied in place in a strange location. The minutes dragged on. I thought of Rusk; of the strength in his hands and the determined look in his eyes and of that little dimple in the center of his chin. I’d never kissed it. I wished I had.

The tether slackened and then all at once Rusk came barrelling out of the portal, stumbling over the uneven steps and colliding with me. We fell together onto the moss. I was on my back with the light grey sky and waving trees above me and he was laying on top of me, his face inches from mine and a look of intensity in his eyes. It was like he couldn’t believe it was me. Like he thought he’d never see me again.

“In a hurry?” I asked. Why was I suddenly so breathless?

His eyes widened. “You just leapt right in.”

“I have a tendency to do that,” I said.

He laughed, and the way his body shook against mine made me want to wrap my arms around him and kiss him. It was so good to have him back. It was like I’d remembered something important. For the second time that day I leapt in. 

I took his face in my hands and kissed him, long and slow. I was remembering how it felt to think I’d lost him. I was remembering him defending Alsoon. I wanted him to feel what I felt right now. When I pulled back he was panting, his lips curled in the most appealing look of shock I’d ever seen.

“What are you doing?” he said.

It was like a bucket of cold water over my heart. “Kissing you?”

He cleared his throat awkwardly and stood up. I scrambled to my feet beside him. He turned his back and I thought he would have liked to walk away if it hadn’t been for the tether. 

A lump formed in my throat. Fine. So, he didn’t want me. So what? It wasn’t like I was desperate. I was a beautiful royal with a chance at becoming heir to the throne. I could find someone else. So then why did his rejection cut me to the quick? 

I wrapped my arms around myself protectively. He was scrubbing at his face and hair with his hands, his back to me. He whirled suddenly to face me. His eyes looked brighter than usual. 

“I thought I’d lost you, and ... I thought that meant I could go back and save my sisters and return to my home,” he said.

Don’t make things easier for me, Rusk. Just hit me square in the jaw with how happy you were to be rid of me. I shifted my feet under the weight of my emotions, but refused to back away. I was Tylira Nyota. I didn’t back away from anyone.

“I tried to follow anyway, to be honorable, but the door wouldn’t let me through. That was when I realized,” he swallowed like he was having trouble speaking, “that I didn’t want you gone. That without you I don’t have anything bright or hopeful left. I’ve gotten used to you flinging yourself into danger and towards glory like a flaming arrow shot from a bow. I don’t know that I want to live in a world without that. Everything else just looks ... empty.”

My mouth had fallen open while he spoke. I shut it with a click. I wanted to speak, but my mouth felt like it was full of wool. I swallowed.

“Are ... are you saying that you want to stay with me?” I asked.

He tensed. “Yes.”

“It’s just,” I said, biting my lip in the pause. “No one has ever chosen me but my mother and Alsoon.”

“Your mother,” he said, his voice brittle.

“Yes,” I said twining those arms around myself even more tightly. I felt small and easy to break. His eyes were filled with resignation. I knew what came next. He’d pretend nothing had happened and go back to being my advisor and all this would be over. All I had to do to make that happen would be to do nothing at all. But I was Tylira Nyota, and I didn’t back away from anyone – especially someone who had turned out to be golden after all. “I think I might be falling in love with you.”

His eyes grew brighter, shiny with emotion and close to tears. He was so motionless that it was like he was made of the same steel as the door. Perhaps he was afraid that if he moved he would spoil it the way I’d been afraid that not moving would ruin everything.

I crept through the moss of the fairy-tale forest, afraid to break a spell until I was inches from him—so close I felt the heat of his skin and his warm breath gusting over me, so close that I was aware of every muscle and of the musky male scent of him, so close that my mind began to swim with nervousness. I took his face gently in my hands for a second time, feeling the rough skin on his jaw and the stubble from not shaving, against my fingers.

“Wait,” he said, breathily.

“Don’t run this time,” I said so faintly that I almost breathed it out. Then I leaned in, and delicate as a dragonfly landing, my lips touched his. I stroked his face with my thumbs and fingertips, but I kept my kiss gentle and light. He couldn’t be scared of a kiss like that.

In answer, he grabbed my waist roughly and drew me in, flush against his body.

“What are you doing?” I gasped, echoing his words. 

“Kissing you,” he said, and where my kiss had been butterfly light, his was tiger fierce. It lit a fire in me, it rooted a longing so deep inside that it must have tangled up with my spine. I knew as certain as I knew my own name that I would never be my own again. I would always belong, at least in part, to him.

“Don’t jump without me next time,” he whispered, breathing into my hair. “I want to be daring right along with you.”

“Deal,” I agreed, holding him close. I felt so warm and safe with him, as if nothing could ever hurt me again. Despite everything that had happened, this moment made it feel like we could still succeed. We could find the Teeth of the Gods, use them to save his family and maybe extract ourselves from the machinations of Canderabai. I wanted to stay with him like this forever.

Violent hands ripped me away from him.

“Again?” Rusk snarled, fury in his voice.

But there were too many hands on us, pulling us apart. At least half a dozen men in Amandera’s colors held Rusk and strong hands were on my waist and shoulders. I lost sight of Rusk as I was steered away in a different direction.  They turned me to face Amandera. I reached out to Ra’shara, and then her hand shot out, seizing my heartstone and my connection shattered.

She smiled, like a terrible angel, lovely and evil. “Where one person can find a way, another can find the same way. Don’t think you are the only one with an ancestor trying to help her.”

I had thought I was. Was An’alepp helping Amandera keep up with me? My belly felt like ice. Had she betrayed me when I finally trusted her? 

Amandera wrapped my heartstone in cloth and then placed it in a small metal box, closed it tight and pushed it into a leather satchel at her waist.

“Oh, I forgot that they don’t teach you about this at the Silken Gardens. You were supposed to learn it once you started your real training,” she said.

“I’ve learned more than enough to beat you,” I said. If she thought I’d just give up, she hadn’t been paying attention these last several days.

“Not without the heartstone. Without that, your ability to touch Ra’shara is gone. And so are your vicious lightnings. They were exhilarating, I’ll admit, but your control of them was negligible.”

“What are you going to do with us?” I asked her, glancing at Rusk.

“That will depend on what you decide next, Tylira,” Amandera said, and I didn’t like her smile at all.
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Chapter Thirty: In Amandera’s Hands
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Amandera swept past and out towards the vista beyond, her armsmen hauling us along behind her. In her red sarette, she stood out in stark contrast to the dark green trees, thick moss and misty sea beyond. After a difficult walk over fallen trees, and boulders disguised under hand-high moss, we emerged on a cliff side, looking out over the sea. 

“Bring the supplies and start setting up camp here,” Amandera ordered. “Once the others are through, I want scouting parties to divide up this island and bring us information as quickly as possible.”

I glanced at Rusk. He gave a half-shrug as if to acknowledge Amandera’s capability. What was the choice she was going to ask me to make? I hoped it didn’t have anything to do with Rusk. She looked at him with curiosity and a certain level of hunger in her eyes. What exactly was it like for a young, vibrant woman to be married to an ancient husk of a man like the High Tazmin? Was it possible that she had dalliances on the side? Was she thinking of Rusk that way?

A stab of fear ran down my spine. 

Minutes later Amandera had a tent set up along the cliffs and a fire lit. Her armsmen pushed Rusk and I into a sitting position, side by side on a fallen log. Amandera spoke to me while she arranged her things, as if she were conversing to a friend. Knowing she held my fate in her hands made her friendly conversation eerie, especially with the cliff’s edge so close and the implied threat of a coming choice.

“It’s surprising how little they teach you in the Silken Gardens. There’s nothing wrong with history, court lessons and good health, but they leave you woefully ill-prepared for the world beyond. The thinking is that you will be malleable when we set you on your future course, but in your case, it just made you mulish and foolish, didn’t it Tylira?” Amandera filled a black kettle and set it on the fire. “If you had been patient and listened to your lessons—the lessons I was planning to give you—instead of running off, then you would know all about heartstones. You would know, for instance, that they came from the Gods to our ancestors as a way to harness the energy of the earth and access the Common Soul of our world, our ancestors, and ourselves. You would know that when the heartstone is taken from you, you lose that link. You would know that someday when you die, we will distill your essence from the stone and send you back into the Common while the stone will be passed on to the next generation.”

“You’re assuming I’ll die before you,” I said, ice in my voice.

“And of course, you will. You’ve been thrashing like a baby in a nest of snakes. Every movement only puts you in worse danger, but you are incapable of understanding your own situation. You think that I am your enemy because I caused you pain, but if you knew anything you would know that sometimes pain is the only way to activate your link to the Common and you would thank me for it. How many men have you killed with your link to the Common since we met, Tylira?”

My stomach heaved at the thought, but I didn’t answer.  

“I know of at least a dozen.” Amandera laid out her things for tea and arranged a folding chair to her liking. “And I’ve not been in a position to keep a running tally. I think that if you reflect on it, you will realize that since I took you from the Silken Gardens you have killed many people—and I have not killed anyone. You will realize that the evil you are facing is not outside of you, it is inside you. You are the threat here. You are the one who is causing immeasurable pain with your desire for independence and your desire to be your truest self.”

Her voice had a mocking note to it. I was not the problem here! If she would just leave me alone then nothing would have happened to anyone. She caused all of this. Well, except for Toure. And the soldier on her palanquin. The soldiers who had fought us when we defended Alsoon deserved what they got, so I wasn’t going to count them. They had to know we would defend ourselves, didn’t they? 

A twittering drew my attention. Tiny grey and white birds sat all around Rusk’s feet, flittering, tweeting, and occasionally resting on his shoulders or hands. He had a fond look on his face as though he were welcoming friends. I really did need to ask him more about why birds loved him so much. Just saying ‘I’m the Prince of Hawks’ wasn’t enough of an explanation.

The rest of the camp was set up, and Amandera’s guards broke up into their scouting parties and proceeded to follow her orders. There were only five men stationed around the camp guarding the High Tazminera, although two of them were clumped up behind her tent as if they were hiding something. If we were going to escape, we would need to do that while so many of them were gone.

Amandera sighed loudly as she poured her tea. She perched like a bird on the edge of the folding chair and sipped her tea out of a sky-china cup, as delicate and pale blue as a summer sky.

“I can tell by your face that you aren’t hearing me, Tylira. You are planning your escape. It’s true to form, but counterproductive. Have you learned nothing from the past days? The more you run, the more you cause pain for others and now I’m afraid that you will cause pain again. I require you to be at your best.”

Amandera signaled to her armsmen behind the tent and they came out. One had something long and heavy thrown over his shoulder. He threw it to the ground at Amandera’s feet. Bound in ropes, a kerchief tied around her mouth and a villainous gaze, was Jakinda.

My hand flew to my mouth and I looked at Rusk. He opened his mouth and stepped forward, but one of the guards had moved up behind him while he was distracted. He had a knife to Rusk’s throat before I could cry out a warning. Rusk grunted as his hands were lashed behind his back. The knife never left his throat, its tip leaving a droplet of red running down his neck.

“Please, Amandera. She is nothing but a faithful servant of the High Tazmin. Her loyalty is to Canderabai,” I said. I felt like there was no blood left in my face, and my head felt light. Seeing Jakinda tied up here when I thought she’d escaped left a bitter taste of guilt in my mouth. What did that mean for Buhari? Were my other guards dead? I shouldn’t have left them.

“She left the borders of Canderabai without the Emperor’s permission. Her fate is sealed.”

“It was me who led her away,” I said, pleading. “I should bear the punishment.”

Amandera tapped a finger to her chin as if she were considering it. “In that case, I suppose I should give you the option of preventing her execution.”

I let out a long breath. Amandera nodded to the guards. They hauled Jakinda to her feet, marched her to the edge of the cliff, and tugged off her gag and ropes. She looked small and ragged there on the edge. 

“Tylira,” she said in a weak voice, but one of the guards growled at her and she fell silent.

“Jakinda, are you hurt?”

She shook her head.

“Buhari? Sesay?” I asked, but my voice was small. I already knew the answer. 

She looked away, and her refusal to answer was all the answer I needed.

“You’ve proven to have some rare abilities, Tylira,” Amandera said. “Abilities that have the strength to overcome my own considerable power. This is a great asset for Canderabai and the High Tazmin. I would like to see if we can wring one other ability out of you. I’ve never seen it myself, but the ancestors tell me that some rare individuals can touch the Common without the use of a heartstone. I have yours, and I would like you to touch the Common for me without it. What do you say, Tylira?”

“Please, Amandera,” I begged, clasping my hands in front of me and taking a step forward. Not Jakinda. Not after everything that happened between us. I owed her so much and I’d done nothing but disappoint her.

“No, Tylira. This is up to you. Choose to find the Common and your guard lives. Fail, and she goes over the edge.”

“Jakinda,” I said, locking my gaze on to hers. Her face was twisted and her eyes brimmed with tears. “I’m so sorry.”

She shook her head violently.

“Don’t be sorry, Tylira,” Amandera said. “Be capable.”

“Don’t do this to her!” Rusk pled. One of the guards cuffed him hard in the face. He swayed, his head lolling forward. 

My gaze swiveled from him to Jakinda and back to Amandera.

“You want me to do something no one has ever done before!”

“Focus Tylira. Stop playing around.” Her eyes were hard and deadly serious. Desperately I reached for Ra’shara, but my concentration slipped again. I was in a meditative state, but there was nothing there, like a dream when the morning comes.

“I don’t know how!” I said, throwing my hands up. “You just admitted that you don’t know how. No one does!”

“A ‘no’ then,” Amandera said, before slowly sipping her tea with a dainty flourish of her hand and then nodding just as gracefully to her armsman who reached out and shoved Jakinda over the side of the cliff. 

A scream tore through me. Her fall was painfully slow. She stumbled backwards, arms pinwheeling and grasping at the air, and then with nothing to hold to, she tumbled slowly backwards and over the side. Her eyes locked on to mine as they vanished from view.

“No!” I screamed and then my scream turned to a sob. “No, no, no.”

I should never have left her on her own. I should have found another way. She died knowing this was my fault and there was no way that I could ever take it back. I shouldn’t have run in the race for the useless Teeth of the Gods. What did they matter? My freedom had felt so valuable—so priceless—but compared to Jakinda’s life, to her whole future, what was the value of a few days or weeks of doing as I pleased? What was the value of an ancient artifact? I’d bargained with her life and lost.

I was a fool and worse, a selfish fool. I should rip Amandera limb from limb for pushing me into becoming this person that I hated. I should tell her to do something impossible and then push her over a cliff.

“Let’s try this again,” Amandera said. “Perhaps you simply didn’t care enough about that guard captain.”

The guard closest to Rusk ripped his shirt off and I gasped at the angry scabbed scar on his torso. His old wound had indeed been the problem, but he hadn’t admitted how bad it was. The guard jabbed Rusk with the handle of his knife right in Rusk’s swollen wound. Rusk cried out, curling over the wound and thrashing against his bonds. I felt a spike of pain in the ball of his feelings that I carried in my mind.

“Please!” I yelled, standing up. Not Rusk! They killed Alsoon, they killed Jakinda, I wouldn’t let them kill him too.

“Sit,” Amandera ordered. She could order all she wanted. I wasn’t going to allow her to hurt Rusk. I launched myself forward and then Amandera gave a sign and her guards began punching him. “It ends when you sit.”

On the word ‘sit’ I threw myself to the ground like a beaten dog eager to submit.

“Good,” Amandera said. “You can listen when you really try.”

“Please, don’t hurt him,” I begged. Rusk’s grunts and labored breathing told me all I needed to know. They’d hurt him badly. His pain flared and burned in my mind.

“It’s not my choice, Tylira, it’s yours. You wanted to be master of your own destiny. Well, here you go. As promised, you have a choice. Reach Ra’shara and the Common without your heartstone, or choose not to. Your choice will determine what happens. I can’t very well throw him off a cliff—not while he’s bound to you, but there are other methods within my reach. Will you find the Common?”

“It’s not my choice if I don’t know how to do what you’re asking!” I said.

“Another ‘no’,” Amandera said with a nod and the same guard punched Rusk in his wound again. 

Rusk’s cry was gut-wrenching. I moaned with him. Why did I cause nothing but pain to those I loved? My hands shook so badly that I couldn’t calm them. There was no way to satisfy Amandera if the price was to do the impossible. I squeezed my eyes shut. I needed to try. I needed to do my very best to show that I was trying to say ‘yes’ even though the request was impossible. 

Nothing met my frantic grasp. I couldn’t enter Ra’shara without the heartstone.

“You are trying,” Amandera said, from much closer. She must have walked closer to observe her handiwork. “But not hard enough yet. It takes pain to wring a connection out of someone, and all my efforts only brought out your first talent. I don’t think I can make you feel enough pain by only afflicting you. I know from experience how attached one can become to the person they are tied to—whatever those bonds may be. Now try, Tylira. You have caused enough pain already with your willfulness.”

Screwing up my eyes as tightly as I could, I tried to find Ra’shara. Rusk’s cries of pain told me I had failed. I leaned forward, hands sinking into the deep moss, trying as hard as I could. I focused on the scent—bright and effervescent —of the trees and on the sound of the birds. Birds? I opened my eyes. Birds were everywhere, circling Rusk and screeching so loudly that they almost drowned out his cries. It was as if every bird on the island had come to assist him. They dove at the men beating him, screeching and flapping. Amandera’s guards spent half their efforts beating the birds back, but they were not enough to stop the armsmen entirely. Come on birds! Don’t let up!

Amandera stepped on my hand, leaning her weight on to it. I bit my tongue to keep from crying out.

“Close your eyes and try again,” she said, ignoring the birds entirely. They dove at her, too, but none could reach her. Could she make a shield?

I screwed my eyes shut and tried again. Carefully, I blocked out the sounds of the world, blocked out the invigorating smell, blocked out my own pain and terror and dug as deeply as I could. For a bare moment Ra’shara flickered before me and then was gone again.

“I felt that,” Amandera said. I could hear the smile in her tone. “Gentlemen, it’s time to exert just a bit more pressure on the san’lelion.”

No! With the beating they were giving Rusk, he couldn’t take much more. I focused deep within, and sank deep, deep into the meditation, forcing all other thought, sensation, and emotion away so there was only me and Ra’shara. Like the snap of a taut bowstring I was flung suddenly into Ra’shara and with  concentrated focus I kept myself there as I opened my eyes. Amandera was beaming.

“Here’s a little extra motivation for you,” Amandera said through her sickly-sweet smile. “I’m guessing by the fact you were kissing your san’lelion, that he hasn’t told you the truth yet. Love can’t be built on lies.”

Rusk yelled out his loudest cry yet. What were they doing to him? 

“I think I’ll tell you, Tylira, on his behalf. He shouldn’t go to the grave without you knowing.”

She was playing with me. I needed to focus and destroy her. I focused on her heartstone, found a thread and began to pull it loose.

“It was Rusk Hawkwing, the acclaimed Prince of Hawks and General of the Kosad Plains—the very one you seem so taken with—who slew your mother. Fancy that.”

The thread from the heartstone flapped about, slick and slimy as a fresh-caught fish and in my shock at her words, I let go. My mother. He couldn’t have! She was lying. The world felt like it was spinning and my vision flickered with black spots.

Lightnings tore through the camp, lighting Amandera’s tent on fire, spiraling up one of the great trees into the sky and piercing two of the guards. Corpses of birds rained from the sky and fell on us as I leapt to my feet and pushed through the stunned guards to grab Rusk’s hand.

I glanced towards Amandera. Could she stop us? She stood with a white face and hollow eyes staring at something in her hands. Her heartstone was shattered in half, cupped tenderly in her palms. 

“Can you run?” I asked, Rusk, hauling him to his feet. She had to be lying. It couldn’t have been Rusk. He would have told me. He would never have let me kiss him. But he hadn’t at first, had he? He’d pulled away. 

He looked at me with big, pleading eyes and before I could grasp what they meant he pulled me by the hand holding his, and ran towards the cliff. 

“Rusk! The cliff!” I screamed, but it was too late. His feet left solid ground and he was flying through the air, arms and legs paddling as if he were swimming in water instead of jumping to his death. His hand holding mine pulled me after him, falling, falling, falling into nothing.

I screamed.
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Chapter Thirty-One: Flight
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I couldn’t take in all the sensations: falling, terror, exhilaration, sights whizzing by, my own heartbeat deafeningly loud in my ears. I gasped as my fall stopped suddenly. Rusk caught me in his arms, then drooped over me, barely conscious. We were on the most massive bird I had ever imagined. It was all white with grey-dappled feathers and great wings beating in steady rhythm as it gained height.

“Giant Roc,” Rusk gasped, “the sparrows told me he was here. Sent for him.”

His head drooped against his chest and his hold on me was weak. Below us the double row of curving spires grew small.

“Can you ask him to take us to an island? I think you’re going to pass out,” I said.

He grunted and muttered something indecipherable, but the Roc spiraled downward so he must have been able to communicate. I counted the spires. Fourteen. The one we had been on with Amandera was the most easterly of them all and the Roc was moving towards the westerly islands. At the bases of two, I could see small fishing villages in protected coves and here and there I thought I could make out giant nests in some of the most magnificent trees. Whoever would have believed that there would be Giant Rocs here? Or that they existed at all, outside of legend? 

One of the Ribs had a lighter tip than the rest, and I realized as we drew nearer that the top of it was dished out with formidable mountains ringing a small clear lake. It looked impregnable. We needed somewhere like that to rest while Rusk healed. Somewhere that would be hard to get to—or even see—for anyone but a bird. 

“Can he take us to the one with the lake on top?” I asked. 

This time Rusk didn’t even grunt although he let out a breath that was what a grunt would be when it was exhausted. He wasn’t so much holding me now as simply draped over my back, his head resting on my shoulder.

There was something strange about the lake as we drew nearer. What was that ?It looked almost as if something had fallen into it—something as large as an inn—and only a tiny part of it peeked out along the beach. Whatever could it be? I should find out as soon as I could. It might be a building we could hide in, although why a building would be half-submerged was beyond me.

“Can he set us down on the southern shore?” I asked.

There was still no reply, but the Roc banked, circling the Rib I requested. I grabbed Rusk firmly with both hands, hoping I wouldn’t lose my grip on him. He seemed incapable of holding onto the Roc, or me, or anything else. We slowly arced around the island and then the Great Roc glided smoothly down onto the pebbled shore of the water. 

I grabbed Rusk around the waist and half-supported him, half-pulled him, off the Roc’s back. We fell to our knees on the pebbles and the Roc’s shriek was piercing and intimidating all in one.

“Thank you,” I said, not sure what else to say. I had never imagined that Rusk might have the power to really speak with birds, much less convince one to catch us and bear us to safety. What else didn’t I know about him? I shivered because I thought I knew. Those big eyes had confirmed the worst, he was my mother’s killer.

“Well now I know why they call you Hawkwing,” I said, standing up and pulling him with me. Should I accuse him to his face? Should I demand that he give an account for what he did? I’d promised to absolve him for standing by and refusing to stop my mother’s death, but I hadn’t known then that he was her killer. He stumbled along beside me as I bore most of his weight, but his eyes were closed and he did not speak. 

“You killed my mother,” I said, not sure he could hear me. “And you didn’t tell me. You hid it.”

And hadn’t I just killed Jakinda by my foolishness? Jakinda who’s whole life had been caring for me? She was more of a mother than my real mother had been. My hands were red with her blood. I shivered.

“What am I supposed to do with you now?”

I needed him to keep walking. I couldn’t carry him. If he passed out I wouldn’t be able to move more than eight feet from him. How would I build a fire or fetch water? We would both die if he sank into a deep enough stupor for enough days. But worse than that, I needed an answer as to why I’d given my heart to someone who hadn’t even given me the truth. I had never felt so powerless. Not when Amandera stole my stone. Not when I had killed Toure. Never. 

Thinking of my heartstone brought Ra’shara back immediately. Apparently, I still had the power to enter it without the stone.

“I was worried you wouldn’t get this far,” An’alepp said, appearing suddenly and looking around as if she were in my world. 

“If you don’t mind, Ancestor, I’m fighting a life or death battle here. I just discovered that the man I love has betrayed me, and I’m not all that happy with my ancestors at the moment.”

“A fool’s stance. Without us you are nothing but an arrogant toddler.”

“With you, I may very well become a corpse long before old age and insanity take me.”

“You realize that your power to access the Common is dependent on me, don’t you?”

“You don’t say.”

The structure was growing closer with every one of my labored steps. Rusk was dragging a foot now, and his weight grew heavier by the moment. Could I reach the shelter in time? A metal door protruded upwards on an angle, the height of my knee above the surface of the land. Not the best place to hide, but certainly better than any other option we had. Although fires might be out of the question, as I saw no chimneys.

“It’s true,” An’alepp said. “Because I have chosen to guide you, I give you what is left of my soul. Every time you access the Common to unweave, you use up a little of what is left of me.”

Well, it seemed everyone was full of stunning revelations these days. I had too much to think about to dwell on this one. 

“In that case,” I said, “Let’s hope that I use you up quickly so I don’t have to put up with any more of these irritating conversations.”

“So, you are mad at us. You think this is our fault.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I suppose it likely is. The thing about being someone’s ancestor is that you are the source of all the good and evil they experience, to some extent or another, because without you they would never have lived at all to experience anything.”

“Could you spare me the philosophy?” I grunted. Just ten more steps, if I could make it. “I’m a bit busy here.”

“Where are you?” An’alepp asked, for the first time seeming frustrated that she couldn’t clearly see my surroundings.

“I’m trying to haul Rusk to a door sticking out of a lake.”

The sparkle in her ancient eyes bore the look of a child who knew you had sweets and were unlikely to give them to him unless he asked in just the right way. Embroidery appeared in her hands and she threaded her needle as she casually asked her next question.

“A metal door? Rounded on the edges and black as night?”

“The very same.” Well, at least if she knew the door she might be able to help me get in. Six steps.

“Is there a keypad in it?”

“A what?”

“The numbers from the other door?”

“I think so,” I said. It was hard to concentrate on much else but dragging one foot in front of the other. Four steps. My breath was coming in quick pants and Rusk had stopped moving his feet at all, I was dragging him now. How far could I drag him before my strength gave out?

“Don’t touch the numbers. You’ll need to unweave the booby trap first.”

“I lost my heartstone,” I said, focused on just making it to the door. Two steps.

An’alepp’s eyes widened. “Well, you’re here all the same, so perhaps it doesn’t matter.”

“Amandera has it.”

“Well that’s a horse of a different color.”

“What?” 

“Just an old expression.”

I reached the door and lowered Rusk as gently as I could to the ground at the edge of the water. Would I be able to pick him up again after I opened the door? I’d have to.

I squinted at the numbers. I could see their weavings, all the threads in them so tiny that they were nearly invisible, and wrapped among them was another weaving. It stood out like red yarn in a pile of white. Focusing, I teased one end out and carefully unwove it strand by strand. When I was done I was soaked in sweat and the air felt cooler. 

“It looks like I’ll be able to unravel your soul even without a heartstone, Ancestor.”

“Are you going to open the door or would you like to brag a little more first? Maybe beat on your chest with your fists?”

“I don’t suppose you know the code?” 

“Five, five, six, oh, five,” she said.

I pressed each number at her explanation. “No fancy reason for each one?”  

“It was my IAST code when I served aboard. Since I locked the panel, I used my code for the key,” An’alepp said with a faraway look in her eyes.

“None of that means anything to me.” The door shuddered and a loud clank rang out. I seized the thick metal handle and pulled the door open, straining to loosen the aged metal.

“I know. You’re practically a barbarian, as are all my descendants now. It’s not nice to realize you’ve birthed pre-historic man,” An’alepp said.

I ignored her. Until she said something that made sense I just didn’t want to hear it.

I peered into the doorway and realized that it was a small chamber with another door on the end of it. It would fit us both, but the fit would be tight. I longed to go ahead and explore to be sure it was worth dragging Rusk into the shelter, but there just wasn’t enough room on the tether. 

Reluctantly, I went back to him, running a cool hand over his hot forehead. He didn’t look good. Pain etched his face even in unconsciousness and bruises and splits marred his skin. His original wound burned bright red and leaked blood and pus. It was certainly infected. I needed to get him care and rest or he would not recover at all. With a fearful sigh, I pulled him up, trying to take care not to touch his wounds, but the task was more difficult than I’d feared. Getting a good grip on him and hauling a man twice my weight up to where I could drag his feet while shuffling backwards took all my strength. 

Eventually, I got him across the last step of beach, hauled him over the lip of the doorway and eased him into the shelter. It took a fair bit of agility and scrambling, and when it was over he lay prone on the smooth, but rippled floor and I sat beside him, heaving and panting with exhaustion. 

Tears pricked my eyes. What would I do if I couldn’t help him? What if this shelter wasn’t enough to protect us? I could barely move him a few steps, never mind to safety anywhere else, and it wasn’t me who could call the birds to help us. Maybe I should have asked the Roc to take us to one of the fishing villages. I’d been a fool to still think Amandera was my biggest threat when it was clear that Rusk’s injuries were a far greater problem.

After a moment, I remembered to close the door behind us. I had expected the room to be black as night, but the walls glowed a pale bluish-green. Was there some sort of glowing fungus in these parts? I’d heard tales that sometimes you found those in caves, but this glow seemed very uniform for a fungus.

I placed a hand on the second door, meaning to feel for a latch, but at the touch of my hand it slid open with a hiss. I gasped. Beyond the door were chairs and tables so carefully crafted that they would be priceless in Canderabai. I had unwittingly found a great treasure. Was this an ancient home of kings?

Beside the door was a padded bed. With one last burst of effort I hauled Rusk up onto it, and eased him into a relaxed position. It was the most I could do for the moment. The walls here glowed as well, but I couldn’t go farther to explore than the tether would allow.

I sank down onto the floor, worry, exhaustion and grief sapping my strength. Tears flowed like rivers down my face. My mother. He killed my mother. And like it or not, I was completely in love with him.

I wiped my nose with the back of my hand, blinking in the light and that was when I saw it. In the center of the room on a pedestal was half of a plaque, but the edge of it was as familiar as my own name. I had memorized that shape, in reverse, a thousand times while I read the words in the Silken Gardens.

I remembered them now as clearly as a recited prayer:

This daughter of the stars trained intensely: physically, mentally and in the place between the stars ...

And now I finally read the rest of the sentence engraved upon the plaque:

... where she soared with the precision and excellence we expect from our great commanders. As a result, we are pleased to present to her both her commission and this glorious ship, Event Alura. May you captain her well, An’alepp Bhatia, and bring her people safely home.
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Chapter Thirty-Two: Ancient Ways
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Click, click, snap. What was that? I twisted to look behind me and then leapt to my feet with a gasp.

Restraints were wrapping of their own volition around Rusk’s chest, arms and legs. What magic was this? I tugged at one, but it was secure and firm, made of a material that was fine, thin and tough. 

A voice began to speak in a language I had never before heard. The words were short and brisk. Did someone live here? There was no one behind me. A quick study of the room showed no one at all, and the voice seemed to come from Rusk’s bed. It was the same voice I had heard in the door under the waterfall, I was sure of it. No one else could sound so calm and reassuring while at the same time being so foreign. A blue light shone over him, made a series of patterns and then a shield rose between us. I tried to reach through it but couldn’t. Worried, I tried to stop its slow ascent, but it was too powerful. I tried to find Ra’shara and I found it, but it did not seem to be woven of the Common. It was a physical thing. I ran my hands over the clear, solid surface. Amazing. A thing of the Gods.

Behind the shield two metal arms emerged from the ceiling. My heart sped up. I pressed my hands, fingers spread wide, to the glass, if that was what it was. It didn’t feel like glass. I shouldn’t have laid him on the bed. I should have known not to trust this house of wonders. I could try to unweave the barrier, but that would risk killing Rusk if I slipped and lost a thread. 

The arms moved lightning fast. Long, slender needles jabbed Rusk and tiny, whirring devices moved over him. They didn’t seem to hurt him, but my fear increased. What were they doing? Was there a way to stop them? I examined the rim around the bed. Perhaps there were more numbers that could be touched.

“Ah. And so you are here at long last,” An’alepp said from beside me. 

“Can you help me stop this magic?” I asked, my voice tight with anxiety. “Rusk is in trouble.”

“It’s not magic. It’s an autodoc.”

“I don’t care what it’s called. It’s tied him down and put up a shield!”

An’alepp laughed. 

“Primitive! I still can’t believe that you are the result of my genetics.”

I frowned at her. “I think your brain is addled or you wouldn’t be gabbling about things that make no sense.”

There was nothing on the rim of the bed. I crossed the room to the plaque. Beside it was a wide table, but no other controls.

“I call you primitive because you don’t even have a child’s understanding of what is going on around you,” An’alepp said, but she seemed so pleased to be wherever we were that her heart wasn’t in it.

“If you know so much, An’alepp, then perhaps you can lend a hand,” I said, pointedly, leaning over the wide table to face her.

The moment that my hands touched the glossy black surface and ghostly image appeared above the table. What in the world?! I took a step back, my breath catching in my throat.

A sphere revolved slowly in the middle of the table. It appeared to be an odd form of map, with rivers and lakes picked out in tiny detail over the surface. Small notations in that foreign language were attached to bits of it, and lines and lines of the same writing ran down in waterfalls across the table. To one side was another picture, like a builder’s schematic. When I peered very carefully at it I saw a tiny image of myself standing within a large room. To the side, Rusk lay on the bed. 

I wrapped my arms around myself. There was some dark magic at work here. Perhaps I should smash the table. But with what? Everything in the room was smooth and glossy. I pulled at a chair, but it was affixed to the floor, as were the next two I tried. A treasure that could not be stolen. Wise.

An’alepp studied the ghostly image as she spoke. “The autodoc will heal him. Let it do its work and he’ll be like a new man.”

A new man? I wanted the old one back.

“Your name is on the plaque,” I said instead. “It’s the other half of the one that was in the Silken Gardens—my home.”

“Is it?” An’alepp said absently as she ran her fingers through the image. The lines of words moved and flickered at her touch like koi in a pond responding to an idle hand. “It’s the only thing in here written in English. Everything else was in Mandarin, but the ship was made in North America and the plaque was a gift from the American Controlling Interest. Strange, don’t you think, that the world we founded adopted that language?”

“Are you claiming to have made this world?” I asked. It was preposterous—but then again, this strange house was hers and I didn’t understand anything in it.

She laughed, “Made? No. Settled? Yes. We landed here, but the quantum drive was garbage. We had just enough charge to power the smaller devices, but they were never meant to go back to Earth. We could have gone as far as Axum, but it wasn’t meant to see a ship for another four hundred years, so we did the only thing left, we settled here. And Everturn has ... gifts.”

“Everturn?” I asked. 

“It’s what we named this world.”

Everturn. As if the world moved! An’alepp sounded as crazy when she was living as when she died.

“The first night we landed, Drusica tapped into some other world—a spirit world, she claimed—and made a prophesy. We thought she was ill, but as the days wore on each of us found similar gifts in the dimension we call Ra’shara. Mine was powerful, but Asama’s was the deadliest.”

“What could Asama do?” 

“He could unweave, Tylira, like you. You are the only two I have ever heard of who could do that.”

“What about you? I thought you were like me,” I said, a lost note in the higher pitch of my voice. I had to clear my throat to stop sounding like a child.

“Ha!” She laughed. “I am nothing like you. I was rather like your good friend Amandera when I was alive, although I rather think time has changed that.”

Amandera! I had thought that An’alepp was helping me because she saw a bond of similarity between us. How could she compare herself to Amandera?

“She’s not my friend. I hate her,” I said, gritting my teeth.

“Two sides of a coin,” An’alepp said, still twiddling with her fingers and dividing her attention between me and the moving image. “Amazing. Even though we worked hard to shut her down and keep the passives running on solar power, I’m still amazed it actually worked. This poor old girl has been sleeping all this time.”

“The Event Alura,” I said, understanding. “She was from some North something or the other. Were you from a different world than the ship?”

Could I even believe this nonsense? Maybe An’alepp really was completely crazy. The problem was that she’d been right up until now.

“Same world, but different country. Or, I should say, countries. Most of the crew came from India and the African Free Alliance. But there’s no point telling you about that. Likely none of those places still exist.”

“So, this house transports you? Like the door?”

“It’s not a house, girl, it’s a ship.”

Well, it was in water, although it didn’t exactly float. “And there were no Gods? Only you? Or are you a God?”

“A God! I like that.” She grinned so wide that she looked like a different woman.

“At least the door seems secure, and that autodoc thing is possibly helping Rusk,” I said, back to business now that the initial awe had passed. “So, I’ll just need to find food and water when Rusk wakes up. You must have left something in here.”

An’alepp shrugged as if she wasn’t too worried about physical survival. I walked back to the autodoc and watched Rusk. His bruises were shrinking visibly and his split lip had closed and returned to normal. The large wound in his torso faded to pink and was slowly closing over. Magic. I didn’t care what An’alepp called the thing, it was pure magic. I spread a hand out across the shield and watched, more fascinated with Rusk’s healing than with whatever had gripped An’alepp over at the table. With the erasure of every wound I felt a tiny burden lift. I had barely dared to hope, but now it seemed as if it may be true. He was really going to be well again. All I had to do was wait.

“What was the prophesy about?” I asked, to pass the time.

“You,” An’alepp said.

I laughed. 

“No, it was about you, Tylira. I didn’t believe it myself. I didn’t believe it fully until just now, but all the rest is exactly as Drusica said it would be. I believed her enough that I shut down the ship and left the systems running until the day you arrived. She was correct.”

“About what?” I asked, humoring her, but my eyes were glued to Rusk. He was so beautiful that I wished the shield would lower so I could touch him. But would I want to touch the killer of my mother? As if by my wish, the shield dropped suddenly, the arms retracted, the blue light faded and a white light replaced it.

Rusk’s eyes fluttered open.

“Rusk!” I said, not knowing what else to say. Should I hug him or kiss him or kill him? 

An’alepp’s next words didn’t help.

“This world is ending.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three: Teeth of the Gods
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“Rusk,” I said huskily. “You’re healed.”

He laughed in amazement, running his hands over his body, and then he stood up and rolled his shoulders. 

“What happened?”

“Some kind of magic,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself. Where did we stand now after everything? Could I forgive him for murdering my mother? Could he forgive me for the life he was living now?

“It’s really not,” An’alepp said from behind me. Sometimes I thought it was a good thing that no one but me could hear her.

“It’s called an autodoc and it healed you, and we’re on something that the ancestors call a ship. They told me it brought them here from another world.” I was babbling, trying so hard not to get to the part that came next. “You flew us on a Giant Roc! You didn’t tell me you could ride birds.”

He grinned, running his hand through his hair casually. “I didn’t know that I could. It was great, wasn’t it?”

He looked like he did the night he took me dancing. I choked on a sob. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, reaching out to take me in his arms. 

I stepped back and looked up into those honey warm eyes. He must not remember, but I did. I paused, not knowing how to say it, not knowing what I wanted him to say in return.

“You killed my mother.”

His hands fell to his sides and tears flooded his eyes, trailing down his cheeks as his lower lip quivered. He was like ice in the sun. He crumpled slowly, sitting down hard on the autodoc, his shoulders sagging, head falling into his hands.

“I knew I should have told you,” he said. “I knew it.”

Why, of all things, did I feel compassion for him? The faces of the people I’d killed flashed across my mind one at a time. What if I had to face their families and confess? My own lip began to tremble.

“But you didn’t.” I took a step towards him and laid my shackled hand on his shoulder. He felt so solid under my hand. How did someone who was crumbling feel solid as the earth? 

He looked into my eyes with his deep pleading gaze. “You’ve become everything to me, my whole light., my life. And so quickly. How can that even be? Telling you would have been like banishing the sun.”

I looked at him for a long moment, our broken expressions mirroring each other. I knew that in this moment our fates were in my hands. I should make him pay. I should hate him forever and make him suffer. And if I did, then Toure’s family should make me pay, and Jakinda’s, and the man in the palanquin’s. Where would it stop? At what point would it be enough?

Deliberately, firmly, I took his face in my hands, leaned down and kissed him. Our tears mingled together for a moment and neither of us dared breathe. Me, because I felt exposed while offering forgiveness, and he from the shock of the offer. 

Then, all at once, he took me by the waist and set me on his lap. His hand caressed my cheek and I leaned into it, feeling bittersweet pain and love all intermixed. His fingers wound into my hair and his thumb stroked my cheek as his gaze burned into mine in equal parts agony and gratitude. 

I kissed him, hard and passionate, trying to channel my own sharp pain and intense passion into one kiss. His other hand wrapped around, pressing into my lower back and drawing me in tight so that our bodies, hot with passion, were pressed against each other as our hungry lips sought absolution. 

Could another person heal your hurts? Could he seal up the fissures in you so that you became whole again? Recreate me! My heart begged for him, and my body leaned in tight and hot and passionate. If anyone could kiss me whole again it, would be him. If anyone’s caresses could sew up my gashes, it was his. I poured my heart into his, kissing him and wrapping my arms around him with every shred of feeling in my soul. I desperately needed to feel healed, to feel whole, in a way that no magic could make me. 

“Would you cut it out with the lover’s knot and get over here?” An’alepp called. “I want you to enter the sequence into this computer so the ship can speak to you in English. It will sound archaic to you, but at least you will be able to understand it. And then I want you to launch my welcome video so you and your san’lelion can understand what’s at stake.”

I didn’t want to deal with business. I didn’t care about her ambitions or this ship or the Teeth of the Gods. I just wanted Rusk.

We broke apart.

“Is this forgiveness?” he asked, his eyes vulnerable and desperate. “You can’t forgive me. Even though you must realize I had no choice. Not for that.”

I squared my stance. “I can do anything I want to do, Rusk Hawkwing.”

He bit his lip. “You can say the words, Tylira, but why would you forgive me ... especially when I killed your mother?”

I sighed. “Who else do I have, Rusk? I don’t want to hate you.  My mother is gone and nothing can bring her back. Jakinda is gone. Alsoon is gone. You are the only person I have left, and maybe only because you can’t leave.”

“Not true.”

“I don’t want to be angry with you. I don’t want revenge. All it would get me is empty hands and a broken heart.”

“So, this is forgiveness after all,” he said, wonder in his voice.

“It’s more than that. It’s a promise that I won’t walk away.”

He smiled slightly, still clearly torn and agonizing, but he jingled our tether lightly and joked, “I’m betting on that. I’m not going anywhere either.”

I felt empty and whole all at once as I returned his smile with my own ghost of one. 

“An’alepp says I need to do something urgently,” I said, quickly following An’alepp’s instructions. The ghost above the table flickered and the spheres and writing disappeared.

Rusk leaned against the table, took my waist gently in his hands and drew me in towards him. My heart sped up. I felt my eyes going big and I swallowed.

“You surprise me. Every time I think you’re bigger and bolder than life you do something even greater,” he said, leaning forward so I could see the twinkle in his eyes before he kissed me. His lips were cane-sugar sweet and mine clung to them. Ancestors could deal with their own problems. I was happy right where I was. When we broke apart he drew me in close and breathed into my hair. “Who would ever have expected that you could forgive me? My wild girl.”

“That’s what Alsoon called me.” A pang of sadness shot through me, painting the moment bittersweet.

“Where do we leap next, Wild Girl?” 

The huskiness of his voice had me breathing deeper, but we both jumped when a voice spoke from behind him. Above the table another ghost had appeared, but this time it was a small woman with a crooked nose, dressed in a military uniform so foreign that I couldn’t identify it. After a moment, I realized that it looked like the clothing An’alepp wore, but darker and cut more rigidly. She stood on the table and spoke.

“I am Commander An’alepp Bhatia of the Event Alura.” It was An’alepp! I could see it if I squinted hard enough. “This message is to our descendants who find our ship in future generations. We will try to leave enough clues in the culture we establish that you will be able to find this place and utilize our ultimate treasure—the God’s Teeth Flyers. We have secured them as best we can in preparation for that coming day.”

Did she mean that the Teeth of the Gods were here? Now that I was no longer even looking, had I accidentally stumbled upon them?

“Our data is conclusive. This planet is unstable—or will be in a few hundred years, give or take a generation. Something we are currently referring to as “the cataclysm” will eventually shake the planet apart. By this time, you have likely felt the beginnings of it. Earthquakes, increasing in strength will continue. The seas will rise and continents will divide and drift. But we fear this is only the beginning. Nothing can be done to save this world, you can only escape it. Unfortunately, we have only a few small quantum transporters, and they are unsafe for humans. Hopefully over the coming years we will devise a plan to proceed, but until then this ship will be put on standby and power conserved as best as we can manage. We will keep the quantum transporters secure as well. One can take messages to Axum if that planet is settled on schedule. If not, well, let us hope that we come up with an alternate solution before then.”

“Who is this?” Rusk asked, gesturing to An’alepp.

“That is An’alepp. She speaks to me in the mediation.”

“She says the world is ending. Do you believe her?”

I frowned. Why hadn’t she prepared me for this? “Yes.”

“What plan did she eventually devise to save it?” he asked. He seemed so calm, like he was certain that these magicians from the past would have a way. 

I wasn’t so sure. If An’alepp hid this from me, maybe she never found a way out of it.

“An’alepp?” I asked.

She ignored me.

“I’d be embarrassed, too, if I left this for my descendants to deal with.” I scoffed. Like everything else in life, the answer seemed to be, ‘make Tylira suffer until she figures it out.’

“We hoped that in time there would be new ideas,” she answered weakly.

“And on that note, did you just say that those doors aren’t safe for people?”

She didn’t answer that question either.

“She has nothing,” I told Rusk.

He scrubbed a hand through his hair, frowning.

“Well, while we’re thinking about it,” I said, “let’s look for the Teeth of the Gods. If they’re here after all this time, we might as well take a look at them before the world ends.”

“Because priceless artifacts are always around when you wake up from a dream fully healed,” Rusk said, “and with a beautiful woman. Wait. Is this a dream?”

“Hardly,” I said, looking at the schematic of the ‘ship’ on the table. It had various levels and on one there were twelve long glowing white things that looked remarkably like teeth. They were beneath us. Perhaps there were stairs. Ah! There they were. “The world is ending. If that’s really true then it’s a nightmare. Come on, I think I see how to get there.”

We exchanged one last longing glance. I’d stay forever with him talking out how we felt, but for now I had to put that aside. Together we exited through a door cut into the wall so it wasn’t flush with the floor and then took the turn to where the staircase was pictured. There it was: black, metal, but pebbly in texture so it was easy to grip as we walked down it. Eerily, the glow of light in the walls followed us. 

“Now entering Level Two. Berthing, Mess, Quartermaster,” that soothing voice said—this time in words I could understand if I concentrated very hard.

“She sounds almost enough like us – but completely unlike us,” Rusk said. Despite the fact that we’d moved on to business he lingered close by, letting a hand rest on my back whenever we paused to get our bearings.

“Do you really think these are the voices of our dead ancestors?” I asked. I thought they were. Was I crazy?

“What else could they be? All I know is that I want to figure out this place and then I want to get out. Preferably with a weapon that I can use to defend us from that insane relative of yours.”

“Agreed.”

We continued down the stairs to the next level. It was hard to pick out anything about the ship with the light levels so low, but it had an inviting feeling, as if it were designed to be a home as well as a water-vessel.

“Imagine floating on the sea in this monstrous thing,” Rusk said, echoing my thoughts.

“It’s so hard to imagine,” I agreed.

“It was never for the sea,” An’alepp said, showing up to irritate me again. “It’s for space exploration.”

“We’re exploring spaces now,” I agreed.

“No, space, like the stars.”

“Are you saying this structure floated on the stars?” I asked.

“Exactly.”

“That’s nonsense.”

She sighed.

“An’alepp said this place floated on the stars,” I said.

“Like a bird, flying on the air, only farther away,” Rusk said, his voice distant. “I wonder if we could make it set sail again.”

“I think it’s broken,” I said. 

“Now entering Level Three. Small vessel bay, Maintenance, Ship’s stores. Weapons Morgue. Quantum transporter.”

“Maybe we can fix it,” Rusk said. His eyes were bright. He wanted to fix it? Well, he did have a strange relationship with birds. Perhaps the opportunity to fly like one was too much to resist.

A table like the one upstairs was bolted to the floor at the entrance. I placed my hand on it, and the room lit up. It was much larger than I ever suspected. At least as large as the Blue Feather had been—perhaps as large as three Blue Feathers. To one side stood a metal door like the one we’d come through at the waterfall, but three times as tall and thick. Across the length of the room were two rows of long, curving white things. They looked almost exactly like elongated fangs and they gleamed like polished ivory. It came to me suddenly and certainly.

“The Teeth of the God’s,” I gasped. 

“Activating God’s Teeth Flyers,” the table said.

Little lights appeared along the teeth. Rusk’s mouth hung open. He looked at me, and his eyes were as wide as I was sure mine were.

“Come on, let’s look!” he said, grasping my hand in his palm. We ran to the closest one like children.

“There isn’t time to go chasing around the boat bay,” An’alepp complained from beside me. Fortunately for her, she hovered nearby me no matter how quickly I went. “The world is ending, and our time is limited.”

I ignored her, focused on the Teeth. They were real! After all this time they were real and they were like nothing I could have ever imagined. The desk had called them flyers. Could they really fly? Perhaps among the stars like this ship? I was almost giddy. 

When we reached the side of it, I ran my hands along the surface. It was smooth, but it caught at my hands in a way I couldn’t explain. 

“Look!” Rusk exclaimed, tucking his hands into hidden holds and then climbing up the side of the Tooth. I scrambled up behind him, and then he touched something and the top of the Tooth lifted. With a laugh of delight, Rusk disappeared into the Tooth, and I followed. There was a ladder on the other side and when I dropped down into the Tooth I was amazed. What had appeared to be a white exterior on the outside was completely transparent form the inside. I could see the Bay and all around us on three sides, though the wall behind us was opaque. At the front of the Tooth were two seats with another dark table in front of them, and then behind that, seats lined either wall, as if they were expecting a dozen people to sit in the Tooth. The back wall had a hatch, but I didn’t have time to explore it. Rusk was at the table at the front in a second, pressing his palms to it. A ghostly apparition appeared again, this time it was so complex that I could barely understand what the figure meant to portray. 

It had bird-like features, and arcs and spirals coming out from it. To the side, writing trailed in a ceaseless waterfall. It was truly a thing of the Gods.

“I think it’s meant to fly,” Rusk said.

“I think you need to focus on saving the planet from cataclysm,” said An’alepp, the world’s most cheerful ancestor.

“I think we should try it,” I agreed, grinning at Rusk. After all, we were here, right? And if the world was going to end anyway, there wasn’t much we could do about it right now. 

We both stared at the apparition, brows furrowed, trying to decide what to do first. I was so engrossed in figuring out the diagram that when the clatter of hooves sounded I jumped.

“Rusk,” I whispered, my voice hoarse with panic.

The metal door opened and out of it Amandera’s armsmen poured through, horses and all. Amandera stood at the table beside the staircase, peering at the apparition there. She looked up and I thought it was an illusion that she could meet my eyes until a thought occurred to me—perhaps when we activated the table, the side of the Tooth really had become transparent. 

She pointed right at us. 
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Chapter Thirty-Four: Don’t Let Me Down
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“Mud in a bowl! She came through the portal!” I yelled, whirling to face An’alepp. “Why didn’t you tell us she could get in here?”

“I assumed you realized all the doors could connect to one another,” An’alepp said as I scrambled to close the hatch into the Tooth.

“But how could she know how to do that?” I closed the hatch with a snick. Where was the lock on the door? “I can hardly keep track off all of this madness, let alone figure out how to use it!”

“Her ancestors help her, as I am helping you.”

“Great. And who was her ancestor?” I asked. Why couldn’t I get this door to lock?

“Drusica was one of them, although there have been many.”

“The one who could tell the future? Splendid. Anything else I should know?”

“A cataclysm is coming that will end the world. Preventing it should be our top priority.”

“Yeah. Right,” I said to her. As if Amandera’s sudden presence wasn’t more of an immediate priority. “Rusk, can we make this thing move? If it’s meant to fly, we need to fly it. The hatch doesn’t lock!”

“Then we’d better work fast,” he muttered, staring intently at the ghost-like diagram above the desk. He sat on the seat in front of it. “You’d better sit down.”

I sat beside him. “An’alepp stuck her hands into the picture.”

He thrust his hands into the image and immediately the diagram of the tooth grew larger, the text shrinking away to a single narrow waterfall on my side of the table. 

My attention was focussed on the area between me and Amandera. Six of her guards were rushing towards our Tooth, while the rest ran to the others, pulling open the hatches. There were far too many of them to stop. I swallowed.

“If Rusk can fly this thing, can we get out of this room?” I asked An’alepp.

“The ship bay?” An’alepp asked. 

“Yes.”

“You must open the Skyward hatch, and fly to the end of the bay where the chute opens upward to the sky. It was not covered with water when we sealed the ship, so we camouflaged it with debris, but anything could have happened in the years since.”

“Great. Just show me how to do it.”

An’alepp’s hands pulled at some of the words in the waterfall and I imitated her actions, speaking to Rusk while I worked. 

“Can you make it move?”

“I think so. I’m just playing it out in my mind first. It makes sense. I think it’s the way a bird would think about flying.”

And how would they think, exactly? Probably best not to ask right now. Amandera’s men would be on us in minutes.

“Do you think you could stop playing it out and give it a try? We’re going to be overwhelmed here in a moment.”

Rusk glanced up from his focus, saw what I was talking about, and then lifted one hand, while the other made a slight sweeping motion. The Tooth lurched, and I flew backwards into my seat, my hands gripping the desk. The men who had been running towards us were flung backwards and rolled across the ground. Across the ship’s bay I saw others turn and point, clearly yelling to their neighbors. The floor fell away and we rose slowly towards the ceiling. I didn’t see Amandera anywhere. She must be in her own Tooth, trying to work out how to make it work. Hopefully her ancestor wasn’t adept at flying. 

“Great, let’s hope Amandera’s men don’t think like birds the way you do.”

We wobbled in the air.

“It’s not as easy as it looks. I need someplace to go.”

“Head in the opposite direction to the way we came in.” I glanced down at the small schematic of the ship bay that had appeared. “There’s a chute that goes up to the surface. If it’s still functioning then it should be open and we can head out to open sky.”

“If?!”

“Well, if you see another way, don’t let me clip your wings.” Beside us a second Tooth rose into the air.

Rusk snarled, and made a graceful swooping motion with both hands. The instant reaction of the Tooth threw me back into my chair again. We were flying! Really flying. It was amazing—almost as good as riding the Roc, but scarier. I had never thought that the Roc might fall from the sky, but this Tooth was a different matter. How did it run? How did it stay up?

I hadn’t realized I’d been speaking into Ra’shara until An’alepp answered.

“A mini fusion reactor, water for reactant of course, and aerodynamics.”

“You’re going to have to stop speaking gibberish eventually and explain yourself,” I complained.

An’alepp sighed. “It’s what I’m trying to do, fool girl. And remember, with every question you distract me from coming up with something to stop the cataclysm.”

“Gods forbid I distract you,” I muttered. 

We soared down the boat bay, and as the far wall grew closer, and closer still, Rusk soared upward into the chute. It was exactly where An’alepp and the diagram claimed it would be. 

“Don’t hit the walls,” I said nervously. Our wing tips were close to brushing the exterior walls. They were semi-transparent and flexible, as if made of cloth rather than glass. Beyond them the crystal waters of the lake were bright and attractive. Dark shadows rippled and danced along the walls of the chute and fish swished close to the slime coating that obscured the view.

Rusk said nothing. His jaw was clenched and a tiny trickle of sweat had formed on his brow. No wonder. He was flying. Controlling a strange machine, like a palanquin with wings, and he was maneuvering it in a tiny enclosed space.

“Flick here,” An’alepp said, pointing to the image over the desk, and when I obeyed an image appeared showing tiny ships running through a chute. It took a moment for me to realize it was the view from behind us. Amandera was hot on our tail.

Her Tooth wove unsteadily up the chute. Clearly no one else had Rusk’s bird-mind abilities. 

“What if she damages it?” I worried aloud.

“Then the ship will seal off the boat bay’s end of the chute and jettison the rest of it,” An’alepp replied.

That I understood. At least we wouldn’t need to fear ruining the submerged ship. Its treasures were unfathomable. 

“And you’ll be stuck in the chute since the end won’t be able to open. Eventually you’ll drown or die when the Tooth runs out of oxygen.”

Just when I thought I could start breathing again, she drops this rock on my head.

We burst through the entrance into the air beyond and the Tooth flooded with the bright light of the sunless sky. We shot upwards, flying like a javelin thrown by a mighty man. I gasped, my heart leaping into my throat with a combination of terror and delight. 

Rusk whooped as energy and excitement radiated from his face. He maneuvered the Tooth into a flight path parallel to the land beneath as we peered down from our great height. Below was the lake on the top of the Rib. The chute yawned black and strange from out of the lake. As we watched one of the other Teeth burst through the entrance, then another, and another, and then something went wrong and there was a burst of light and then a cloud of red and black fire. 

“What was that?” Rusk asked, breathlessly.

“I think someone couldn’t fly like you can. We won’t be able to go back that way.”

How many Teeth had Amandera’s men taken out? Were there some trapped in the chute, tangled within its malleable walls and sinking to their inevitable deaths? I shivered.

We circled the emerald green island. From so far up the other Ribs were easy to see, white cliffs and brilliant green foliage clawing up in graceful arcs towards the sky. Around the ribs, the sea was bright and flashing beneath the eye of the sun. One moment it was green and the next blue, and there in the center of the Ribs it was a frothy white, as if something was bubbling out of the depths. Strange, I hadn’t been taught about any anomaly there when I studied geography.

The Teeth of the Gods were something from legend. Looking out I could see that the long, tooth-like vessels had sprouted sleek, carved wings so that they looked like the teeth of a shark. They rolled and dove and swooped like seabirds, glaring white in the bright sun. The awe of them filled me.

“Tylira,” Rusk called and I snapped back from admiring the world below to concentrating on the threat right behind us. “Keep an eye on the schematic of yours. I think they’re coming up on our rear. Whenever I change course I see them for a second, and then they skitter behind my back.”

“Could we dodge underneath them?” I asked. Imagine! The ability to go underneath or above something as easily as running right or left!

“I could swoop down like a bird, but I’d have to bank hard and we’d fall out of these seats.”

I glanced down at the seat. Could we hold on easily? I looked for handholds.

“Press the button at the front of the seat and the seat will mold around you and keep you contained until you press it again,” An’alepp said impatiently. “And have your man take us to investigate that boil in the sea.”

I pressed the button and the seat shifted to cup my body, shaping itself around my lower body so that my hips and legs were immobilized. I reached over and pressed the button on Rusk’s seat. He grunted as his seat moved.

“There, fly however you want, bird boy!”

We hit the buttons just in time. Beside my window one of the other Teeth zipped by so quickly and so close that I shrieked.  Glaring through the window was Amandera, her hands deep in the image on her desk. Was she flying that Tooth? Was there anything she couldn’t do? On her head my heartstone flashed and crackled. I felt a sudden surge of hate. She stole that from me, and I was going to make her give it back.

“They’re on both sides of us,” Rusk said.

“And two behind us,” I confirmed, looking at the projection. “Can you rise higher?”

“Something is preventing me. Amandera’s magic, perhaps,” he said, his face screwed up in concentration. “I think they are trying to drive us into the sea.”

Our Tooth rocked. 

“What was that?” I asked. 

“They’re shooting at you,” An’alepp said.

“Arrows?”

She laughed. “Considerably worse than arrows.”

“It’s a weapon,” I told Rusk.

“You don’t say,” he muttered, tapping a part of the schematic that flashed yellow. “Do we have these weapons of our own?”

“An’alepp?” I asked.

“Here,” she said, placing her ghost hands over mine and showing me how to move my real ones through the action of calling up our own weapons. 

Another weapon hit us and we spun, end to end.

“There are too many of them,” Rusk said, “we can’t keep up.” 

I followed An’alepp’s motions and whooped as one of the Teeth behind us flashed gold on the schematic, but Rusk was right, with our current trajectory we would eventually hit the ocean. 

I reached for Ra’shara instinctually and was delighted when it came easily to me. How was I doing this without a heartstone? I could see the threads of reality that Amandera had spun from the Common to keep us from flying up or down. They were large and unwieldy, done in a hurry. What talent and power she must possess to weave them at all under these circumstances.

I reached for the threads and grasping one in particular, I tugged on it and set it free. Lightnings streaked out from the place where the thread jumped back and forth as it unraveled. Splitting the air and slicing down to the water beneath and up to the sky above, they arced and spat until the thread fell free.

“Sweet Penspray!” Rusk yelled, rolling our Tooth to the side to avoid a bolt. “Was that you? Because I have enough enemies fencing me in without you making things worse!”

“I cleared the way above us, try going towards the sky,” I said, and when he followed my directions we broke up and out of Amandera’s hold. My hands flew across the desk, following An’alepp’s promptings. One of our followers hit the sea with a massive boiling splash. “You’re welcome.”

“Don’t get too smug. You know as well as I do that you could have hit us with those lightnings. What’s that woman’s goal here? Does she want you dead so badly?”

“She wants my power.”

“Drowning you feels like a foolish way to get it,” he said as we spun fully clear of our enemies and then circled in a wide arc.

“Shouldn’t we be trying to outrun them?” I asked.

“We can’t. They’re flying at the same speed we are, and you saw how things went with them behind us. I’m going to tear down their throats and see how they like that.”

Somehow, he made the Tooth soar faster, rushing straight towards the four Teeth before us. They fanned out, but there was no way to completely avoid Rusk.

“What the ...” he said, and then suddenly our Tooth staggered and began to fall. 

I found the weave we were tangled in and unwove it as quickly as I could, letting it free itself and dissolve into lightnings again, but just as Rusk began to right us, there were two more weavings to undo. 

“She’s too fast. I can’t counter her quick enough,” I said, wiping my brow with one hand as I concentrated. For every one thread I unwove, two more sprang up. I picked them apart aggressively, not caring where the lightnings went.

“Woo Hoo!” Rusk cheered. “Your lightnings took one down. She’s falling from the sky!”

“Don’t cheer yet. You forget it could be us,” I muttered, picking at a particularly tough one. Was she tying them off now? This felt like a knot.

“Well, I’ll cheer for as long as it isn’t ... oh no.”

“Oh no, what?”

“She’s been herding us. Work faster! We’re going straight for the sea again!” 

I picked one apart only to have it replaced immediately by another. Teeth gritted, I focused on that weave, pulling it apart like a feral dog in a butcher shop.

“Tylira, we are feet from the water. I don’t think I can hold this bird in the air!”

I attacked the next and the next in a flurry of effort. She was too fast! She was too much better than I was. It was all going to be for nothing. Finding the Teeth, saving Rusk, finding out about where we came from—it was all for nothing. I was going to die here in the sea. I didn’t want to drown. I didn’t want to die. I barely heard Rusk’s comments. His tone had gone from playful to strained to panicked. We must be close to crashing. I fought on. Terror and imminent loss lent me wings. I glanced at Rusk. He was so strong and so brave, fighting for a girl he didn’t even know only a couple weeks ago. He’d drown with me if I couldn’t find a way to free us, but the weaves were too fast. The power too great.

The side of my neck prickled and I glanced away from my work to my left. Out the window Amandera’s Tooth was so close to ours that she was barely as far away as my tether to Rusk. My heartstone flickered and flashed on her forehead. She was smiling, serenely, at me as her fingers flexed and unflexed like she was weaving a web with them.

My heartstone. The defective one that was full of barriers. Had she woven something to knock those barriers out of the way?

With a flash of inspiration, I abandoned my work, focused on the heartstone, and plunged towards it mentally. 

“Tylira, we have only seconds. Please,” Rusk pled, “Please find us a way.”

Yes. There were tiny, miniscule weavings within it. I tugged one apart, and then the next. Like gossamer cobwebs they provided no resistance. 

“I’ve put all my hopes in you, Tylira. Don’t let me down, girl.”

And then, on instinct, I reached for the Common through the stone. It shouldn’t work. I couldn’t access Ra’shara through it without it touching me, but maybe if I could just touch it with my own thread of the Common I could make it do my bidding—

“If you pray, now would be the time,” Rusk muttered and then in a voice so low I could barely hear it he said, “my Wild Girl.”

My heart leapt, and I reached through the heartstone and unwove as hard as I could. Threads of Common rushed back towards the stone, as if I was pulling back every single thing Amandera had woven since stealing the stone from me. As if I was clawing back my own self from her thieving hands.

Lightnings danced all around me painting everything white. I screamed with the effort, pain searing through my brain behind my eyes, but I couldn’t seem to shut them. Beneath me the belly of the Tooth juddered and swerved wildly as we grazed the tops of the rolling waves. We were going to crash.

Something gave a terrible ‘crack’ and our Tooth heaved, rolling forward. I was flung against the grips holding me into the seat, my torso shaken like a doll in the hand of a child. We were going to tear apart and die.

Something gripped one of our wings and we spun in a circle and then rolled back over belly like a fish. This was it. This was the end. A series of rapid-fire memories blazed across my seared eyes. Alsoon caressing me with his trunk. Rusk’s honey eyes. Jakinda’s solemn expression. My mother’s smile.

With a scream like tearing metal, Rusk pulled us upwards, corkscrewing away from Amandera and skyward, like an arrow shot towards the sun. 

I screamed with him, fear, pain and the intensity of so much power racing through me, tearing the scream from my lungs. Tears streamed down my face and I sucked in a breath like I’d been under water. The unweaving stopped abruptly and I slumped backwards as the world turned black.
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Chapter Thirty-Five: Cataclysm
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“Tylira! Tylira, wake up,” Rusk sounded excited. “You did it! They’re all falling away. Your lightnings destroyed them and ... we’re alive. We’re alive and together.”

How many armsmen had been on those Teeth? And what about Amandera? I shook myself and sat up, leaning forward to see out the window and down towards the sea. Sure enough, the Teeth were falling.

The ocean below bubbled like a kettle, steam and fountaining water spewing upwards. The Ribs heaved and danced as if they were being punched, quivering after every heave. I scanned the landscape for Amandera and her Tooth. There it was, falling towards the slash in the ocean. As I watched it hit the water, quivered and then ever so slowly began to sink. Not far from the place she landed, the ocean opened up like the mouth of a monster, water rushing to fill the gap. Amandera’s Tooth, half sunk was caught up in the movement.

“The Cataclysm,” I gasped. How wide would that mouth open? Would we have anywhere to land? It widened by the second, gulping up land and water with a ravenous appetite.

“Sweet Penspray,” Rusk said, like a prayer. “Can you close it?”

Desperately, I tried to unweave the mouth, but the more furiously I unwove, the quicker it grew. It was as if I was feeding it with my work.

“I think you’re making it worse,” Rusk said, his face lined with worry.

We’d destroyed our enemies only to destroy our world, too. What would happen if we couldn’t close that gap? Would it rip our entire world asunder?

Through gritted teeth I said, “Swing the Tooth around. We need to rescue Amandera.”

“I don’t think we can,” he said, swallowing visibly. 

Below us Amandera’s Tooth bobbed on the foaming ocean, speeding towards the gaping mouth. Rusk leaned our Tooth towards hers, diving gently, but cautiously.

“I don’t like it any more than you do. I’d rather see her die. After Alsoon. Jakinda. But who else can fix this tear if I can’t?”

We were both looking at the roiling water rushing before us as our Tooth pushed forward. He caught my eye after a moment and nodded understanding. 

“How big do you think it will get?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“And you really think she can close it?”

“We don’t have any other options.”

“Just to be very clear, you have decided to save Amandera —your worst enemy —from a fate she caused herself?”

I sighed. “The irony is plain even to me.”

“Then you’d better open the top hatch when we get close and hope you can reach her. We can’t afford to land in the water ourselves or we’ll be sucked right in.”

Reach her? I looked out the window as I clambered out of my seat. Sure enough, Amandera and two of her armsmen were halfway out of their Tooth surveying the situation. As I watched, one lost his balance and fell into the water, floating away in the swift current for a moment before his head plunged under and he was lost. The blood drained from my face. This was crazy. I’d rather see her dead and I was going to risk this on the tiny hope that she could fix the hole in the world?

I clenched my jaw hard, opened the hatch and pushed my head out. I could only get one arm and shoulder over the top of the hatch. The tether kept me from getting any further. At least I wouldn’t be sucked out. Unless I was sucked so hard by the current that my hand popped off my arm. Pretty thought.

“Try not to pull, I’m flying here!” Rusk called from inside. 

Easy to say when the wind and spray weren’t whipping at your hair and face. I squinted and peered above the rim of the hatch. There was Amandera in the top of her own hatch. The Tooth spun and bobbed wildly but she looked like the mistress of her own fate, beautiful head held high and her pose commanding and powerful. What was I thinking bringing my enemy aboard? But if I didn’t how many would suffer? Innocents. Children.

“Amandera!” I called over the sound of the water and wind. Rusk was moving us closer, almost grazing the water in his attempt to get us near her. 

She saw me, and reached out a hand. Our Tooth leaned towards her and I almost managed to reach her hand, but then a swirling eddy pulled her away and our Tooth skittered to the side. 

“Hold us steady!” I called to Rusk.

I thought I heard a ‘you try’ in his grumbled response.

“Amandera,” I called, “we’re going to try again.”

She nodded, holding out her hand again, fighting for height. As Rusk flew us in close I reached as far as I could and our fingers brushed, but then the Tooth spun away.

“Tylira!” Amandera cried.

Through the chaos of our motion she lost her balance and tumbled from the Tooth to the furious waves below. She tried to swim against the pull, but her movements were useless as it swept her towards the yawning mouth. Horror filled my mouth with a sick flavor, and my stomach heaved. All was lost. Without her the hole would rend the earth in two. I’d had one chance and I’d blown it.

I had a sudden memory of Amandera appearing in Ra’shara and speaking to me. She had always been so relentless. Even now she refused to give in, battling against the frothing sea.

I bit my lip and then, as always, I leapt without thinking, diving mentally into Ra’shara. As soon as I was within the meditation world, I seized hold of its weavings and began to pull and rip at the threads of Ra’shara trying with all my might to bore a hole through it to where Amandera swam. Elderly voices yelled at me, and I felt hands and sticks hitting my back as I unwove—at first just a few and then dozens upon dozens, but I didn’t pause. I’d lost my one chance—but I wasn’t the kind of girl who relied on chances. I made my own chances.

With the sound of ripping cloth the last thread tore loose and I reached through, seizing Amandera by her wet sarette and heaving with all my strength until she tumbled into Ra’shara. She rolled across the ground and then pushed up to all fours, vomiting sea water and coughing violently. I swallowed hard to ignore it and the congregated ancestors shouting all around me, as I set to work punching a second hole through the fabric of the meditation. As soon as there was a gap I seized Amandera again and threw her through the hole, leaping back into the real world after her.

We landed in Rusk’s Tooth. Amandera, heaving still and shaking like a leaf, and me shivering like it was the dead of winter in my seat. What had I done? Had I just broken something else of infinite value in my desperate attempt to heal the cataclysm? I couldn’t think of that yet. There just wasn’t time.

“Rusk’s family. They go free. Promise me,” I said, leaving my seat to face her squarely.

“What?” Rusk asked, looking behind him at the two of us. His mouth fell open, but he whipped back to the controls, fighting now to pull us back up from the turbulent surface.

“What?” Amandera echoed.

“Promise me or I send you right back!” I said, my voice far too loud in the small space.

“I promise.” She coughed again, vomiting sea water across the floor.

“It’s getting bigger,” Rusk said from his seat at the flight controls. He was braced against his chair, but he relaxed as he spoke. “If you were planning on mending it ...”

“Amandera,” I said, wrapping my arms around my shaking body and trying not to chew my lip. “The cataclysm is growing. I can’t unweave it.”

“An’alepp is telling me,” Amandera said in a faraway voice.

Really? An’alepp spoke to her directly? Why did that feel like even more of a betrayal? Had they plotted against me all along? I entered Ra’shara. 

On either side of me the huge rips in the meditation world remained. Frantic ancestors swarmed around them, weaving the Common to repair and arguing loudly.

“You rang?” An’alepp asked coolly, a still pillar in the midst of a storm.

“You’re helping Amandera?”

“Is that the sky calling the sea blue?”

“I thought you were my ancestor,” I raged. “I thought you were on my side.”

“I am your ancestor,” An’alepp said, tossing her head. “But I’m on the side of all my descendants. I will protect them from the Cataclysm, and that goes beyond healing this small tear in Everturn.”

In the reality behind Ra’shara I could see Amandera weaving fast and furious as Rusk steered us over the ship. Her patching was ragged, far too small to do the job.

“She’ll need your power to mend the tear,” An’alepp said, almost disinterestedly. 

“You sound like you don’t care!”

“I care about the rip. I care about the damage you have done to Ra’shara and the life you sucked out of me to do it. I don’t care about your petty prejudices.” She crossed her arms. “Think, Tylira. What made the tear worse?”

“My unweaving.”

“And what made all the anomalies worse? Have they been more intense since you were wrung?”

My eyes grew wide.  “Are you suggesting ...”

“That you, in combination with your talent, are a catalyst for this disaster.”

My head felt like it was spinning. Me? This came from me?

“The more you unweave,” An’alepp continued, “the worse it will become. You aren’t the cause but you are a complicating factor. You have a genius level ability to think up ways to destroy things that no one else ever has.” She gestured at the chaos around us.

“Then...” I flushed, reaching for a solution.

“First, lend your power to Amandera so she can fix this rend in Everturn.”

“How?”

“Reach through your heartstone to her.”

I hesitated.

“Or are you truly heartless? There are times, girl, when freedom requires sacrifice.”

I reached out, feeling my way to the stone, delving into it, and then I encountered something icy cold and sharp. I shrunk back.

“Reach!” An’alepp demanded. Before me, Amandera continued to weave, but her best weavings fell away as quickly as she wove them.

“It hurts.”

“Don’t be a coward. It’s just the feel of your friend’s soul. Now, reach.”

Well that explained a lot. And she wasn’t my friend. Far from it. But I reached through the stone, pressing into the painful icy sharpness. 

Amandera’s weavings expanded in size and strength, swelling to fill the gash and wrapping around like a seam sewing up the earth. Her face was screwed up in concentration and sweat ran down her face as Rusk flew us over the boiling waters. I watched as her Tooth with her final armsman slipped into the gap a moment before it finally stopped bubbling, and then the sea stilled and Amandera collapsed on the ground. 

I released my reach to the heartstone and sat down in the seat beside Rusk.

“She did it,” he breathed. “How did you know she could?”

“Because she makes new things and I unmake things.” I paused to catch my breath. “An’alepp says I’m a catalyst for all this.”

“Does that mean what I think it does?” he asked.

“That I’m going to destroy the world?”

He nodded.

“I think so. Unless ...”

“Unless?”

“When we were back in the ship she said those doors could take me to another world.”

Rusk soared upwards in the Tooth, circling around the nearest Rib. It was the very first one we’d been on. The one with the door on the top.

“And I’m tied to you.”

“Yes,” I said, letting the word hang in the air. I knew I should go see if Amandera was still alive. I knew I should check to see what An’alepp thought of it all, but this was more important. 

He took my hand, smiling slightly. “I heard what you bargained with Amandera. Thank you.”

“You matter to me,” I said, looking down. My cheeks felt hot. “That means your family matters to me.”

He drew me into a hug, and the only place for me to sit was on his lap. 

“Come here,” he said, kissing my hair gently, and then carefully cupping my face in his hands. His kiss was light and sweet.  His strong arms moved to circle my waist and lend me strength. “You’re a difficult woman to keep up with, Wild Girl.”

“I only wanted to be free.”

“I know.”

“I think, now, that I might never be.”

“There’s a freedom that goes beyond doing what you want. It’s the freedom to give up what you want for something better.”

“Is that what you did for your family?” 

He nodded, tears in his eyes.

“And is that what you are doing now for me?” I asked.

He twined his fingers through mine and kissed me long and slow. 

“We’ll jump together,” he said.
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Chapter Thirty-Six: Tomorrow Awaits


[image: image]


“You’ll free Rusk’s family—all of them,” I said for the thousandth time.

Amandera gave me a long look. “I’ve agreed to that. I will free his family, and I will return them to their land and protect them from further repercussions. I make no other promises.”

Rusk stood as far away as the tether would allow, arms crossed over his chest. I knew he wished he was going back with her. He’d want to see their faces when they were freed. He’d want to be the one to make sure they were safe, but just like me he was bound to another fate.  He’d said it was a greater kind of freedom—the freedom to give up your freedom. I wasn’t quite used to the idea.

We were standing beside Amandera’s Tooth—her new Tooth recently freed from the Event Alura. We’d had to surface the otherworldly ship to get a new Tooth out, but Amandera claimed she could fly it all the way to the capitol and all of us wanted her there as soon as it could be arranged. Rusk and I because we wanted his family freed, and Amandera because she would present her gift to the High Tazmin: the last Teeth of the Gods and the knowledge of how we had come here and what was in store if we couldn’t prevent it.

“And you will actively seek a solution to our problem in the world of Axum with the help of An’alepp, and you will come back with a solution before a year is up,” Amandera said, once again reminding me of my side of this bargain.

“I promise to look for a solution and I promise to return in a year’s time. I can’t promise I’ll succeed,” I corrected. Not for the first time I was wishing I’d demanded some sort of fealty from her. I didn’t like that the balance of power had leaned back to Amandera. I felt like my skin was creeping whenever she had any kind of power.

“If the solution is anywhere it won’t be on this world,” An’alepp added from Ra’shara. She’d taken to stalking me in the sides of my consciousness, but I was studiously ignoring her since we mended the tear in the earth. She kept too many secrets, and I could feel the ancestor’s fury at how I chose to rescue Amandera.

“Find the solution,” Amandera said, leaning in close to me as if proximity could guarantee success. 

“Step back, Amandera,” I said, folding my arms over my chest. “I think I’ve proven that I can do the impossible. It wasn’t you who found the Teeth you’re so anxious to present to your Emperor. And it wasn’t you who punched holes through reality to drag your sorry behind from the brink of death. But it’s not me who will receive the laud and acclaim. I’ll be heading to a foreign world to find a way to save our home. I think a little respect is in order.”

Amandera’s expression turned sour, but she backed up. I would have bet everything I used to own that she wished it was her out to save the world. She had strange goals. 

“I wish you’d tell me how you did that,” she said.

“I’ll be needing my heartstone back,” I said, holding out my palm. If there was one thing that I didn’t want to talk about with Amandera it was my unsettling ability to unweave reality.

Amandera hesitated. “I might need it to fly the Tooth.”

“You don’t.” Rusk’s baritone sounded out of place next to our soprano voices.

Still she hesitated. 

“Don’t you think I might need everything I can get if I’m headed to a new world?”

With a sigh, she took the stone from her hair and handed it to me. I almost smiled as the crackling light within increased in intensity. It felt right to weave it into my hair.

“Don’t disappoint me,” Amandera said with a voice of iron as she left.

Rusk and I watched as she climbed into the Tooth and rather shakily took off and soared away.

“Well that’s a small relief,” Rusk said when her Tooth was nothing but a speck against the horizon. “I didn’t want to tell you before, but you’ll have something more than your san’lelion at your back after all. I noticed a little something while you two were bickering earlier.”

“And what was that?” I asked, with an arched eyebrow.

He took my hand and led me into our Tooth. It looked the same as it had during the battle, but Rusk placed a hand against the back wall, spread his fingers in a certain way and then part of the wall slid away and behind it were racks of clothing and strange, weapon-like items.

“Combat suits and PC-11s,” An’alepp said smugly. “Also, translator units, ration packs, implant devices and skin suit layers.”

“So, you’re saying we have everything we need as long as we can fly a Tooth through a door half the size of one,” I joked to Rusk.

“Well, I think I might have a solution to that, as well,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck with a hand. “The thing is, one of my ancestors showed up in my dreams last night. You might not believe this, but he had a few things to say.”

“Oh, trust me. I believe it.”

“I can calibrate that door to a different size and I can fit this Tooth through it.”

I smiled.

“And I can use any of the doors that are here on Everturn. So, I was thinking...”

“You were thinking?” I asked, stepping closer so I could feel his warmth in the air between us. In response, he drew me into his arms, resting his cheek on my hair.

“That maybe you’d like to spend our last night here camping on top of that Rib instead of inside a moldy old ship?”

“The Event Alura is not mouldy!” An’alepp protested. 

I held up a hand to silence her and then exited Ra’shara completely. I didn’t want any ancestors here for this. I crossed the last few inches between us so that I was almost nose to nose with Rusk. He smelled good: masculine and entirely himself. I breathed in his scent and then took his waist in my hands. I felt his hands match the movement, encircling my waist, and my heart sped up.

“Now what would make you think a thing like that?” I asked, before I kissed him. We didn’t get around to going anywhere for quite a while.

***
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK IT’S like through there?” I asked.

We’d made a fire near the door and I couldn’t help but look at the door to our destiny every so often. The view of the moon rising over the sea while the long shadows of the great trees clawed across the Rib was breathless, but it wasn’t quite enough to distract me from the looming future.

“Indescribable,” Rusk said lightly, as he traced a design on the back of my hand. I knew he was as worried as I was. There was a tension in his shoulders that hadn’t left all evening, but he was backing me up on this, unwavering in his courage.

“Do you wish you could stay here?” I asked, playing with the tether.

“Not if you’re going through that door,” he said, and as he wrapped me in his arms it felt like he meant it. “Remember, Wild Girl, I want to be daring right along with you. Don’t leap without me.”

Tomorrow we would go through the door. Tomorrow we might live or die. There’d be a whole new world to conquer. But tonight was just for us. I looked into his honey warm eyes, and let the fire I felt for him consume the fear. When he kissed me I believed—if only for that night—that everything would be alright. 

We’d found the Teeth of the Gods and now we were going to ride one to their home.

Read more of Tylira’s story in Lightning Strikes Twice. 

PAINT THE NIGHT

What lengths would you go for someone you love?

When Amandera Mubaru set off to marry the High Tazmin of Canderabai, she never expected to fall in love along the way. But when the magnetism of her travelling companion becomes too powerful, she must decide where her future lies and how to achieve it. Will she dare to gamble with her future?




Paint the Night


“You marry him the day after you arrive, but the journey takes two weeks. You know all this, why are you asking me again?”


My grandmother sounded irritated, but her eyes were misty as she pretended to rearrange how my sarette fit. I glanced around the palm oasis, the last village on the edge of our tiny jewel of a kingdom.

“They’ll be safe here, grandmother. Safe to live at peace for another generation.” It was why I was marrying, after all, to keep my kingdom from being gobbled up by the Empire of Canderabai. To keep my family safe. Although, it wasn’t like they’d given me a choice.

“Stop looking so upset. Girls marry older men all the time. They marry for political reasons. They move far away. What did you think would happen here?”

I hadn’t thought it would happen so quickly. The Lesser Tazmin Farida came during the Feast of Lights and when he met me he smiled. Two weeks after he left, a messenger came with a demand: turn over the princess Amandera as a tribute bride to the High Tazmin of Canderabai. My mother packed up all the finery we had and after a lengthy explanation of everything I needed to do to prepare, she sent me off to Vastette on the edge of the Empire. Now, here I was, waiting for the elephants of Canderabai to come and bear me away.

“They didn’t even spare me a retinue. Not a guard. Not a maid. If you weren’t dead you wouldn’t be here,” I said, toying with the glowing red stone that hung on my forehead. If it wasn’t for my connection to the Common and my ability to enter the meditation world, I wouldn’t be talking to my ancestor. I would be standing alone in an oasis with only my elephant and my baggage to keep me company. Wouldn’t that be nice, freedom from the constant judgment of a dead woman.

“Stop whining. Hold your chin high. You’ll be a High Tazminera of Canderabai in two weeks and the one thing you must never compromise is your dignity. Remember, you are more than where you came from and more than the circumstances you were forced into. I have big expectations for you, Amandera.”

That’s what she always said – big expectations – like I was a horse in a race. Wait ... was that a dust cloud I saw in the distance? Yes. My future was on the way. 

I smoothed my fine garments. I wore red to make an impression, my eyes lined in kohl, my heartstone glowing bright on my forehead and my hair smoothed perfectly. I stood straight and tall, my shoulders back and my chin tilted at the correct angle. I was going to marry their ruler. They needed to respect me from the moment they met me.

I saw him first, his head and shoulders emerging from the dust cloud like a thunderhead in a clear sky. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. He was huge, at least a head taller than the others and riding an elephant as black as he was. His heartstone – the only familiar looking thing about him – was not familiar at all. It flashed and crackled like a tiny thunderstorm raged inside it, and with every crackle the expression on his face seemed to change. One moment he seemed kind, the next harsh, the next sorrowful. Along his bare arms, golden tattoos swirled.

He had companions, but I didn’t see them. My eyes were drawn to their leader, unable to look away. Could it be possible- but, no. Of course, my future husband wouldn’t come to claim me on his own. He would send someone ... wouldn’t he?

I coaxed Rantoom, my own elephant, to kneel and then I climbed up into the high saddle on his back. Whoever this man was, he needed to see that I was no rural princess to be pushed around. I was Amandera Mubaru of the Kingdom of Aradivia and I would not be made to feel small by the grand people of Canderabai.

He pulled his elephant up to where I was stationed on Rantoom and crossed his arms over his chest. Another man rode on the elephant behind him – old and grizzled and with the close-cut hair and careful precision of dress that suggested he was a military man. Was he a body guard?

“I am Lesser Tazmin Catane Nyota,” the tattooed man said. “Son of the stars, thirteenth son of the High Tazmin and I have come to transport you to our capitol city, Azaradi.”

As if I didn’t know the name of their capitol! Did he think I was a simpleton?

“What sort of magic do you use? I’ve never seen a heartstone flash like lightning,” I asked.

“You’ve never seen anyone like me before.” His face was deadly serious. There was no joking or self-deprecation in the bravado.

I allowed myself a tiny smile. I liked men who knew their own worth.

“I’ve seen more things than you might expect.” If he thought he could out maneuver me with words, he’d need to think again.

“Just try to keep up. I’m not your nursemaid.” He spat in the dust and turned his elephant around. 

I gritted my teeth together. So much for making him respect me. If I couldn’t win the respect of one of the High Tazmin’s sons, what chance would I have with the High Tazmin?

* * *
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WE RODE ALL DAY THROUGH the narrow ravines of the Canderabai wilderness and I felt a heaviness grow in my belly with each passing mile. The lush oases of Aradivia ebbed and were swallowed by the spiny, harsh vegetation of Canderabai. Our grim leader was one with the landscape. Where it was hard, he was granite. Where it was inhospitable, he was dismissive. 

“I hope his father isn’t much like him,” I griped to my ancestor, Drusica. 

Catane chose a rocky hillside beside a stream for our camp. I tended to Rantoom and set up my small silk tent as quickly as I could so that I could spend some time alone. Why didn’t other people find so much time with people exhausting? You always had to pretend to be something you weren’t. 

“Focus on weaving the Common, child,” Drusica said. My body was sitting on my bedroll on the ground in a lotus position, but my spirit was in the meditation world with Drusica.

I turned my attention back to the massive shield of air I was weaving, but I still had more to say. “The High Tazmin must be very old to have thirteen sons. And this Catane is as old as I am.”

“You knew he was old. Concentrate on the weaving.”

Deftly, I pulled on the thread I’d created and the shield fell into place as seamlessly as a blue sky in summer.

“Why do I need to keep practicing, ancestor. He won’t love me for my magical strength.” 

I turned to the next exercise of our daily practice, weaving painful flecks of fire that would send an enemy to the ground writhing in pain. I was so used to weaving them, that I had to be careful not to accidentally set them loose on every person who annoyed me. Maybe I should let that iron self-control down a bit and show Catane how much fire I could put into something. Then he’d see something he’d never seen before.

“He may not love you at all, but he will certainly value your strength. A good consort to an Emperor has value beyond her attraction. We will make you so useful that he cannot deny you the power you deserve.”

“I-”

My words were cut off by a ripping sound, the boom of thunder and the smell of burning silk. I was ripped out of the meditation world and into the real world so suddenly that my head spun. It was not the only part of me spinning, I was barrel-rolling across the ground, wincing and grunting with every bump and bruise.

My momentum stopped as I crashed into a thorn bush. I pulled myself back to my feet, spinning to see what had happened. My tent was in fiery shreds. Behind it, Catane stood, lightning streaking from his hands. I flung my hands up and wove a shield from the Common and thrust it between us. Was he trying to kill me? He should realize that I was capable of defending myself.

His lightnings crackled and vanished. Around us, cries and startled exclamations were still sounding from around the camp. The elephants bugled from where they were picketed and grooms rushed to calm them. Catane strode towards me, the campfires and moonlight glinting off his golden tattoos. Behind him, the older military man strode, muttering and scowling.

Catane wore no shirt, and the right half of his chest was closely detailed with the strange tattoos. How did you even get a gold tattoo?

“If you want to kill me, there are easier ways to achieve your goal,” I said, refusing to let my voice waver.

“Are there?” he asked, cocking his head to the side. “That was easy enough.”

“It won’t be so easy again,” I warned.

“It isn’t wise to toy with your father’s bride,” the general said. I realized that he was a general now that I saw the segmented silver chain that led from a cuff on his hand to a cuff on Catane’s. I’d heard legends of the san’lelion of Canderabai. They were always defeated generals that the High Tazmin’s army had captured in battle. He gifted them to his children, binding them by a silver chain and demanding that they teach wisdom until their charge was fully trained. I peered at the general curiously and he glared back at me. “Look all you want, pretty asp. I’m a site for a wonder-show, aren’t I?”

I licked my lips, irritated that I’d shown my curiosity and the general smirked. He could read what I meant, even in that tiny expression. I’d have to keep a close eye on him.

“I’m not toying with her,” Catane said. “I’m testing her.”

“And did she pass? I only ask because these old bones want their bed and you’re keeping me from it.”

“She passed,” Catane said, and his eyes searched mine like he was looking for gold in a creek.

“And where am I supposed to sleep now that you’ve destroyed my tent?” I asked.

“That’s the second test.”

For the first time, he smiled.

* * *
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I PRACTICED MY MAGIC the next day while we rode. I was not going to be caught off-guard at night this time, and I also wasn’t willing to give up my disciplined training. Drusica said that with effort and determination, I could be the most powerful of my generation. It wasn’t like I was missing anything practicing during the journey. None of Catane’s people spoke to me. There were about twenty soldiers and five servants and they all kept a wide berth.

“Your exercises are progressing well, but you’re forgetting your mother’s instructions,” Drusica told me as I finished my drills.

“I have forgotten nothing.”

“She told you to practice your dancing. You’ll be expected to dance for the High Tazmin on your wedding night.”

“And do you expect me to practice that on the back of Rantoom?”

“You promised her you’d practice.”  

Drusica’s ghostly form fluttered in an out of my vision, but her disapproving expression remained unchanged. I blew out a gust of breath. What would it feel like to be a common person without magic, and without a demanding ancestor like a second conscience in their mind?

When we pitched camp, I tethered Rantoom and snuck off around the edge of a hill. It was far too dark and cold to dance without a fire, and I had no tent anymore for privacy. I should set Catane’s tent on fire to see how he liked it. I should, but I wouldn’t. I refused to sabotage my own future.

I gathered dried out wood for a fire and set a blaze, shaking out my waist-length black hair and stretching my limbs. Everyone else would be too busy to follow me here. I closed my eyes, hearing the sounds of the drums and the snap-flute in my mind, and then I began to let the rhythm move my feet in the shuffling steps and rolling hip movements of the lasharanta. It was the dance of seduction, the dance that painted the night with tantalizing movements and scintillating hands. My mother had taught it to me, as her mother had taught it to her and I would dance it on my wedding night. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be as cold as it was here in the Canderabai wilderness. Who would have thought a barren desert would be so cold once the sun sank over the edge of the world? 

I danced it through and then prepared for a second dance, opening my eyes to check the fire. Did it need fuel? A flicker of movement caught my eye and I startled. On the other side of the fire, leaning against a man-high boulder, Catane stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He was watching me with a look in his eye both hungry and desolate. I pulled the scarf of my sarette around me, not that it would cover me. The sarette was not designed to hide, but to highlight the figure. 

Our eyes met, and my lips parted. I felt like I’d been caught stealing bananas from the kitchens. My heart was racing, my cheeks grew warm as I was caught in his golden, piercing gaze. I couldn’t tell if he approved of or despised me. I felt, suddenly, that it mattered. I wanted to see approval in those hard eyes. He took a step forward, his hands creeping just a little bit forward, as if he were thinking of touching me, and then a gravelly voice broke the spell.

I hadn’t even seen the general until he spoke. He was sitting, back against the boulder and hat drawn over his eyes. I wouldn’t have thought he could even see us like that.

“Are you just about done here? I don’t know why you bother watching. You’ll only torment yourself. Even if you could bring yourself to steal your father’s viper of a bride, you’d still be chained to me.” He shook the chain. “And it’s hard to show a woman you appreciate her when you’re chained to another man.”

If my cheeks had heated before, they must be fiery now. I kept my gaze level and cool, but the spell was broken.

“As you say, old man,” Catane said, waiting for the general to stand before disappearing into the night. His mild tone had sounded almost affectionate.

* * *
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I TRIED TO AVOID CATANE’S gaze as we traveled the next day. I could feel it following me as I rode Rantoom. I didn’t even enter the meditation world to practice my magic. Every time I closed my eyes I could see his expression – hungry but desolate. What kind of man lived behind those eyes?

We were two days journey from Al’Karida. I’d heard tales of the fantastic city, with its woven gold bridges that crisscrossed between ivory towers. I hoped we’d stop there so I could catch a glimpse of how the women were wearing their sarettes. There were no other women on the journey, and I didn’t want to make a fashion mistake when I met the High Tazmin.

Our elephants walked in single file, and mine was second from the end, with a lone guard trailing me. One long dusty mile blended into the next until noonday. I looked around, hoping we’d come to a creek or hill to stop for a mid-day break, when suddenly the world began to rumble. Rantoom trumpeted in fear, swaying and bucking. I yelled at him to be still, but the earth opened up in front of us and he tripped, stumbling forward. I threw myself backwards, flipping and rolling as I fell. 

Rantoom disappeared into the cavernous gash in the still-shaking earth. I fell from him just in time, falling into a cleft on the rock and clutching at the earth with all my strength. The ground heaved and bucked, making me unable to turn my head to see what – or who – else had fallen into the crevice. Screams and crashes filled the air, and then as quickly as it began, the shaking ended and all was still. I moaned. My ribs ached, I could see nothing but the earthen wall beside me, and no matter how I struggled I couldn’t turn around. How deep was the crevice? I heard a final liquid thump, and then nothing. It must be deep.

There was a scuffling sound above me, and a voice.

“Can you see any survivors? Anyone?”

“There! She’s there.” That was the general.

“Hurry, we can get there if we skirt around the edge.”

Everything was quiet again, and then there were sounds above me and something slapped across my shoulder. 

“Grab hold of the rope and I’ll pull you up!” Catane’s voice called to me. 

I struggled to breathe. My ribs hurt. I flinched from the pain, twisting around to catch the rope. The rope pulled upwards, but my hips were wedged. I yelped as the rope slipped through my hands.

“She’s stuck,” the general said. “See if you can loosen her. No! Wait until she has the rope again! I can’t believe this happened again. It’s like it is connected to you somehow.”

“These earthquakes? Connected to me? You’re crazy,” Catane said, and then yelled down to me. “Grab the rope, Amandera.”

It hit me on the shoulder again and I caught it, wondering how it could be any different this time. 

“Hold on tight. Tighter!” I gripped the rope with white knuckles. 

The rocks holding my hips in place let go as if they had been ripped away by a giant hand. They fell, knocking and crashing against the ravine walls, as I was left dangling by my white knuckled grip. If only my magic had a solution for this! But ways to prevent falling into sudden ravines had never been on our list of studies. Poor Rantoom. I hope he died quickly.

Catane hauled me up quickly, reaching over the lip of the ravine as soon as he could to grab my shaking arms and pull me to safety. On the other side of the ravine, four elephants and the remaining guards stood huddled together. 

“Just like the rumors from Wexler and Gervaine,” I gasped. The news from abroad was rife with news of rips in the earth and shaking. I hadn’t believed it. No one had.

“See, I told you. Everyone else can see that these events are following you.”

Catane’s golden eyes studied me, as if he was looking for any tiny change in my appearance. 

“They aren’t following me,” he muttered, but his eyes never left mine. 

His expression was ... soft? As if it was made of wax and a fire burned behind it. 

“Don’t do it,” the general said.

I couldn’t stop shaking. I couldn’t stop thinking that it could have been me at the bottom of that ravine, and at the same time I couldn’t stop staring at those golden eyes burning into mine, the look of concern etched on the hard planes of his face.

He leaned in swiftly, his hands caressing my face as he took hold of it, and he kissed me, long and deep as if he was drinking me in after days in the desert heat. I kissed him back, returning his passion, caress for caress, taste for taste. I wanted his strength beside me forever. I wanted to find out where those golden tattoos came from ... and where they led.

“Stop. Seriously, stop.” The general was easy to ignore.

I rode the rest of the day on Catane’s elephant with his arm resting companionably around my waist. I ached for those we left behind and I ached that I had to keep riding towards Azaradi and a waiting husband. I did not go back to the meditation world. I didn’t want to hear what Drusica would say.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, AS I LAY in borrowed blankets beside the campfire I heard the general and Catane fighting. Their words were indiscernible, but there was no doubt in my mind what they were arguing about. I knew I should hope that the general could talk sense into Catane, but I didn’t. Oh, I didn’t.

* * *
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I WAS ASSIGNED A DIFFERENT elephant to ride the next day, seated behind two of the guards. My thighs chafed in the unfamiliar saddle, and a sense of loss filled me. My eyes kept drifting to Catane, and every time I glanced in his direction, I could see his eyes following me, but then the general would motion his attention elsewhere.

As dusk fell, the lights of Al’Karida glowed on the horizon. They were only a day away. I prepared my blankets beside the fire, doing my part to collect firewood for our small campfire while the soldiers made a stew of dried meats and some roots they’d gathered. How many nights did I have left where I would be free to gather wood? Soon enough I’d be a pampered prisoner, a plaything of a great emperor. I felt hollow inside every time I thought of it. 

We ate, and went to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I was cold and hungry, despite the stew, and the stars seemed to stretch too far where they painted the sky a milky hue. I watched the double moons of Na and Shareesh. I needed to stretch my legs. They were stiff after days of riding. I stood up, wrapping one of the blankets around my shoulders and strode out across the wilderness. I should be practicing my magic, but I didn’t want to see Drusica. She would know. She always knew anything I tried to hide from her. I would see her again after I got married. That would be soon enough.

Eventually, my legs grew tired and I snuck back into camp. The guard on watch nodded to me, but everyone else slept. Or at least, I thought they did.

“Amandera,” even whispering, I could tell it was Catane. 

I crept towards where he sat. Beside him, the general snored loudly.

“Whisper, so he doesn’t wake,” he said, motioning me to sit down beside him. He wore no shirt, despite the cold. Was that a new tattoo on the right side of his chest? 

“It’s you,” he said.

“What is?”

“The tattoo. The one you are staring at. I got it to symbolize you.”

“But it’s a snake. That’s not very flattering.”

He nodded at the general. “He calls you the ‘asp.’ Says if I let you close your poison will fill me. I’ve tucked you in as close as I can get you. Right next to my heart.”

That was surprisingly romantic. I sat down.

“How do you get golden tattoos? I’ve never seen that before, only black ones.”

I didn’t have tattoos, although I knew they were common in Canderabai. 

“They’re filled with the Common – the source of our magic. I get them in the meditation world. My ancestor thinks it’s crazy, but I think it’s important for people to know as soon as they meet you that you are powerful.” He looked away for a moment. “Then they might not be as quick to destroy you.” 

He locked gazes with me, and it felt like he was wrestling with something. “Don’t get married. Leave here with me and we won’t ever come back.”

I sucked in a deep breath. Part of me had been waiting for this, or at least hoping for it. 

“Tonight?” I asked.

“Not tonight. We need to make plans. I can’t just hit the general over the head and run, and he... well,” Catane ran a hand over his face. “He doesn’t approve. You probably don’t know this, but I can’t just take this bracelet off. It has to be taken off by the priests. I can’t cut it off or we’ll both die, or at least that’s what they tell me. Listen to me, I’m rambling! No one makes me nervous. No one.” He paused. “Just think about it, alright? When we arrive in Al’Karida tomorrow, there will be a ceremony and they’ll remove the tether between the general and I. It’s a big day and he gets to go free. That night ... if you’ll have me ... if you’ll agree-”

I kissed him, cutting off his words. He didn’t realize what he was offering me. Freedom. Hope. Passion. Didn’t those things equal love when it came right down to it? I wanted to show him, with all my passion, that my answer was yes and he seemed just as enthusiastic. A stutter in the general’s snoring startled us apart. 

“I’ll take that as a yes,” he whispered, as I gave the little snake tattoo on his chest one last kiss.

* * *
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I COULDN’T HELP STARING over the edge of the path as we wound our way up to the top of the Cliffs of Canderabai. Al’Karida was like a heartstone, glowing and pulsing with life. We hadn’t had time to stop in the city. What would it be like within those ivory walls? I rode on the elephant behind Catane’s. I watched Catane carefully as he swayed, his shoulders tight and his seat on the elephant unyielding. Was he worried about what he promised me? A tiny ceremony on top of a cliff didn’t seem important enough to be worried.

We crested the hill and a crowd of people spread out before us. My eyes widened. Such a crowd! There were Canderabaian priests at the far end of the group and soldiers of Canderabai everywhere, with their odd little flags affixed to the back plates of their armor and waving over their heads. I remembered from my lessons that they denoted which Tazmin or Tazminera employed them. To one side, a group of women in colorful sarettes were eyeing Catane up and down. I felt suddenly shabby in my worn, dusty sarette. If only my luggage hadn’t fallen in the ravine, I could match them in their glory. At least I could still match their pride. I held my head high.

Catane glanced back just once at me, his face expressionless. We just had to get through the ceremony and all would be well. If only it didn’t seem so much more daunting now that I was here.

We reached the first set of priests, and the guard behind me broke the protocol to whisper to me. “We stand to the side now. This is for the Son of the Stars.”

I nodded and followed him. At least we had good seats. I felt nervous, for some reason. That wasn’t like me.

“Who comes before us on this auspicious day?” one priest asked.

“Catane Nyota, son of the stars,” Catane said. 

“Where is the general the High Tazmin gave you as a gift?” the priest asked.

Catane gestured to the general. “My san’lelion stands with me. Complete is his training in wisdom and humility.”

“We shall judge that,” the priest said, and then four of them walked forward, shepherding Catane and the general into a ring of their brothers, all dressed in the long blue robes that denoted their station. 

I tugged on the soldier’s shirt arm. “What are they doing now?”

“They ask the san’lelion – that’s the general -  for his confession. He must explain what he has taught his dar’lelion – that’s Catane – and where he has failed.”

I stared at their backs as if I could see what was going on beyond the ring of bodies. Of course, I couldn’t. I shuffled from foot to foot, nervously. Something didn’t feel right.

Around me, hushed mutters and shuffling feet echoed my own. The confession seemed to take a long time. At one point, the soldier passed me a water skin and I drank. 

“What happens if they don’t like what he says,” I asked.

“At the end of the ceremony, Catane will either be confirmed as heir to the High Tazmin or thrown off the cliffs,” he gestured to the cliffs before us. “If they throw him off the cliff, the general will go with him.” 

I shuddered and squinted harder at those blue backs.

After what felt like hours, and perhaps it was, the ring of priest’s opened up and Catane was ushered forward.

“People of Canderabai, hail your named heir!” the priest called out. I barely caught my breath. “And if the words that were spoken today prove to be false, both they and their children will pay for their lies.”

Even from so far away, I could see the general go pale. He lifted a hand. 

“He has two daughters,” the priest whispered. “Captives of the High Tazmin to ensure his obedience.”

I sucked in a breath through my nose. What sort of man was I marrying? My gaze met Catane’s. He looked confident and sure.

“I must amend my statement,” the general said. 

A look of alarm filled Catane’s eyes.

“I witnessed Catane Nyota kiss the promised consort of the High Tazmin.”

The crowd sucked in a breath.

“Thank you for your gift of truth,” the priest intoned. “Our witnesses may be dismissed.”

Around me, the crowd began to disperse towards the path. I couldn’t catch my breath. My eyes were locked on the city far below the cliffs. They were going to throw him off the cliff. I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t close my eyes.

“He’s been named heir. They can’t touch him now. Only the High Tazmin can,” the guard’s words were low, but fierce. “Pull yourself together. You can’t faint on me, now. We need to leave. Now!”

“The High Tazmin,” I repeated.

“Yes. The general is a clever one. He told the truth, but he spared Catane’s life.”

“His life.” He’d risked his life to kiss me. I hadn’t realized, but I should have, shouldn’t I? I should have known what kind of fire we were toying with.

“The sun must have dazed you. Come on, the Son of the Stars told me to care for you if you needed it.”

He tugged on my arm, but I was rooted in place.

“The priests expect us to leave. Look, everyone else is almost around the bend in the path.”

I glanced where he was pointing and saw the last figure leave.

“Don’t make it worse for him.”

I let him guide me towards the path, but my gaze kept wandering towards Catane. The priest behind him moved suddenly, wrapping an arm around the general, and then quick as lightning, he slit the general’s throat. I spun, the scream lodged in my throat, but my mouth and eyes open so wide it felt as if I was screaming in my own mind. The guard pulled at me, but I couldn’t look away. Catane! Catane was going to die ... just for kissing me. What kind of a monster was I marrying?

The general’s blood poured out across the white stone of the cliffs, and the priest dropped his body like an unwanted burden. Catane dropped to the ground beside him, and as a shadow passed over the sun I saw a raised brand burned into Catane’s skin beneath the golden tattoos. Had he been trying to hide it? He sobbed over his fallen friend, hands hovering over him as if he wished to weave him back together, but you can’t weave the dead back to life with magic. 

Catane slumped forward, and I lunged towards him, but the guard caught me, holding me back. A priest stepped forward, taking the cuff on Catane’s wrist – the one that bound him to the general – in his hands and weaving a key out of the Common. It was invisible to the naked eye, but even from here I saw the glowing weaves of the Common. I could replicate what he did easily. He slipped it into the cuff, twisted, and the tether fell from Catane’s wrist.

He lunged to his feet, but they were quicker, weaving a cage around him out of nothing but the Common and the air.

“Amandera!” he called, “Run!”

Priests poured from over the horizon of the cliff top, surrounding both him and me.

* * *
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I TRIED FOR DAYS TO get near him, but he was surrounded by priests. Every time I moved even a step towards him, one of them would stand in my way.

“Let me turn your attention to the ridgeline,” the priest would say. “The landscapes are gorgeous on the road to Azaradi. I would hate for you to miss any one of our wonders.”

The original guard who’d watched my back on the Cliffs of Canderabai remained with us. His name, it turned out, was Luto.

“Why doesn’t he get out of that cart?” he asked on the second day. 

The cart they were transporting Catane in was drawn by a pair of donkeys. It rocked and swayed and bumped mercilessly.

“There’s a cage around him that you can’t see. It’s made of air woven by the Common.” The guard had no link to the common, but to me his cage was as clear as that ridgeline the priests kept drawing my attention to.

“But he can unweave anything a man can make.”

“Unweave?” 

“His magic unravels where everyone else weaves something new. It’s not right to cage a warrior like him. He took the Kingdom of Hazad for the High Tazmin last year. He’s not an animal to be caged.”

He glanced at me with guilt in his eyes and then looked away. There was no way for him to know that I agreed, that I would fight them myself if only I had the strength to fight a dozen priests. I almost went to the meditation world to ask Drusica for help, but what would be the point? She would think we had received our due. I was meant for the High Tazmin, not for his son.

It was on the third day that I finally had my chance. We were close to a village somewhere and a traveling entertainment troupe was blocking the road. When the fire-eaters began their display, the last of the priests moved up to the head of the donkeys to get a better look and I crept on hands and knees to the edge of the cart.

“Catane?”

“Amandera!”

“Let’s get you out of here.”

“They are holding the weave. I can’t unweave it quickly enough.”

I was silent for a moment. I had envisioned myself breaking him out, but what could I do now?

“It wasn’t supposed to end this way. I had plans. Plans to unravel this empire and build something new.” He sounded hopeless.

“We still can.”

“There’s no more hope of ‘we,’ princess.”

“I won’t give up on you.”

His laugh was hollow. “It would take something extraordinary to save my life now, much less my vision for this world.”

“Can I turn your attention to the fire-breathing display?” The priest came from behind me, and he was not alone. I’d lost my chance.

* * *
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THE PRIEST LOOKED SO proud that he could barely contain himself. “The High Tazmin himself, has arranged to see you before your formal arrival to Azaradi. The messenger arrived with the news just now.”

My palms were sweaty as I realized we were only a day away. I was running out of time to save Catane and soon I would meet my groom. What would he be like? What did it mean that he planned to see me first? Did he know about what had happened in our journey? Would he want me to pay for my sins? Or worse, would he come to “test” me as Catane had at first? 

“He will bring his escort as is prescribed in the scrolls, but he has requested that they wait at the bottom of the Rainbow Shrine. We are also asked to wait there, and only you, his bride, will ascend the four hundred steps to the height of the shrine. You are privileged with greatness, lady. Please remember me when you rise to High Tazminera.”

I held his gaze a moment, keeping my face expressionless while his was lit from within with a smug fire.

“I shall not forget a single moment of my journey here or any of those who took a part in it.”

He bowed, folding himself completely in half. It was all I could do not to look across at where Catane slumped in his cage, his head hanging between his knees.

We left the main road when Azaradi was barely in view on the horizon, climbing upwards and then descending into a narrow river valley, verdant with palm trees and large-leaved plants. Colorful birds called to one another. It was so unlike the rest of Canderabai, and so much like home, that I felt a pang in my heart.

“This is the High Tazmin’s private park.” The priest puffed out his chest as he spoke to me. “Without his express permission, it is death to set foot here.”

Of course it was. The thought of Catane in a cage when the High Tazmin had a private park made me grind my teeth.

Elephants trumpeted and snorted ahead of us, and then the palm leaves parted and we entered a green basin, with the river running through the center. At the far end, was a waterfall so high that it was nearly impossible to see the top. A rainbow arced across the sky over it, and here in the basin a thousand warriors sat their elephants in lines parallel to the river. I gasped. The priests led us past the warriors towards the far cliff. There, midway up and on top of a rock that jutted out from the center of the falls, a shrine was built. It was white, like the water, and iridescent in the mist and rainbows. Hundreds of metal-lace steps led up to the shrine, and now I understood what the priest meant about climbing the steps myself. The steps were too narrow for more than a single person at a time to ascend or descend.

I glanced one last time at Catane, but he didn’t look up from where he was slumped in the cage. I knew they were feeding him. Why did he look like a discarded robe? I swallowed hard. The only person left who might be able to spare him was the High Tazmin, and the only person who could ask him to do so was me.

I stepped past the priests where they whispered to the soldiers in the elaborate armor of leaders. Some of them stood in the same manner as the general had before his throat was slit. Perhaps it was because of him that Catane had lost all hope. Surely, they would have been close after years chained together.

I placed my foot on the metal-lace steps and slowly, deliberately, began the journey upward. There was a rail for my hand, but even with the rail, the journey heavenward was slick and dangerous. Cold spray coated the steps and the railing, and soon it coated me, wetting my long black hair until it hung in ropes around me, smearing the kohl under my eyes so that it ran down my face, and wetting my sarette so that it clung to me and bound around my legs. 

One hundred steps upwards, and my breath was heavy. Two hundred, and my legs ached so much that I barely managed to continue on. At three hundred, I would have stopped, but my pride carried me on. I could be seen by those below, and I did not dare let them think I was weak. My only hope was that the High Tazmin had also had to climb these steps and that he may be as weary as I was. On the four hundredth step, I stepped through the arched door, my legs jelly and my lungs burning. 

The shrine was elaborately carved from the stone of the falls in a whorl and star pattern that I recognized from Catane’s tattoos. At one end of the tiny shrine was a strange metal door but everything else, even the small benches, were carved out from the stone.

Standing in the center of the room was my groom, dressed in the flowing costume of Canderabai. It was worked with opulent white embroidery on black, but something about how he stood told me that it would be no impediment if he chose to act. In his hands he played, idly, with a wide-bladed sword. It shone so bright and clear that occasionally it reflected his face in its broad blade.

I eyed him up and down critically, while he did the same with me. He was an attractive man in his late-forties, I judged - an older version of Catane. He was well-muscled just as his son was, tattooed with the usual black tattoos, rather than Catane’s golden ones. It was hard to decipher their pattern against his black skin. Above his ears, his hair was frosted with age, and tiny lines surrounded his eyes. If I had been choosing a man based solely on looks, I would not have turned my nose up at him. More than that, his stance and confidence spoke of the power and authority he held, and he handled the sword like he knew how to use it. His eyes sparkled like windows into a keen mind. No, he was not a shabby choice for a husband ... if things had been different. If I hadn’t already fallen completely in love with his lion of a son.

His voice was baritone when he spoke. “A gem of the south, and well worth the wait, but I can see from the look in your eyes that you belong to another.”

My heart skipped a beat. Did that mean that he would let me embrace a future with Catane instead of marrying him? He tapped his chin with his forefinger.

“What shall I do with you, little princess? I would like to add you to my collection, but I demand full devotion. Do I need to kill this man you love to achieve it?”

“No,” I gasped.

The High Tazmin let out a long sharp whistle, as if he were calling someone or something, and then he took a step forward, circling me, his gaze trailing over my clinging sarette and ruined makeup. When he was finished he reached out and tilted my chin with that same forefinger.

“I like what I see. I shall keep you. Your heartstone speaks of power. You are a powerful weaver, this is true?”

I swallowed, fighting to keep my expression stony. “Yes.”

He smiled with so much charm that I wondered if he could have been High Tazmin even if he had not inherited the role. He certainly had all the qualities men looked for in a leader.

“I thought so,” he said. “But there is the matter of loyalty.”

I heard a scuffling, and then the High Tazmin strode to one of the huge recto-arch windows that filled three of the four walls of the shrine. He moved his hands and I saw him weaving the Common with skill and ability like I had never seen before. His weaving was perfect, each strand controlled with precision. I could tell he was pulling something heavy up to the window with nothing but the strength of his weaving. Whatever it was caught on the edge of the window beyond but then he tugged quickly and the heavy object flew over the window ledge and tumbled across the mosaic floor. I leapt back, gasping. 

Moaning, but springing to his feet with volcanic energy, Catane was no longer huddling in a priest’s cage.

“So, you have decided to kill me face to face. I respect that,” Catane said.

The High Tazmin looked back and forth between us, lightning fast. “So, it is him that you have given your loyalty to, little princess. I can’t allow that.”

“Please,” I said. I’d never seen anyone as powerful as him. “Don’t hurt him and I will marry you.”

“That is already assured. But will you give me your full loyalty? That is what I want.”

“Leave her out of this,” Catane snarled. “Set me loose and return my stone and we’ll fight man to man.”

I realized, then, that his flashing heartstone was gone. I swallowed, instinctively clutching my own. Without it, I would be helpless as a babe – as he was right now – unable to touch the meditation world, or the Common.

“He won’t be leaving this tower by the stairs, Amandera Mubaru of Aradivia,” the High Tazmin said, smirking. “And so, I put it to you. Shall I fling him from this shrine for his crimes – and yes, I know what they are – or let him leave through this door?”

I sent a frantic look to Catane. Where did the door lead? He shook his head. 

“No one knows where it leads,” the High Tazmin said. “It might be the gate to hell. We are the only three people in this generation who have ever seen the inside of the High Tazmin’s Rainbow Shrine.”

I swallowed. It was a door. That had to be better than falling through the air to his death.

“And he will be free beyond that door?”

“As free as any of us are,” the High Tazmin said, “and you will swear your loyalty to me.”

I looked at Catane. What did he want?

“Don’t look at him, look at me!” the High Tazmin snapped. I sucked in a breath, my gaze shooting back to him. “This isn’t his decision. It’s yours. Decide.”

I swallowed. The answer was obvious, wasn’t it? But that was what made it so bad. What could be behind that door that made it worse than falling to your death? I had been avoiding Drusica, not wanting to hear what she would say about my problems, but now I threw my soul into the meditation world.

“Drusica? Are you there? Help me!”

There was no reply. It was just me, the High Tazmin, and Catane. I would seal myself in the hell of my own choosing today.

“The door,” I whispered.

“And?”

“And my loyalty is yours.”

He smiled, walked to the door and there were some clicking noises as he worked a device on the doorframe, and then it opened, inwards. On the other side a rocky, barren landscape spread out. There were no flames of hell, no ravenous beasts, or deadly drops, but the moon was up and it was huge, bright, and singular. I had never seen just one moon in a sky before.

I sought Catane’s eyes and he sought mine, both of us trying to communicate in one look everything we were feeling. The High Tazmin pushed him forward with a weave of air. He stumbled through the door, glancing back at me with fear in his eyes. Already, the High Tazmin was weaving it closed. I caught my last glimpse of him standing tall and straight, his back to me, with the wind howling around him. I hoped that my tears blended in with the water on my face.

“If you ever speak his name, I will find out, and I will raze Aravidia to the ground,” the High Tazmin said. “I will see you in two days’ time. My slaves have prepared a dress for our wedding like nothing ever made before by man. You will look glorious in it.”

I nearly stumbled on the first step back down, but he caught my arm. “Don’t fall, beloved. I don’t want to see you dead.”

It never occurred to me to try to challenge him. Not now that Catane was gone. 

* * *
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I HADN’T HEARD SO MANY instruments in my life. The sound of festive tunes drifting up to my balcony made Azaradi seem even more foreign than the strange spice burning in the incense holders in the room beyond me. If I could have chosen, I would be out dancing in the streets with the long lines of cheering, drumming people, twisting like snakes across the streets of Azaradi. They would dance and feast for four more days. 

In a moment, I would shed the white sarette with the long train and dance the lasharanta – the one I had practiced in the desert – for a man who had easily banished his son just to force my loyalty. And I would do it skillfully without ever letting him see my mask crack. He must never know that my heart still beat with the silhouette under the single moon.

“Brides shouldn’t pout,” Drusica said from beside me. “If I had known about the son, you know I would have put a stop to it.”

“I should have tried weaving something, should have tried to stop him. There was no one else in that shrine.”

She spat. “Ha. If you had tried to weave, I would have seen you and I would never have allowed your link to the Common. The disaster of prophesy will come soon, the one of legends, and you must be ready for it. Your place as a consort of the High Tazmin will give you the power and position you need to save this world. Never forget it.”

“Is that the reason I’m here? It’s not just Aravidia you wanted me to save?”

“Of course not. We’ve had plans for you since the moment I realized your full potential. Now, do your duty – this world is depending on you.”

“Depending on me to make a villain happy on his wedding night?” 

“If that’s what it takes, Amandera, then you will do it, and consider it a joy.”

I gritted my teeth, grateful when she left my consciousness. The High Tazmin wasn’t here yet, but the slaves said he would be before the red candle burned down. It was nearly down to the last inch. I wanted to spend the last moments of freedom looking out over the city that was currently celebrating my defeat.

There was a ripping sound behind me in the room, and I spun, pushing through the diaphanous curtains. Was the High Tazmin back? But, no. There was a tiny ... rip? ... in the air and hanging out of it was a cord. Curious, I tugged the scarlet cord, and the rip in space widened to a door. On the other side was a foreign room I could never have placed, but there, right in the middle of the door was Catane. 

I gasped, and threw myself into his arms. He held me close, his grip desperate as he kissed my hair. I closed my eyes, letting myself sink into his love. I didn’t dare think about how it could be, or what would happen next.

“You’ve come for me,” I gasped.

“Not yet,” he said. “I can’t take you with me yet, but I wanted to see you. I needed to tell you ...” his voice faltered, but then he cleared his throat and spoke more firmly. “I have a plan. Stay with my father. Learn everything you can from him, and before you know it I’ll be back again and together we’ll  conquer this empire and take it as our own.”

“But-” 

He cut off my words with a kiss, and I knew there would be no bending his will, because his kiss said goodbye in a way that was as final as it was sorrowful.

“I can’t stay,” he whispered. “Promise you’ll wait for me.”

“I’ll give you anything you ask for.” My voice was breathy.

“Then promise.”

“I promise,” I said, and I meant it.

I meant it when he gently set me back from the door and then closed it between us. I meant it when I put away the long wedding dress. I meant it when I danced a dance that should have been for someone else. And I meant it in the long years that followed.
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