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  Thunder Rattles High


  Sarah K. L. Wilson


  Wheel the wild dance


  While lightnings glance,


  And thunder rattles loud,


  And calls the brave


  To bloody grave,


  To sleep without a shroud.


  -Sir Walter Scott


  CHAPTER ONE


  “At least two thousand,” Rusk said, lowering the telescope from his eye.


  “Are you certain,” I asked.


  “You can count for yourself if you like, but this isn’t my first battle. I can draw up force estimates that are as accurate as any.” He looked more like he was laughing at me then offended.


  “I can’t believe Catane ripped a hole in space and just marched them through. Why was he so adamant about getting the code from us if he was just going to use a rip like that?”


  Rusk looked out across the jagged Canderabai wilderness and cleared his throat, before laying a hand on Graxx. The Eaglekin made a throaty sound like a horse’s whicker and shook his feathers out.


  “You suspect something that you aren’t telling me.” I crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t need protecting or wrapping in soft wool. If anyone needed protecting, it was my enemies.


  He smiled slightly, running a hand over his head like he always did when he was feeling awkward. “He saw you do it. And he’s a fast learner. The two of you are too much alike for him not to repeat what he saw you do.”


  “We aren’t the only people in history who have been able to unweave reality with our magic.” I missed my guide, An’alepp. If she were still alive she’d be able to tell me what to expect and what all those other unweavers were like.


  “No you aren’t the only ones, but you’re so alike in temperament – unstoppable. If you want something you make it happen, one way or another.”


  I bit my lip. There was truth in that.


  Rusk turned his attention from Graxx and took me by the waist so he could look in my eyes. Beyond us, the murmurs of people talking and working were just loud enough to form a background buzz at the same level as the desert flies and the wind.


  “Why don’t you look more worried?” I asked.


  “Because I have you. Whatever Catane can do, you can do, too.”


  He kissed me gently and I melted into his affection, but only for a moment.


  “I’m helpless. I burned up An’alepp and all the ancestors near here. I can’t touch the Common – I can’t do anything.”


  He shrugged, “Well, then neither can he. He’ll be as helpless as you are.”


  I nodded, still scanning the rocky terrain. Tension crawled under my skull.


  “Except he has two thousand soldiers and we have civilians to guard and no place to take them to.”


  Rusk nodded, his own eyes scanning the terrain as if he could find a place to stash our dependants in the hills there. He was still rubbing his head, tension in every muscle.


  “We need to find somewhere for them soon. There’s water here, but no food and no towns or villages within sight.”


  “I don’t even know where we are,” I said. I guess that was the downside to being cloistered in the Silken Gardens all my life. “I think that for now, the best idea would be to go in the opposite direction of wherever Catane is headed.”


  “Hmmm.” He was still scanning the landscape. “What happens now that An’alepp is gone?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Will another ancestor adopt you and let you link to the Common?”


  I shrugged, and my arms wrapped protectively around myself. Why did An’alepp have to die? I missed her. I’d grown used to her constant nattering. I reached into my pocket and gripped the scintellex. She’d better be right that this could save our world, or her sacrifice had been for nothing. Nothing except saving all the Landers, that is.


  They were spread out in the valley below us; children ran and shrieked, adults scolded them. Eaglekin, huge and other-worldly, preened themselves beside the creek that ran through the valley and Astrex and the Tribe Leaders stood in a make-shift pavilion. Their glowing ko looked strange now that we were in my homeworld again. We’d need to go down there soon with a plan for them. I sighed.


  “Maybe you should try to see if you can convince an ancestor to help you,” Rusk said. “We’ll have to tell the Black Talon our plan soon, and it would be nice to know if you have any power to wield before we settle on something. After all, we’re going to need your link to the Common to mend the cataclysm here or the same fate will destroy them here in Everturn that they just escaped from.”


  “Yes. You’re right, of course.”


  I sat down at the edge of the rocky outcropping we stood on and closed my eyes. Could I access Ra’shara? I hadn’t tried since last night when we left Axum. I swallowed and entered the meditation. I arrived in the spirit world and almost gasped at how familiar it felt. After so long in the tainted version in Axum, it felt good to see that colors and movements were back to normal. But could I find any ancestors?”


  “Ancestors?” I called “Are any of you here?” No one responded. Had I destroyed them all in my foolhardy attempt to transport a whole people to our world from another?


  “Is it working?” Rusk asked.


  “Shhhhh.” I entered again, skipping from one hill to the next, searching for someone, anyone. I was careful not to go in the direction of Catane’s troops. I dove over one hill and up another. Why did Canderabai wilderness have to look so much the same that it was impossible to tell where you might be? I followed the creek until it came to a river and the river until…Sweet Penspray! The Silken Gardens!


  I was home! I ran into the gardens, down the trail, past the pagoda where we meditated and the stables where my best hours were spent with Alsoon, and into the wide doors. There wasn’t an ancestor in sight, but there was the old plaque that was written about An’alepp. I felt a twinge of pain thinking about her. I would have like to show her this part of the Silken Gardens. She would have been irritated about it, of course, but that would have been fun. I followed the stairs up to our sleeping quarters.


  “Ancestors! Show yourselves!” If they didn’t show up I was going to hunt them down.


  I ran down the hall and into my old bedroom. In Ra’shara it looked the same as it always had. I opened the walk-out windows, stood on the wrought-iron balcony and let the scent of lemon trees fill me with anticipation. There was something rich and round and whole about returning home after a long time away. It filled the heart to brimming. I let myself enjoy the moment, closing my eyes and letting the wind blow through my hair. In the distance, thunder rattled in the sky.


  A hand seized me and spun me around. Before I could protest, I was being kissed by a spirit. My heart hammered in my chest, my breath caught in my throat. Who-?


  He stepped back and my jaw dropped.


  “Kjexx?!”


  No one else had such a saucy grin or a wink like that one.


  “Hello, wife.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  “I THOUGHT I SAW YOUR ko running over the horizon. You’re the only one with such a fierce one!”


  “Kjexx.” My eyes stung. It couldn’t really be him, could it? My mother had never come to me in Ra’shara. I’d always thought that it meant that the recently deceased couldn’t show themselves, but here he was.


  “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me already.” He leaned casually against the wall, a picture of ease, but his expression was tight. What did you say to someone who had died for you?


  “Thank you,” I said.


  He nodded. “It was my pleasure.”


  “It was too much … your sacrifice … the gift of your people.”


  “I thought you were thanking me for the kiss.” He winked like it was a big joke.


  “You aren’t angry with me?”


  “For kissing me? Of course not! Wives tend to do that.”


  I frowned. “Be serious, Kjexx. Aren’t you angry that you gave your life for me?”


  His face hardened. “It was mine to give.”


  “I don’t mean-”


  “You don’t get to act now like it was an accident or like I’m a victim. I gave my life for a reason, and by the look of things in this world, my plan worked. You got my people here.” He pointed to the edge of the scintellex sticking out of my pocket. “You have the scintellex. You’re doing exactly what was needed.”


  I nodded, looking down. I was embarrassed to be alive when he was dead because of me- no matter what he said about it.


  I looked up when his hands went around my waist. His eyes twinkled, and then he kissed me again.


  “Who thought the after-life would be so much fun?” he said.


  I spun a lock of hair around one finger. “Ummm. About that whole married thing.”


  “You hurt me, Tylira. Are you saying you don’t want to be married to me just because I’m dead?”


  “I’m saying that your people decided I should produce an heir with your name.”


  He laughed and looked over at my bed. My cheeks heated instantly.


  “Well, I’m not sure if I can do that now that I’m dead, but I’m game to try.”


  “No,” I said, too quickly. “They married me to Rusk, and he’s supposed to produce an heir for you … with me.”


  He laughed, scratching at the stubble on his chin in a way that was charmingly boyish.


  “It sounds like you’re going to be a busy girl, Tylira. One husband in the living world, another here in the meditation world …”


  My eyes widened. Did he expect …? Did he really think …? He couldn’t!


  “Ummm. I think I should lay bare my intentions.”


  “Yes. Why don’t you,” he said, eyeing me from head to toe.


  I struggled on. “I’m a one-man kind of girl. If you were still alive, you’d be my one man, but now …”


  “So, if I hadn’t died for you I’d be enjoying your affection, but now I’m cut off.”


  What did he think? That he could share me with Rusk? I colored at the thought. Worse, I liked the thought and that was certainly not acceptable.


  “I’m Rusk’s wife, now.”


  “Ah, but I can offer something he can’t.”


  I licked my lips. I was so far out of my depth. I didn’t even know where to look. I settled for the waving leaves of the lemon trees out the window. That seemed like a safe place to look, definitely not at Kjexx. If I looked at him I wouldn’t be able to help imagining- I cut off my own thought.


  “What would that be, exactly?” My voice sounded choked.


  “Access to the Common. I can give you your magic back. You can draw on my spirit force the way you did with your ancestor.”


  My eyes snapped back to him.


  “I thought you wanted-”


  His smile was chagrined. “I was just teasing you. Can’t a dead man still joke?”


  I could have my access to the Common back! I’d be able to heal the cataclysm and throw Catane out of Canderabai. I needed that. Even if I could find another ancestor there was no guarantee that she would agree to let me tap her spirit to use the power here. But what would Rusk say if he knew that I’d be spending half my time in the spirit world with a man who was still clearly in love with me? A man who was- I shivered with pleasure- kissing the back of my neck as I was thinking it through. I whirled around.


  “Kjexx! You said you were teasing.”


  “One last kiss and I won’t ask for another.”


  I considered his offer. “One might be too many.”


  His grin widened. “Promise me you’ll take up my offer. I want to fight this battle with you.”


  “Agreed, “I said, with a repressive expression, “but no more kisses.”


  “No more kisses after this last one.”


  I hesitated.


  “Please,” he said, his ice-chip eyes melting me. “You owe me something. I did fall to my death for you.”


  “I’m worried about falling, myself,” I muttered.


  He laughed, holding out his arms to me. I swallowed. I hadn’t been joking about one kiss being too many, but I took a step forward, and he took my face delicately in his hands and kissed me, bitter-sweetly and with a feeling of finality. It felt like goodbye all over again.


  When we broke apart his lop-sided smile broke my heart.


  “And now,” he said, “we defeat Catane and find a home for my people.”


  I smiled.


  “And apparently you need to provide me with an heir. But spare my feelings and don’t tell me about it.”


  This time I laughed.


  CHAPTER THREE


  My eyes snapped open as I fell out of the meditation world.


  “You found something,” Rusk said with an easy smile. He was sitting beside me, so close that our shoulders and thighs touched. Whenever we were that close he seemed to be more relaxed.


  “I found someone to channel the Common through. And I have a plan.”


  I leaned over, looked deep into his eyes and kissed him. I tried to put all my possessiveness and commitment into that single kiss.


  “What was that for?”


  “To remind you that I’m yours.” I stood up, shaking the dust out of my worn clothes. I was going to need new ones as soon as possible.


  “I need reminding?”


  When Rusk stood, Graxx whickered gently and rolled his back like he was preparing to follow.


  “You will when you hear who is helping me,” I said, scrambling down the rocky outcropping towards the pavilion below. Even from here I could see Astrex’s hands waving as she argued with the Clan Leaders of the Black Talon. They stood in a rough ring and barely seemed to take turns when they spoke. What kinds of chaos did they allow in their people? The High Tazmin- Wait. Did I really want to start judging people by what the High Tazmin allowed?


  “Amandera?” he asked.


  “I don’t think she’s dead.” I quickened my pace, avoiding his gaze. The Black Talon, at least, should be happy to hear my news.


  His face was pale when he asked, “Is it your mother?”


  I didn’t like seeing him worried, but I was just as worried about what he was going to say about my new ‘ancestor.’ At least he didn’t kill Kjexx. He wouldn’t have to worry about feeling guilty.


  “It’s Kjexx,” I said.


  His eyes went wide and then turned speculative, but he didn’t say anything.


  “You called?” Kjexx asked. I could see him in the meditation world as we walked in this one, and hear him speak to me, though no one else in this world would hear him. He flickered in and out of my vision as my ability to focus on meditation waxed and waned.


  “You seem to have adapted quickly to Ra’shara, Kjexx.”


  “It’s nice enough here, though I’m pretty lonely. Hey! There’s the Black Talon. You got them out! Are they safe?”


  “Not yet. Now, hush and let me talk to them and Rusk. We need to make a plan. Catane followed us here.”


  Kjexx cursed but fell back a few steps.


  “So he’ll be in your head all the time now. Talking to you. Telling you where to go and what to do.” Rusk was taking it exactly as I’d suspected he would.


  “It’s not like that. He’s there when I’m in the meditation world … sometimes.”


  Rusk nodded, and I could tell he was getting a grip on himself. “We need your power back. Especially with Catane here.”


  “I thought you liked Kjexx,” I said, keeping my voice pitched low. We were getting close to the pavilion and I didn’t want to be overheard.


  “It’s one thing to feel comradery and gratitude. It’s another to want a rival whispering in your wife’s mind every hour of the day and … night.”


  Kjexx was laughing beside me in Ra’shara.


  “You can hear all of this?” I asked him. “An’alepp couldn’t see the mortal world most of the time.”


  “It’s like I’m standing right beside you but no one else can see me. Maybe it’s because I’m only recently dead.” He winked and I tried to ignore him.


  “Stop worrying, Rusk,” I said. “I’m here with you. I’m married to you.”


  My words didn’t have nearly the calming effect I had hoped for. What could I say to remind him of what he had? I grabbed the tether between us and gently pulled him in towards me, and then I stepped in close to where I could look at him eye to eye. He turned his gaze on me, letting me see all his worry in the lines of his face. I kissed him, passionately, but a little desperately. When would the tumult in our relationship end? We both knew we were destined for each other, and now we were married and chained together. Couldn’t we stop worrying now and just be confident?


  “Stop worrying,” I whispered as I released him. “I’m not going to let anything come between us.”


  He gave me one of his crooked half-smiles, and the took my hand so we could walk the rest of the way together.


  “Very smooth,” Kjexx said from the spirit world. “I give your man handling skills a three out of ten.”


  I ignored him.


  Rusk stopped just outside the pavilion and when he looked at me he grinned. “I think I’m glad that Kjexx is in the spirit world with you. You need someone to keep you out of trouble. Tell him I said so.”


  I gaped, but he was already entering the pavilion and Astrex was upon us, gesticulating wildly, her voice pitched too loud.


  “Where have you brought us? We’re in the middle of the desert, with no road or any indication of where to go. We can’t just live along this river, you know. And what of the shadows we saw in the distance? Did Catane copy your trick?”


  The clan leaders stood in a ring, shuffling slightly as she spoke, but their steady gazes were on us. Only last night they had fought and died for me. For us.


  “They are Veen,” Rusk confirmed. “About two thousand. Heading north-east of here. They sent no troops this way.”


  North-east meant they were heading towards Al’Karida. How did Catane know to go that direction? Had they fallen upon a road? Or perhaps he still had Amandera with him to guide his path. She knew this land better than I did, even if I was the rightful heir.


  There were grunts of acceptance from the ring of Clan Leaders, but Astrex was not finished.


  “So, it is as we feared. We are in a strange land with children and elderly and nowhere to shelter them as Catane’s armies run wild.”


  She might be right, but how was that of help to anyone?


  “Enough, Astrex,” I said. The shocked look on her face would have made me laugh if I didn’t have to calm her down. “There is a place not far from here where our people may shelter. I plan to lead you to it before nightfall. It’s defensible and should have what is needed to support our people.”


  She sniffed. “And how can you be sure of this?”


  “I will lead you to the Silken Gardens where I spent my childhood on the banks of the mighty Penspray River.” I raised my chin so I could look down my nose at them as I said, “Pack your things and gather the people. We leave immediately. If Catane is in Canderabai, then we must race to beat him to the courts of the High Tazmin. The High Tazmin must know of his ambitions and the threat he poses.”


  “We don’t have the resources to go haring off saving the world,” Astrex argued. “We need a safe place and then we need to fit it for defense. You may be our leader by right of marriage, Windbearer, but you are not our king.”


  “You have kings?” I asked.


  She scoffed. “Of course not. We are the hereditary people of Kjexx son of Axrun as we were the hereditary people of Axrun son of Agidaxx.”


  I chuckled. “It sounds the same to me.”


  Astrexx scowled, turned on her heel and stalked away. I could see her gesturing to anyone in the way, pointing and shooing with her hands. At least she seemed to be mobilizing them all. Maybe we could leave sooner than I had feared.


  “You have our blades, Windbearer,” one of the Clan Leaders said, raising his sword as if to illustrate his point.


  “That’s Edrixx,” Rusk whispered to me. “Leader of the Double Talon Clan.”


  “I am honored, Edrixx. We will carve out a future for our people,” I said. “But first, we’ll find a place to shelter them.”


  He nodded and strode away, the rest of the Can Leaders peeling off, one by one, to follow him out. They nodded or bowed slightly to me as they left. Who would have thought that such a gnarly collection of men and women, pitted with scars and laced with tattoos, would see fit to accept me as their leader?


  Rusk and I were the last to leave. Outside, a boy was already loosening the stakes and preparing to lower it and pack it away.


  “You’ll need to determine how many can defend the Silken Gardens and how many we can take with us,” I said.


  “With us?” Rusk asked.


  “Unless you think we should go to the High Tazmin’s court alone?”


  “I’m worried about my sisters,” Rusk said, and his furrowed brow underscored his words. “Amandera promised to free them, but when I saw her again she told me that she’d never even spoken to the High Tazmin about them.”


  Above us crows circled, seeming to center themselves around Rusk.


  “So, it’s even more imperative that we get to Azaradi quickly,” I said.


  Beneath us, the ground shook and rocks tumbled from the hillsides. Screams and shouts in the camp and the cries of Eaglekin made my heart race. The cataclysm was still coming. We needed to decide which of our many problems was the one that needed the most urgent attention: Kjexx’s people, Rusk’s sisters, Catane or the cataclysm.


  “Look!” Rusk shouted, his cry so sudden that I startled. He was pointing up in the sky and as my gaze followed the line of his arm, I saw a streak of black shoot across the sky. Along the edges, tiny cracks formed, almost as if our world were an egg hatching. I shuddered and felt light headed. We were not an egg. And this was not a new birth. A thundering boom followed a few seconds later.


  “We might need to think about dealing with the Cataclysm first,” I said.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  WERE THE CRACKS IN THE sky worse? No. I’d checked only a few minutes ago, but I gazed across them again, looking for any hint of further damage. Thunder boomed and echoed above us like it was Astrex trying to give me a piece of her mind.


  “You need to stop staring at the cracks,” Rusk said from where he walked beside me.


  “I just want to be sure that they aren’t getting worse.”


  “And you think you’ll repair them with your gaze?”


  I scowled at him.


  “You’re going to hurt your eyes,” he went on. “The Canderabaian sky at noon is not soothing to the eyes.”


  “They’re my eyes, aren’t they?” I muttered, but I looked away from the sky and focused on the narrow trail we were following.


  With the children, elderly and all their worldly possessions packed on the Eaglekin, we had to walk and the journey was taking longer than I’d hoped. We didn’t have enough time to waste in travel. Maybe I should just open up a door to the Silken Gardens. Better yet, a door to the High Tazmin’s court. I sighed. There would be no doors through Ra’shara. I could still see the feet of An’alepp frozen to the ground where I’d drained her soul dry the last time I’d made a supernatural door. They were a constant reminder that I needed to learn caution.


  “We’ll be there soon. It was in this direction.” I didn’t need to say it. I’d already said those very words a half-dozen times, but my impatience was making it hard to keep quiet. I needed to do something more productive than walking and worrying.


  Rusk, thankfully, seemed distracted by the Eaglekin. Their progress was slow over the boulders and loose debris of the Canderabaian wilderness.


  I pulled the scintellex out of my pocket, studying the long, white cylinder. Somewhere within was the key to fixing the cataclysm, but what was it? I couldn’t read the writing etched into it, and even if I could read the individual words, they could be lined up so many ways by twisting the rings, how would I know what the correct combination was?


  I twisted one of the rings, absently. They moved easily but didn’t rattle or spin on their own. Perhaps it was like one of those locking boxes where you had to twist the pin in the correct pattern to open it. But how would I know what the pattern was?


  It had seized a hold of me before, “rewriting” my brain, An’alepp had called it. Perhaps it had the power to speak right to me, through my mind. I concentrated, trying to open my mind up. I entered Ra’ahara, but nothing else happened.


  “Nice to have you back,” Kjexx said. “I see you’re leading my people home.”


  “Can you read the text on the scintellex?” I asked, holding a spectral image of it out to him.


  “No. Can’t you?”


  “I don’t know what any of it says. I wish An’alepp were still in Ra’shara. She knew many languages.”


  “But if she was still here, you wouldn’t be gifted with my incredible charm.”


  “I think I could go without.” I gave him a dry look. “What I need right now is a secret weapon to stitch the sky back up, not a sarcastic dead warrior.”


  He laughed. Why did he always find my most insulting comments amusing?


  “It worked for you before. What did it do then?”


  “It rewrote my brain somehow. I thought of things I’d never considered.”


  He reached for it, letting a finger run along the rings. “Hmmm. Maybe it’s an amplifier. Maybe it will take what you give it and make it more.”


  “Maybe,” I said, but I didn’t believe him. It was something more, I knew it. I just needed to figure out what. It had to be the key. They’d used it in Axum’s cataclysm, and it could work here, too - if only I could figure it out.


  “You should be careful with that. If Catane wanted it before, he’ll want it even more now.”


  “Catane also tried several times to kill my ancestor. I’m not the only one who should be careful.”


  “If Catane comes sniffing around here, then I’ll show him how tough it is to deal with me when you don’t have a handy balcony to drop me over.”


  “Bold words.”


  Banter was nice, but understanding the scintellex would be better. Maybe if I just kept turning it and studying it? I focused on the etching, my mind straining so hard that my head began to pound. It had to be here somehow.


  I twisted the rings and then twisted them again. And then, all at once, my vision blurred and my mind began to spin like I was thinking too quickly and then my hands moved as if by their own will, twisting the rings in a pattern.


  A soft note erupted from the scintellex and my eyes fluttered open. I didn’t know how I knew, but somehow I understood it as sure as my own name. I was going to need help if I was going to use the scintellex to save our world. It required more than just a single unweaver to work the power within the scintellex and heal the sky.


  I shook myself out of my trance, to find Rusk leading me by the hand, while my body almost sleep-walked along. We crested a hill and there, before us, were the grounds of the Silken Gardens.


  “Is this your home?” he asked me.


  “It was,” I said, squeezing his hand. “Not anymore. Let’s hope it has what we need.”


  “Did you learn anything in Ra’shara?” he asked me.


  “I’m going to need others with my gifts if I’m going to stop the cataclysm.”


  “Then it’s a good thing we’re going to your old home. Can anyone there help?”


  “Perhaps my sisters can.”


  He smiled as we left the rocky path behind and crossed over the ancient bridge over the Penspray River.


  I pulled my heartstone out of my pocket and wove it into my hair so that the flashing stone was over my forehead. I left with a dull, dead stone, but I would return triumphant with a stone as alive as anyone’s. I couldn’t wait for them to see it!


  As our long line of travelers moved further into the verdant gardens, I let my gaze scan the lines of the trees and the paths around the place that had been my home.


  “Something isn’t right here,” I said. A strange shiver twisted around my spine.


  “I don’t see any people,” Rusk said.


  Where were they? My sisters and their instructors and guards couldn’t have all just vanished. The paths were raked, and the gardens tended. There was no reason for them to be absent.


  I didn’t speak as we walked out of the forested part of the gardens and towards the white palace. No laughter or greeting met us, but across the courtyard, items were scattered: a basket here, a scarf blown into the bushes there.


  Without thinking, I ran up the wide steps into the main hall. My footsteps echoed on the marble – the only sound in halls that I remembered being full of the noise of life. More chaos greeted me within. A chair had fallen over and a sack of cloth was scattered across the floor. Furniture and belongings were scattered and broken everywhere that I looked.


  In the center of the main hall, I saw why. The walls looked as if they had been split down the middle and then forced back together, but they did not exactly meet where they had originally been whole. It was as if a giant child had ripped the palace apart and then tried to jam it back together.


  Surprisingly, the one thing that seemed untouched was the ragged half of An’alepp’s plaque.


  This daughter of the stars…


  I couldn’t even bear to read it. It brought back such sharp memories of my ancestor. My mind was rambling. It didn’t want to think about where my sisters might be. The ground had opened up here - that much was obvious - and then it had been jammed back together. But what tumbled into it between those two events? I was trying so hard not to think of the question that it was all that I could focus on.


  My breathing began to speed up until I couldn’t gasp in a full breath anymore. Tiny specks swam across my vision. I collapsed to my knees, straddling the ragged line of the floor.


  “Don’t worry.” Rusk’s hands were on my shoulder, his strength and confidence at my back. “They fled. You can tell by how their things were scattered. They fled. They are alive somewhere else.”


  Above us thunder boomed, an ever-present reminder of the threat hanging over us.


  “But how many of them fled? And how many are…?” I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t ask if my sisters had fallen to their deaths, or been crushed by the earth when it jammed back together right here beneath my feet.


  “All of them fled,” he said. But he couldn’t know that. I couldn’t know that. This world was unraveling, and I had known, but I hadn’t returned in time. How many places across Canderabai looked just like this? How many people were dead because I was not fast enough?


  “You need to get up. We need to help the Black Talon settle in.” Rusk’s voice sounded tight. Did he see how obvious it was that this was my fault?


  “They can’t stay here!”


  “The danger has passed. It will make a reasonable defense until a better one can be found.” His gaze was running along the support pillars. They were strong enough that the whole structure remained intact despite the split down the middle.


  I knew one thing. I would not be sleeping in here. Every time I closed my eyes I saw my sisters’ faces cold beneath the earth.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  “THERE’S NO POINT PACING. WE can’t leave until morning at the very earliest,” Rusk said from where he was sprawled on the bed a few feet away. “Besides, it tugs on my wristband and it’s driving me crazy.”


  The Black Talon had taken possession of the Silken Gardens over the course of the afternoon and evening with the unstoppable determination of a line of army ants. After solidly refusing to stay there, I’d found a place for Rusk and me to spend the night in Jakinda’s former quarters at the guards’ barracks. I’d even found some old clothing, which I thought might be hers – a pair of black leather leggings and a loose silk shirt - in one of the wardrobes. It was nice to be out of the stifling outerwear I’d worn in Axum, for the sake of warmth, and back into something that let my body move again, but I still wished we were heading out again instead of spending the night here.


  “If the Black Talon is going to defend their noncombatants, Edrixx won’t be able to spare more than a dozen men at best. I’m not even sure if we should take them with us. Speed is key here, not force, and the two of us can move faster on our own.” Rusk’s fingers tapped on the bed as he spoke. “I’d like to bring Graxx with me, though. Which brings me to another issue. We need to talk about the Eaglekin.”


  I stopped pacing, drawn out of my worry by this unexpected turn of conversation. “Is the climate too warm for them?”


  “Actually, they love it here. They can finally get warm enough, although they may molt their underlayers.” He shook his head like he was throwing away a distracting thought. “No, what I mean to say is that the Eaglekin are intelligent, and they should be autonomous. It’s never sat well with me that they are essentially slaves of the Black Talon.”


  What would it be like to be as sweet hearted as Rusk? To care about the freedom of giant bird-like creatures when the world itself might end only days from now?


  “Are you saying that they should be freed? It will take us days to get anywhere on foot.”


  “We need to negotiate with them. And yes, they should be free. Free to ally with us and join our cause or free to abstain.”


  I sighed.


  Rusk stretched out on the bed and the motion pulled the tether tight and forced me to take a step towards him. I gave up pacing and sat on the edge of the bed, but he reached out and pulled me the rest of the way onto it.


  “Relax. You’re too worried. We’re only two people and we can only do so much. We can’t go anywhere tonight, so there’s no use fretting about it.”


  “I’m just worried. What if I can’t find a way to seal up the hole? What if I can’t figure out how to use this thing?” I pulled the scintellex out of my pocket. He opened his palm and I handed it to him.


  He twisted the rings, studying it as he spoke. “If you can’t, then we’ll all die together here.”


  “That’s very comforting.” I frowned.


  His honey warm gaze flicked up to my face before returning to the scintellex. “There’s no point in denying reality any more than there is in giving false comfort. We’ll do what we can as quickly as we can, but we’ll only wear holes in our souls fretting constantly.”


  “Then what should I do?” I asked.


  Rusk finished trying to make the scintellex work and laid it on the table beside the bed. The shadows were growing now that the sun had set. Only the light of the bonfires in the courtyard lit our room.


  “First, you should tell Graxx that you will not enslave the Eaglekin in the future and then see if he will willingly accompany us as we try to save the world.”


  “And if I don’t want to give up one of our best assets?” I asked. I could hear the petulant tone in my voice.


  “Oh, but I think better of you than that,” he said, drawing me close, and kissing my forehead.


  “Maybe you think too highly of me.”


  “I don’t. I think just … highly … enough.” He punctuated each word with a kiss down the side of my cheek. His fingertips held my face delicately in place so he could explore it with his lips.


  “And after that?” I asked. I was starting to feel hot inside. I wasn’t sure if I could concentrate on Eaglekin or anything else.


  “Does that mean you’ve agreed to my request?”


  “Yes. Graxx and the Eaglekin can go free – after they help us save the world. It won’t do them any good to get their freedom for a few days only to see it melt away.” It was all I could do to keep my hands off him, but what else would he talk me into if I let this go farther? “You can be the one to tell Astrex.”


  “Good,” he murmured. “I’ll negotiate for you in the morning.”


  “And tonight?”


  “Tonight, I make love with my wife and try to remind her that no matter how desperate the times are, they are never too desperate for love.”


  My breath caught in my throat and a fluttery feeling began deep in my belly.


  “Nothing to say to that?” he asked, as he kissed his way down my neck and under the curve of my jaw.


  “Oh,” I said.


  “Very eloquent.”


  I cleared my throat, still trying to think straight.


  “Stop worrying,” he said, his words muffled by his kisses.


  I leaned back and let my hands run over his long, lean physique. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to lose myself in his love for just one night. I could worry tomorrow about scintellexes and worlds ending. There really wasn’t anything that I could do about them tonight … was there?


  CHAPTER SIX


  “It’s the perfect refuge,” Edrixx was saying as we loaded Graxx together.


  He and Rusk were consulting one last time before we left. It wasn’t quite dawn yet, and already the Black Talon were up and at work. Astrex was organizing a group of young people, only a few years younger than myself, as they lined up with tools in hand.


  “With the gardens and the deep well and the food stores we found, we can hold this place for a few weeks, as long as we shore up the walls and defend the bridges.”


  “You should prepare yourselves,” Rusk said, “The Canderabaians are treacherous. The High Tazmin may send troops if we fail to assuage his wrath.”


  “We’ll be ready for small assaults,” Edrixx said. “Astrex is seeing to the walls herself.”


  I glanced towards Astrex, whose arms were waving as she called down one of her workers. At least she wasn’t threatening to cut anyone’s fingers off if he didn’t finish a VR test in time. He should count himself lucky.


  “We can’t handle a siege here, no matter what we do. The structure isn’t built for it. We’ll need to head off a battle before it gets this far if it looks like a full siege. Trust us. We will keep an eye on the surrounding forces. And you, do you truly want no troops with you?”


  Rusk laid a hand on Graxx who was snapping at a circle of birds that flew around him. He’d better get used to them. With Rusk back in Everturn, who knew what birds might turn up.


  “The three of us will move faster and draw less attention to ourselves. We’ll send for reinforcements when we are ready. Perhaps, if we succeed, we will not need to fight.”


  Who was he kidding? Graxx still seemed exotic to me, and I’d ridden Eaglekin for days. It didn’t matter where we went on Everturn, he’d be turning heads.


  Edrixx saluted him in that fist-to-hand gesture he used, and Rusk saluted back. I was distracted by the people in the courtyard. No one stood idly by. Everyone was already moving with purpose and intention. I’d never seen this sleepy place so alive, so determined. It felt fitting and took some of the sting out of our departure. Who knew that the other-worldly Black Talon with their glowing ko would look at home beneath the lacework and minarets of my home.


  “Are you happy with your people’s new home?” I called into Ra’shara.


  “It’s suitable,” Kjexx said, appearing out of nowhere and squatting on the ground, sword in hand, studying the earth as if it could tell him something.


  “We’re off to seek peace for them with the High Tazmin,” I said. In the real world, Rusk and Edrixx had turned to the boring matter of logistics. I had a moment to talk to Kjexx.


  He stared at the horizon, his back to me.


  “In the meantime, if you could see if you can find a way to stem this cataclysm, that would be helpful. I think the scintellex needs more people than just me to operate it.”


  He grunted.


  “Are you ignoring me?”


  “Do you remember how I told you I was walking around in the real world as if I was really here?”


  “Yes.”


  “But no one can see me?”


  “Yes.”


  “That doesn’t mean that I can’t see them.”


  He spun around, his ice-shard eyes flashing.


  My hand rose to my mouth as his meaning became clear. He’d been there last night. My face felt hot. I must be blushing a thousand shades of red. He’d seen…


  “Exactly,” he said.


  “Well, I did tell you that they expect an heir…”


  He sucked in a deep breath and held it as if he was trying to keep his temper.


  “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”


  But was I sorry? Last night … well, I’d do it again if I could. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my black leather pants. Yes, I would certainly do it again.


  “I just need some space. Don’t call me unless you need me.”


  I cleared my throat, awkwardly.


  “I just need a little space,” he repeated, eyes on the horizon.


  “Yes,” I agreed and vanished from Ra’shara.


  Thankfully, they weren’t really much for speeches in the Black Talon. Astrex paused her wall instructions for long enough to pour water over our bowed heads – a ritual that was much more welcome in the balmy climate of Canderabai – and then she smiled as we mounted Graxx. Of course, she was smiling, she must be happy to be rid of me and be back to ruling the roost.


  “We need to hurry,” I said to Rusk as we mounted Graxx, adjusting ourselves to fit well in the saddles that Ran along his spine.


  “Graxx,” Rusk said quietly, and he erupted into a run like a racehorse off the line.


  The wind flowed through my hair, and I clung to Graxx’s feathers and the leather harness straps. My heart was pounding, and exhilaration thrilled through me. Beneath us, the rocky ground went by in a blur.


  Had it only been a month ago that I’d traveled with Amandera and been beaten every night as she tried to call forth my magic? It seemed like a lifetime ago. I’d met Rusk on that journey, and now the two of us were racing towards salvation together.


  A flock of birds flew towards us in a “V,” their wings beating almost in time with one another. As we drew closer, they banked and spiraled over us. My eyes followed them and my mouth hung open. They were huge.


  Rusk tugged on my shoulder and when I met his eyes he pointed up at the lead eagle.


  “See their leader?” That’s Swift Current. He saved us when Amandera dropped me off a cliff.”


  “He’s all the way over here?”


  “He says that most of the Teeth of the Gods are still intact where we left them.”


  I frowned. I’d expected Amandera to bring them to Azaradi to present them to the High Tazmin. Had she only brought one back? I hadn’t had a lot of time to think of Amandera, but her actions in Axum were puzzling. I’d always thought her to be unflinchingly devoted to the High Tazmin, but to be so close to Catane, she must have betrayed her husband. She’d called Catane ‘the new High Tazmin’ perhaps she was the one fuelling his desire to come to Everturn. Perhaps she had a greater plan in all of this than I realized.


  I wished, more than ever, that my mother had not died. Without her death, none of these events would have been set in motion. She and I could still be exchanging gossip, and she could still be doing the High Tazmin’s bidding so that Amandera never needed to see me.


  I pulled the scintellex from my pocket and let my fingers trace the engraving as we rode. The rings twisted freely and couldn’t be pulled vertically. They were solidly built. There were no flaws or marks other than the engraving. Could it be a box that held something? My vision blurred again, and my hands deftly flicked the rings, and it let out a piercing note that scattered the birds from overhead and made Graxx jump to the side.


  “You might want to leave that for another time,” Rusk called, but just as the words left his mouth, I saw something high in the sky growing bigger. The scintellex seemed to glow and then fade, but whatever it was above us grew larger and closer.


  “What is tha-”


  It corkscrewed towards us, and even from this bad angle, it was clearly one of the Teeth of the Gods.


  Rusk cried out, pressing me down flat against Graxx’s back just as Graxx leapt forward, spun to the side and then stumbled. We hit the ground, flying from our saddles and I tumbled across the ground, so disoriented that I couldn’t tell up from down until I finally landed flat in the dust.


  The sound of a heavy object striking the earth and metal screaming and shrieking across the rock shook me back to my senses. Shakily, I pulled myself to my feet. Rusk was already up, coaxing Graxx out of the swirling dust.


  I swayed, stunned by our fall, and shocked by the Tooth lying on its side in the dust. It seemed strangely undamaged, despite the noises it had made.


  The door opened, and a figure stumbled out and then stood, the sun at her back so that all I could see was a silhouette of a woman in a sarette. I didn’t have to see her face to know … it was Amandera.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  NO, NO, NO, NOT HER! I didn’t think, I didn’t shout, I just ran as fast as I could and slammed into her, knocking her against the Tooth. I could feel the tug of Rusk on the other end of the tether and hear his yelp, but I wouldn’t be hindered.


  The look of shock in her eyes and the bruise on the side of her face from the crash knocked me to my senses. I wasn’t her captive. Not now and not ever again if I could help it. Her fate was in my hands now.


  I gripped her sarette, a sense of power filling me. If it hadn’t been for her, Kjexx would have lived, Rusk wouldn’t have suffered like he did, and I wouldn’t feel so betrayed. She should have been my ally, not my enemy. I should … I should … An’alepp had made me promise to give her a chance to make things right. I owed An’alepp for her sacrifice, and even more, for her faith and friendship. I sighed.


  “Do your worst,” Amandera said through gritted teeth. What did she think I was going to do? Smash her teeth in? Actually, that sounded appealing, but no. No, I needed to honor An’alepp.


  “I will. I demand your surrender.” It wasn’t quite the olive branch of peace, but at least I hadn’t killed her.


  “Surrender?”


  “Tylira?” Rusk asked.


  “Are you going to help us fix this cataclysm, Amandera, or am I going to unweave you where you stand?” Please pick the second option, please pick the second option.


  She sniffed. “As a matter of fact, I was headed to the Event Alura to try to discover just how to fix this problem,” she said.


  “I thought that you’d allied with Catane because he was our only hope. Don’t you know how to fix this already?”


  Thunder shook the sky and I flinched, watching as one of the cracks in the sky lengthened. I bit my lip and looked back at Amandera.


  “We don’t have the time to waste on this. Tell me why you were going to the Event Alura?” I asked. When did visiting ancient, run down spaceships become so commonplace?


  “There must be information on it. Information that can tell us how to prevent this apocalypse.”


  “Keep dreaming. If such information existed, An’alepp would have given it to me.”


  “Our ancestors didn’t know everything that was in their ships. Drusica only knows about what she had access to.”


  “ An’alepp was the ship’s captain. If there was information she would have known about it. What would have been more helpful would be a working Tooth. We could use that to fly under the crack in the sky, and then you could have woven it shut.”


  Her jaw clenched. “If that was possible I would have done it already.”


  I heard a clank and glanced at Rusk. He was peering into the crashed Tooth.


  “They expect you to come back in this Tooth, correct?” Rusk asked. “We could take it and fly right into the heart of Azaradi and plead with the High Tazmin to return my sisters.”


  His sisters? What had happened to the cataclysm first and the sisters second? He and Kjexx were out of control. I needed to figure out how to get everyone back on track right now. We needed to focus on the problem that would destroy the entire world first and then focus on everything else second.


  “Why do you want your sisters so badly?” Amandera asked, her face expressionless. “What does it matter to you where they are or what they are doing?”


  Could I really trust her enough to work with her? Should I? I needed her help, but her expression showed she was hiding something. Maybe it was a bad idea. Maybe we should set her loose and do this ourselves.


  “You’re all heartless,” Rusk said, spitting on the ground. “Every last Tazmin and Tazminera.”


  I felt a stab of something – guilt? Hurt? – it was hard to say. He wasn’t talking about me. I shouldn’t take it personally. I needed to think. How could I remind them of why they were here?


  “He wants them because they are his sisters. You promised us their freedom, and you lied,” I said quietly. Maybe if I could stay calm everyone would see reason. “You betrayed us. But now we all need to focus together on stopping this cataclysm from destroying everything.”


  “Sometimes things just aren’t that simple.” Amandera’s gaze wouldn’t meet mine.


  “We could leave you here miles from anything and deal with these things ourselves. Is that simple enough?” I was losing patience.


  “Then who would tell you where to find his sister? I can take you to her bedroom door. Then we can heal the world together. Isn’t that what you want, Tylira? To save the world?”


  “Yes, it is.” I clenched my jaw. Every time she spoke I grew more wary of her motives. Why did she suddenly seem to care about the cataclysm? That hadn’t bothered her when she was hand-in-hand with Catane earlier.


  “She?” Rusk asked, his face stiff with worry.


  “Evanessa,” Amandera said. “She’s your sister, isn’t she? She’s nearly as talented as I am at weaving. Why do you think the High Tazmin was so reluctant to let her go?”


  “Promise you will help us find Rusk’s sisters and heal the cataclysm,” I said.


  “Wait,” Rusk said. I stepped back as he stepped in close so that his face was inches from Amandera’s. “First, she needs to explain why she keeps saying ‘sister.’”


  I frowned. What was he talking about? Amandera’s arms crossed over her chest, her back pushed against the hull of the Tooth like she was trying to sink through its skin.


  “Because only one of them is still alive.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  I STOOD MIDWAY BETWEEN RUSK and Amandera, torn by indecision. Rusk seemed to want his space. He’d turned his back to me, leaned against the side of the Tooth, and after a few moments the too-quiet sounds of a man crying were loud in the awkward silence. With the tether between us, I couldn’t just walk away.


  Amanadera stood on the other side of me, arms crossed. She was bent over her left side like she’d been injured. I should probably be checking to see if she was fit for a journey. I should probably be comforting Rusk. I just didn’t know how to do either one.


  I opened my mouth and then shut it again, rethinking whether I should speak. I took a step towards Rusk and then stepped back again. Would he want me to intrude on his pain? I’d never even asked him what his sisters’ names were. Heartless. He’d called me that before, and the more I got to know myself, the more true it seemed to be. But I didn’t want to be heartless. I just didn’t want to break, either.


  What should we do? I didn’t dare put anything before healing the cataclysm, but was that the priority here? Maybe we should go find his sister first.


  Amandera watched me as I tried again to gather the courage to speak to Rusk. Her knowing smirk made me scowl. What right did she have to know what I was thinking? What right did she have to laugh at my inability to fix this problem? What I should be doing was getting our revenge on her, a cry and squeal of hers for every one that she’d given us. But revenge felt empty. Somehow, it just didn’t appeal to my heart anymore.


  I took a deep breath, swallowed, and then walked over to Rusk, making sure that I could keep an eye on Amandera while I spoke to him.


  “Rusk?” I asked gently, laying a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t shake it off, but he turned further into the hull of the Tooth. “I’m so sorry. I wish we’d been quicker.”


  He didn’t answer, and the silence stretched uncomfortably between us.


  “What was her name?”


  “Lira.”


  “I’m sorry about Lira.”


  “You didn’t know her.”


  I wish I had. Would she have had Rusk’s kind heart?


  “I wish-”


  “Not now, Tylira.”


  Ouch. That stung. He needed space away from me. If only we weren’t bound together. Wait…


  “Amandera,” I called. “Come here and remove this tether.”


  Amandera’s expression turned to a knowing one like she had a secret.


  “Stop staring and get over here! Take it off.”


  Rusk’s hand whipped out, snake-quick and grabbed my arm. His face was tear-streaked, but determined when he said, “No.”


  “You need your space,” I said, voice gentle.


  “No.”


  “You don’t understand. I’ll suck your life out with this tether.”


  “It’s not for you alone to say.”


  I swallowed. What should I do? Indulge him in his grief? Do what was best for him, even if he didn’t want it? I dropped my gaze and nodded. It was his sorrow, and therefore his decision. Amandera laughed.


  “You can stop laughing, stepmother,” I said. “Exactly how warm was the High Tazmin’s greeting when you returned to his lands with your lover?”


  “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been there yet,” she said, cool as a night evening as if her betrayal of my father meant nothing.


  “You didn’t fly there in this Tooth, you flew in the other direction?” I wanted to pour my frustration over her head like cold water from Astrex’s jug.


  “I flew to find hope for our world. You’ll blame me for that?”


  How could I? Hadn’t I just been trying to push her into that very thing? But did I really believe her? Amandera had been nothing but a snake all the time I’d known her. It wasn’t safe to let my guard down with her.


  “Will it still fly?” I asked.


  “No. It crashed, didn’t it?”


  “Why did it crash?” I had a bad feeling that the crash had something to do with the hot cylinder with the mysterious writing engraved on it.


  “There was thunder. The sky split a little and something hit the Tooth. Everything inside stopped working and it just started to fall.”


  “Well, you look fine, despite it all.”


  She grimaced, her hand moving unconsciously to her side. She was definitely injured there.


  “Are you hurt?”


  She looked away. Well, if she didn’t want to admit it, then I wouldn’t push her, but I needed to decide whether to trust her.


  “So, we can’t use this Tooth. I could make another hole in the world and enter the High Tazmin’s palace.”


  “Can you do that?” Rusk asked, he’d composed himself, though his eyes looked watery.


  “Likely.”


  “I have a better plan,” he said. “We could use a Tooth, both to rescue Evanessa and to seal that rift across the sky. You’ll need your power for that, and wasting it jumping from one place to another won’t fix this world. We’ll probably need to get closer to it when you work whatever solution you find. I think you should drill a hole to the Event Alura and we should take one of the surviving Teeth from there. We can fly it to Azaradi and use it to steal back my sister. It will make a great asset in coming battles.”


  “So, we rescue your sister first?” I asked, trying to make my tone neutral.


  He clenched his jaw, “Are you suggesting something else should take priority?”


  No. I couldn’t do that. Not now, with the news he just heard. Reluctantly, I shook my head.


  He ran a hand through his hair, his body language looked tired and sad. I would have agreed to anything just to see him smile again.


  But what should I do with Amandera? I didn’t dare let her out of my sight. She was far too dangerous. Could I afford to trust her enough to work with her? I’d just have to hope she wouldn’t betray us.


  “And you will come with us, Amandera,” I said.


  “We should work together to fix this catalysm,” she agreed. “Catane would like that. This world is no use to him if it splinters apart.”


  I clenched my teeth. “If you mention Catane again, you’ll wish that you’d died when the Tooth crashed.”


  I didn’t wait for a response. I focused inward and entered Ra’shara, punching a physical hole through reality into Ra’shara and then back to our own world – on the island where the ruined spaceship, the Event Alura, was stashed. I half expected a furious An’alepp to yell in my ear about how dangerous this was and how I shouldn’t do it. Instead, there was only Kjexx.


  “Interesting. I can almost see how you managed that.”


  “I thought you needed space,” I said.


  “I do. I just came back to tell you that the ancestor didn’t know anything helpful. You should rip these holes every time you travel. It would save so much time.”


  “An’alepp seemed to think that it contributed to the destruction of reality.”


  In the real world, I was walking through the hole, Rusk and Amandera following me, while in the spirit world I spoke to Kjexx.


  “Well, I don’t see her here complaining.”


  I had a sudden vision of her two feet, left fixed in the ground in Axum. A wave of nausea washed over me, and I quickly dropped back into my own body.


  “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that,” Rusk said, surveying the lush island as he spoke.


  “You left Graxx behind?” I said. Had I been so distracted talking with Kjexx that I’d failed to notice that? I needed to be careful not to let the spirit world suck away my focus in the real world.


  “He has his own journey to take.” Rusk shot a glance towards Amandera. Whatever he’d planned with Graxx wasn’t for her ears.


  “Then we’d better find a functional Tooth and get moving,” I said, setting out towards where we’d left them, such a short time ago. “You failed the High Tazmin when you left them here, Amandera.”


  “I have failed him in many ways, Tylira, and surpassed him in so many more.”


  I blinked. Of all people, I never would have expected Amandera to say that.


  CHAPTER NINE


  “I CAN’T BELIEVE HOW QUICKLY we can go. We’ve crossed half the kingdom,” I said, staring out the window of the Tooth.


  I’d thought we could take Amandera to task on the long journey, but we’d uncovered the Tooth quickly, settled ourselves within and begun to fly immediately. Now, only half an hour later, we were most of the way to our destination.


  Rusk moved his hands with care in the hologram, his full attention absorbed in the work. Should I worry about him? Maybe working to free the sister that lived would help with his grief for the sister who had not lived.


  Amandera sat silently in her seat. What should I do with her? I wished An’alepp was still here, so I could ask her. She would have wanted me to forgive Amandera and turn her to our side. But how would I do that? And did I even want to? I didn’t want revenge anymore, but I didn’t really want her around, either. I just wanted her gone.


  “When we get there, Rusk will land in the tiered gardens and then you will take us directly to Evanessa.”


  “Yes,” Amandera agreed, her eyes on the landscape below.


  “You won’t betray us. You’ll make sure no one suspects.”


  “Yes.”


  I watched the clouds out the window, so close, but so far away. That’s what Amandera felt like. I didn’t trust her, not at all.


  “I don’t understand why you’d agree.”


  “You think you’re the only one who cares about this world? Who wants to save it? You’re the most unlikely hero, Tylira. If anyone should be suspicious, it should be me.”


  “I’m not the one in league with Catane! I’m not the one who betrayed everyone!”


  “You don’t know him,” she whispered. “What he’s been through…”


  “What? What has the precious tyrant been through?” This was ridiculous! As if I’d feel sympathy for a villain like Catane!


  “Enough.” Rusk’s voice was a shock. I hadn’t thought he was listening to us. “I don’t want to hear her speak again until we get to the palace. We retrieve Evanessa and then we’re done with her.”


  His tone puzzled me. It was like a flinch, a pulling away from something painful. What had they done to him while he was their captive? My eyes narrowed and I bit my lip. I needed to consider carefully what to do with Amandera. I didn’t have only myself to think about – not anymore.


  “We might need her to mend the cataclysm,” I said.


  “Evanessa can do that. She said so.” His tone sounded bitter.


  I wasn’t so sure - She’d be young, wouldn’t she? How much could she know? I didn’t want to argue, so I looked out at the rolling landscape. There was a city, glorious and sprawling with golden lacey bridges decking it like spider webs – wait! – it was Al’Karida! It looked so different from above that I barely recognized it!


  And there, over across the rolling hills was Azaradi. How high up were we? It was growing closer.


  Just outside the city walls, the air seemed to slice apart and peel back. Was that figure in front of the rip Catane? He gleamed in the sunlight, his shadow stretched behind him, and in front of him, armed men poured through the rip, spilling out onto the landscape before them like the water when a dam is opened.


  “Rusk!” I cried.


  “I see them.”


  “It’s an army.”


  Amandera was suspiciously quiet. I glanced at her, but her hands were in her lap. Was she in Ra’shara? Hopefully, she wasn’t up to trouble.


  “We’ll have to hurry,” Rusk said, his face tightening with concentration as he banked towards the sprawling city.


  Azaradi was built over ragged hills along the banks of the Penspray River. My mouth hung open as we dipped to one side, spiraling around the city. I’d never been to Azaradi and to think that I’d be arriving from the air!


  The streets looked like narrow white ribbons, with mushroom-like growths on either side, which were inns and shops and temples. Streets wound round the jutting hills, like the shells of snails, and tiered levels left one set of buildings almost sitting on top of the ones beneath.


  In the streets, people danced and flung flowers in the air while troops of drummers marched up and down the streets. They looked smaller than insects from this height. Dancers shook the coin belts on their hips in undulating line dances and star-dancers were flung far into the air by their dance-mates and then caught as they fell back to the ground.


  I studied them hungrily. I’d always wanted to see the capitol on the Day of the Orange Lily – and that must be what this was. Orange water lilies hung in chains around every neck and were woven into their hair or tossed at passersby.


  At the top of the highest hill, the Palace of Doves sprawled, its foundations reaching far like the roots of an oak tree. On the thousand wide steps leading up to the doors, a mass of people flowed. Did the palace always see so much traffic throughout the day, or was it just because of the festival?


  “I’ve always wanted to see Azaradi during the Day of the Orange Lily,”I glanced at Amandera, but her face was expressionless. “Won’t it make it harder to find Evanessa if she isn’t in her rooms?”


  We were close to the top spires of the palace, close enough to see curtains fluttering in the wide windows of the upper floors, and beneath us the emerald gem of the fabled tiered gardens sat like a fruit waiting to be plucked. Rusk circled it, his movements careful and measured as he lowered us silently, closer and closer, into the densely treed park. The waterfall on the north end nearly brushed the belly of the Tooth as she descended lower and lower between the fronds of the trees and then down onto the flowers beds below.


  “She’ll be preparing in her room. The true celebrations won’t take place until nightfall, when all the High Tazmin’s consorts will be expected to look their best as they pass out gifts to the people.”


  Her lips twisted as she spoke. She’d always seemed proud to be a consort of the High Tazmin. Had I misunderstood, or had she been lying all this time?


  No guards rushed forward as the Tooth settled. No cry was sounded and fortunately the engines were to silent to be heard. It was as if we had crept into a sleeping house.


  “And now we hurry,” Rusk said, leaping out of his chair and rushing towards the door.


  I scrambled to follow him, grabbing Amandera by her upper arm and shoving her ahead of me. I shouldn’t be trusting her. I should be tying her with cords and stashing her in an empty room. “Lead the way, High Tazminera. This is your world.”


  “You don’t need to act like a common barmaid, Tylira. I will do as I promised.”


  Rusk shoved the door of the Tooth open and then drew his spatha. If trouble came, he’d be ready. Amandera and I followed awkwardly behind. I refused to believe that she wouldn’t betray us at the first opportunity.


  “You look suspicious when you drag a High Tazminera around against her will. If you wish to avoid suspicion, you will need to trust me not to run.” Amandera looked far too confident as she strode through the garden. I didn’t like seeing her so sure of herself.


  “Why wouldn’t you? Don’t you have a beloved husband here somewhere?”


  Her mouth drew into a firm line. “Don’t you have a father? Or have you forgotten your loyalties?”


  “I’m as loyal to this place as it ever was to me.”


  “It marked you as heir. That should be enough for anyone. I could live a thousand years here and I will never see such power.” She had so much bitterness in her voice!


  Then again, it was something I hadn’t considered.


  “Which way?” Rusk asked as we came to a wide arch. Hallways carved with arches and scrollwork spread out in three directions.


  “Follow me,” Amandera said, taking the lead.


  I stiffened as we turned the first corner, passing a knot of servants carrying baskets of linens. They bowed low, hands clenched over their hearts. I shouldn’t have been worried. Servants never look at their betters. But what if we met another Tazmin or Tazminera? We had to be quicker.


  “Why is it so empty here?” I asked as we turned another corner. The Silken Gardens would have been bustling with people at this time of day, but we had seen only servants. Where were the other people?


  “The Palace of Doves is a more peaceful place than the low places you’ve been frequenting,” Amandera said, sniffing as she spoke. “Here. This is her door.”


  Rusk’s adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. Was he nervous to see his sister again?


  “Wait,” I said, catching his arm. “What if it’s a trap?”


  Amandera cleared her throat. “You should know before you go in, that the High Tazmin has taken her as one of his consorts.”


  I gasped.


  “Don’t be silly,” Rusk said and opened the door.


  CHAPTER TEN


  THE CHAMBER WE ENTERED WAS as large and opulent as Catane’s had been in the Heart of Veen. I would have liked to study the carvings that decorated the pillars in the corners – they looked like snakes and doves – or the books on the golden-lattice shelf to one side, but Rusk strode forward like he was laying siege to his sister’s bedroom, and with the eight foot tether linking us, I had no other option than to be dragged along behind him.


  I tried to keep an eye on Amandera. I did not believe that she could be trusted, even if she had brought us here exactly as she promised. Could she really be telling the truth when she said Evanessa was married to the High Tazmin? Rusk clearly did not believe it, but I suspected that it was true. Was that the reason that Amandera’s loyalty to him seemed to have shattered? Had she taken up with Catane as revenge on the High Tazmin?


  We passed through the anteroom into an open courtyard with a tinkling fountain and a koi pond. She certainly had lavish rooms here. Stone benches and well-tended orchids decorated the open courtyard, but no one was here.


  “Evanessa?” Rusk called.


  I couldn’t shake the memory of those people running through the rift Catane had ripped into space just outside Azaradi. How long would it take for them to reach the Palace of Doves? Should we be running to warn someone? I was no friend of the High Tazmin’s but these were my people. This was my nation. I had a terrible sinking feeling that disaster was just over the next hill. I felt, suddenly, that my first visit to Azaradi was far too late coming.


  “Evanessa?”


  The next room was a bed-chamber, and as we plunged through the white, filmy curtains, all I could see was the unmade bed, lavish and soft. It was far too large for just one person. Rusk’s breath caught, and he was so still I almost thought he might shatter if I were to touch him.


  Seated before a tall mirror, poised with brush in hand, sat a young woman in a white sarette. Her eyes widened at the sight of us in her mirror. On her head, a pink heartstone glowed gently, and orange waterlilies were threaded into her hair.


  I heard Amandera’s snort of derision from behind me. There was certainly no love lost there.


  “Rusk!” the girl dropped her brush, tears flooding her eyes as she ran to him.


  He caught her in his embrace and, for a minute, I thought she might break in his tight hug. I blinked back tears of my own, happy for him. It wasn’t my place to be a part of this, but it wasn’t like I could give them their space. I stood awkwardly beside him, watching.


  Amandera shifted and I glanced at her. She was smirking at me as if she’d scored some kind of point.


  “Can we get on with saving the world, then?” Amandera asked.


  “Saving the world?” Evanessa asked. Her accent was more pronounced than Rusk’s, and her expression careful, despite the joy in it.


  “Don’t worry about that. I’m just so happy to see you,” Rusk said. “I thought I’d arranged your freedom, but they lied to me.”


  “Freedom?” she asked, surprised. “I’m not the one chained.”


  The look she sent my way was spiteful.


  “It’s not what you think,” Rusk said.


  “I know all about what that chain means, brother.” Her face softened as she said, “Do you know about Lira?”


  Rusk glanced at Amandera. “She told me that Lira died.”


  His eyes clouded with emotion, and she patted him gently on the arm.


  “I’m glad you are safe,” she said. “I’m glad you are alive, and I will speak to the High Tazmin about granting you your freedom, brother. Perhaps he will have a place for you in his military. As for ‘saving the world,’ the High Tazmin has that in hand.”


  “He has a plan to heal the cataclysm?” I asked, tilting my head to the side questioningly. What was wrong with this girl? She talked like the death of her sister was no more important than the changing seasons and like she was the High Tazmin’s ... pet.


  She ignored me.


  “I’ll take you to him, brother,” Evanessa said, smiling sweetly. “My heart is full of joy that you are here.”


  “You’re so close to the High Tazmin that he will grant you an audience?” Rusk said. Couldn’t he see that Amandera had been right about her? I shifted from foot to foot. Why did I have such a bad feeling about her? Why did she make me want to draw a blade to defend myself?


  “We need to leave. Now.” Maybe if I pushed them to leave we could sort all of this out in the air. We needed to get back to the Tooth. Hopefully, it hadn’t been discovered.


  “I think she should tell us what the High Tazmin is planning, first,” Amandera said, stepping forward.


  “I won’t be telling you anything, rival.”


  “Rival?” Rusk asked. He looked like the breath had been knocked out of him. “I thought she was lying.”


  “The fact that we are working at cross purposes does not make me a liar,” Amandera said coolly, her arms crossed over her chest. Did her ribs still pain her? If they did, she was masking it well.


  But Rusk wasn’t looking at her, he was staring at his sister, shock all over his face … and on hers… satisfaction? She wasn’t like Rusk. He’d rail and rage at a marriage to an enemy. He’d fight it every step. Except he was married to me, wasn’t he? Was it any different?


  I studied her and then glanced at Amandera. They were both beautiful, willful, sophisticated and powerful with weaving the Common – if Amandera was to be believed. I supposed it made sense that my father would choose the same types of women as consorts, but I didn’t have time to think about it right now.


  “Rusk,” I said gently, taking his hand in mine. His attention as still fully fixed on his sister. “We need to go. Now. While we still can.”


  He nodded. “Gather your things, Evanessa. We must go immediately.”


  She laughed, a tinkling cultured laugh, nothing real about it. “And leave my home? Ridiculous. These women have bewitched you, brother. Did they tell you the world is crumbling and they need your help? Did they promise you that they would restore your kingdom?” I’d done both those things. “Did they tell you about her unique gift?” She pointed at me. “She’s the reason the world is crumbling. She’s the reason that the High Tazmin has been scouring the countryside with every man he can spare. He needs her to fix it.”


  “Well, we’re here now,” Rusk said, his voice tender.


  What was he promising her? The plan had always been to leave. Amandera glanced out the window as if she was waiting for something. Her expression was tight. Did she see something out that window? Palace guards? The army of Axum? Did she and Catane plan his arrival here?


  “Yes, that’s perfect brother.” Evanessa stood up on her tiptoes and kissed Rusk on the cheek. “We’ll bring her to the High Tazmin. She will be all he needs to right this world.”


  “That’s not entirely true,” Amandera said.


  “I won’t be going to the High Tazmin. We all need to leave, before we lose our chance.” I bit my lip. Why could no one else see the risk we were running here?


  “Choose, brother,” Evanessa said. “Choose your blood, your debt, your world’s future or a woman who made you her slave.”


  “Whoa!” I said, “I did no such thing-!”


  “Choose!”


  A scream came from out the window, solitary and startling, and then the crash of steel and a barrage of shouts joined it. I dropped Rusk’s hand, stunned. Evanessa and Rusk ran to the window. Amandera, alone, was calm.


  “Finally,” she said, with a small smile.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  “WE’RE UNDER ATTACK!” EVANESSA SHOUTED. She turned to Amandera, “You, traitor! This stinks of your doing. Do you hate the High Tazmin so much that you would turn on him?”


  “I don’t hate your husband,” Amandera protested.


  A scream and the sound of stones falling pushed me into action. I pulled on Rusk, grabbing Amandera with the other hand.


  “We don’t have time to waste!”


  Amandera followed me for a few steps, but Rusk was still, his face pained and one hand reached out to Evanessa.


  “You can’t go with Amandera, brother. She’s in love with Catane Al’Javeen Nyota the bastard son of the High Tazmin. He’s a dangerous man. He’d steal the throne and kill the High Tazmin.”


  Her lovely face took on a look of sadness.


  “I don’t care about the High Tazmin, Evanessa. I care about you and I want to see you safe and away from here. Please, come with me!” Rusk said.


  “In love?” I raised my eyebrows at Amandera. She had some explaining to do. If Evanessa knew about her obsession with Catane, then it must have started before she came to Axum.


  “They’ve secretly been lovers for years,” Evanessa spat. “Before she married the High Tazmin. Before Catane was acknowledged as an heir. It’s disgusting. She’s not worthy of the High Tazmin’s love.”


  “You’re a fool,” Amandera said, but it sounded resigned.


  So, it was true. She’d had a secret lover for all of her marriage. I might have felt judgmental, but then I’d married Kjexx when I’d needed to, and I had enjoyed it. And I’d still been in love with Rusk the entire time.


  “I don’t care if she has three cats and a clay jug as lovers. We need to leave before Catane’s army ransacks this place.” I had to put aside confusion and think of Rusk. What would he want? “We would like you to come with us, Evanessa. You’ll be safe with us, and you can return here when the danger is past.”


  “We need to warn the High Tazmin,” Evanessa said, her hands clasped as if she were pleading.


  “I’m pretty sure he knows his city is under attack.” Rusk looked torn, like he wanted to keep her safe and give her what she wanted at the same time.


  ”Please, brother. I love him.”


  Rusk shook his head, running his hand through his hair. “He has guards and an army here. It’s you I’m worried about, Evanessa. He will be fine, but you must come with me. I’ll protect you. We can talk about all of this when we are safely away.”


  Her torn look, and tiny glimpse at him through her feathery eyelashes were so perfect that if I hadn’t already been looking at it I would never have seen the sly look in her eye.


  “I’ll come with you, but only if we warn him first.”


  Rusk’s mouth opened and closed twice before he spoke. “It’s too risky. He’d take us as prisoners and then we’d never escape before Catane broke through the defenses here.”


  “He won’t deny his favorite consort,” Evanessa said.


  Exactly what kind of man was my father to inspire so much devotion from his consorts? I remembered Amandera speaking this way. I glanced at her. Had that been an act? Evanessa claimed she’d been in love with Catane that entire time – and the evidence seemed to support that.


  Evanessa’s lower lip jutted out and trembled slightly before she said, “If you say no, then you will have to leave without me.”


  “You need to come with us, Evanessa,” I said. She was going to get Rusk killed if she didn’t listen to sense. “Your life depends on it, and so does your brother’s. Come with us willingly, or we’ll just have to take you for your own good.”


  Evanessa crossed her arms over her chest. My threat fell flat on her stubborn unwillingness.


  Rusk’s jaw clenched before he spoke to me, “I can’t do that to my sister. And I can’t leave her here. We’ll do as she asks. We’ll warn her … husband,” he stumbled over that word, “and then we’ll flee together.”


  Evanessa smiled, and I started to frown, but Rusk’s expression had taken on a mulish look. He’d chosen her request over mine, that was clear. It tasted bitter in my mouth to be considered second place, but what could I do? We were tethered together. There was no way for us to part, and no way to convince him beyond what I’d already said.


  “Lead us there,” he said and Evanessa smiled angelically.


  She crossed the room to a small door and led us into a narrow hall beyond.


  “I have close access to his throne room,” she said proudly.


  She held Rusk’s hand, but the hall was only wide enough for two people to pass through shoulder- to- shoulder and I was forced to follow behind them with Amandera.


  “And you thought I was the one to worry about,” Amandera said. “Your san’lelion is leading us to our deaths at the hands of the High Tazmin.”


  “You don’t really believe that,” I countered, “or you would be protesting.”


  She shrugged.


  “Were you really in love with Catane all that time?”


  “She wasn’t lying.”


  “Then all those things you said to me about your loyalty to the High Tazmin were lies.”


  “Not everything is that black and white.”


  Ahead of us Evanessa and Rusk murmured together. Had I lost him forever, now? His love for his sister overshadowed his loyalty to me. He hadn’t even listened to me.


  I felt lost.


  “And her? Can she really love the High Tazmin?”


  “I’ve seen it before in some of the prisoners he takes as consorts. It’s a terrifying thing,” Amandera said. She swallowed so hard I could hear it. “But then again, the High Tazmin is a terrifying man.”


  I shivered. What was wrong with these women? Evanessa was in love with a man Amandera described as ‘terrifying’ and Amandera was in love with a man who slaughtered without a second thought – someone I would certainly label the same way.


  “So all that time when you were hunting me down and thrashing me to get my magic out for the honor of the High Tazmin … ?”


  “It wasn’t a lie. With Catane thrust into Axum we had no other choice but to tap into your potential to unweave. Someone is going to have to unweave the cataclysm while the others repair it. We thought that someone would be you. We just didn’t know exactly how to do it – I still don’t.”


  “But you knew you needed me,” I said, breathily. I had never suspected a thing. “You took some terrible chances.”


  Amandera shrugged. “All of life is rolling the dice. We’re rolling them now. Who knows which of us will still be alive an hour from now? I doubt it will be all of us.”


  I shivered. Something about her words rang with truth.


  “Here’s the door,” Evanessa said, stopping before a plain entrance at the end of the corridor. “It will open to the side of the throne, and the High Tazmin is not expecting visitors, so you should bow immediately and try not to look threatening. Put your sword away, brother.”


  Rusk did as she asked.


  “Follow any instructions I give you and I’m sure the High Tazmin will be very pleased with what I’ve brought him.”


  My palms were sweating. What if the thing he was pleased to be brought was me? How would I get out of this alive? I swallowed, entering Ra’shara just enough to be ready. If someone was going to die in that room it wasn’t going to be me or Rusk.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  EVANESSA FLUNG THE DOOR OPEN and stepped through, kneeling immediately and bowing low. I peered curiously over her head. I’d always wondered what the court of the High Tazmin looked like, and at first glance, it was glorious.


  The floors and walls were patterned with mosaics of tiny white, gray, and blue tiles in whorling patterns and stars, like the ceremonial tattoos on my arms. Delicate arches curved over our heads, woven so intricately and skillfully that the eye struggled to follow the path of a single strand of carved stone.


  The room was so large that I couldn’t see the other end of it from my vantage point. There were halls and alcoves that dipped out of sight behind painted screens. Candelabras the size of palm trees hung at regularly spaced intervals across the vaulted, muraled ceiling. I thought I caught a glimpse of the painted visage of High Tazminera Aeleria with her bridal gift of a thousand fig trees and another depiction of the dancing war elephants of the Fifth High Tazmin.


  Light breezes fluttered filmy curtains in each window and people dotted the room in knots and clusters, their activity impossible to discern at a simple glance. At the head of the room, a raised dais with gilded carvings of elephants and lions sprawled. In its center was an ebony, crimson-padded seat with a low back and elephants on either side, their trunks raised high in an eternal trumpet.


  Before the throne, a ring of soldiers, their color flags flying the High Tazmin’s own standard, stood at attention. In front of them, row upon row of perhaps two hundred courtiers had been seated. Chaos ruled among them, some fleeing towards the far end of the room, and all of them with their voices raised, pointing or gesturing madly out the windows at the screams from the courtyard below.


  Evanessa was right, we’d come out from the little door almost right beside the dais within the ring of soldiers. We were so close, in fact, that I could see my father, the High Tazmin for the first time in my life.


  He was younger than I would have expected – perhaps about fifty – and his garments, fine and well embroidered, were sleeveless. On his arms, his brand was identical to my own – the brand of an heir. He was looking out one of the great windows, leaning over the ledge as if studying something. He spun around as if he felt us enter, and our gazes locked. A stab of fear shot down my spine. His black eyes were the eyes of a predator, and the emotion in them was powerful, although indiscernible to me.


  I couldn’t look away, and I didn’t want to. It was as if in that gaze, I might find answers to the culture I’d been raised in, my mother’s death, Catane’s origin, and every other trial of my short life.


  It occurred to me, for the first time ever, that he was only a man with the fallibility and vulnerability of any other human. To think of the High Tazmin that way felt almost sacrilegious. I should bow. I should show respect. Somehow, my knees refused to bend.


  “Tylira Nyota,” he said, his face expressionless. “I meet you at last.”


  Was he not at all concerned about the chaos in his city? Perhaps he felt secure here in the Hall of Doves. Perhaps his power was so great that he felt he could fend of Catane on his own.


  “She is my gift to you, greatest High Tazmin,” Evanessa said, rising from her bow. “Spill her blood as you wish.”


  I heard Rusk’s sudden inhale and I glanced at him just long enough to see his dumbstruck expression. He hadn’t seen the signs that I had, and her betrayal must sting. I’d comfort him later, if I could. Right now I had to figure out a way to get us out of here alive, and Evanessa with us.


  “I hear you’ve been looking for me,” I said. “If you are planning to ask me to be your assassin, as you asked my mother, you can think again.”


  I held his gaze in my own, which is how I saw the flick of the corner of his mouth. My mother’s fate amused him. Fury bubbled up within me.


  “You’re like a brush fire on the open plain, Tylira. I wouldn’t be such a fool as to send you on an important errand.” He crossed the dais to his throne and sat, one hand lingering on an elephant’s head.


  “And yet you had them mark me as your heir,” I said.


  Again, there was a flicker of amusement in the corner of his lips, and all at once I realized everything, as if a key had been turned in a lock and the chains around my mind had fallen free.


  “You marked Catane as your heir, too. You always knew that would make him see me as a target, and that I would defend myself.” I paused, letting my words have their effect on him … and on me. My voice was husky when I continued. “You orchestrated a war between us. Why?”


  “Your gift is unique, Tylira.” He pointed to the glowing white heartstone on his forehead. “Your stone doesn’t glow like mine, or Evanessa’s. Yours crackles with the anger of ancient gods. Surely you must realize by now, that a gift like that destroys everything and everyone around it. My ancestor was very clear. Any child born with that gift must die, or we risk the destruction of our very world.”


  “But you didn’t know about Catane until his gift was already shaking the foundations of this world,” Amandera said, her tone laced with acid.


  The High Tazmin sneered at her. “I see she’s brought you trailing in her wake, mongrel. I thought I told you to keep your disgraced hide from my doorstep.”


  I had thought him frightening before. The look he turned on Amandera almost made me melt in terror. She shook slightly, but her posture remained firm. Around us, the court had grown silent. Their finery and orange waterlilies forgotten in the fury of their ruler.


  “You failed me when you let her go off on her own. She was meant to be my dog in this fight,” my father said.


  “You thought you’d set me out to fight for you, like a dog for his master?” I shook with the rage I struggled to keep pushed down.


  “And why not? Born and bred ours. Robbed of a doting mother. You should have been clay in my hands. If only you hadn’t been so headstrong.”


  “So clever,” I amended.


  “You think so?” He took a step forward. In the hush of the room, his shoe leather squeaked on the mosaic tile floor. Far away I heard running footsteps and shouts, but I could no more turn my attention from the riveting gaze of the High Tazmin than I could move the sun in the sky. “If you are so clever, then tell me, daughter, how you plan to heal this world. I’ll strike a deal with you. Stop the cataclysm, and repair all that it broke and I will make you truly my heir.”


  His eyes twinkled with malevolent humor. I bit my lip as I realized something – I was like him. I thought I had it all worked out and that everyone else had to dance to my tune. No more. From here on, I would prove I was not him, and not my assassin mother. I was Tylira Nyota, and I would be everything they were not.


  “You wouldn’t say that if you thought I could succeed,” I said.


  “Oh, you can succeed. But you won’t survive your success.”


  “You’d kill me even after I saved this world?” I said, my hands clenching into fists.


  “You misunderstand,” he said, and now he really did smile with the irony of his words. “The only way for you to restore this world is for you to die – you and your half-brother Catane. Your magic unweaves reality without you even meaning to. Your dreams pick at the outer threads, your emotions singe the sides of it. Every moment of anger or impatience weakens the whole. You are all of us – fuelled by self, demanding our own way, with every desire we set our world on fire and dance in the flames.”


  “So, you’re a philosopher, “ I said. “My father, the murderous philosopher.”


  He shrugged, “As good a name as any, I suppose. And you are the designated sacrifice. You can only die for the good of us all, and hope – desperately – that there is love after all of this.”


  I was shaking. I didn’t know when it started. I couldn’t have defined my emotions in that moment if I’d been asked to, although a single tear rolled down my face. Did that mean I was sad?


  “And will there be love?” I asked, my words hollow. Rusk took my hand, but it felt like lead. I couldn’t even hold his back.


  “Beyond the grave?” my father asked. “I doubt it, but it’s something that fools and mothers say.”


  “And are you planning to kill me now?” I asked. My tongue felt like my mouth was full of dust. It was surreal to speak of my own death as if I was negotiating the price of a loaf of bread. I’d searched all through Axum for an answer to something he’d known all along. And now that I’d found it, nothing could devastate me more.


  I closed my eyes. I needed to think. I saw Rusk’s face in my mind, and his sister, and Graxx and the children of the Black Talon. Perhaps, it was finally time for me to stop being so lost and to find my way at last. I didn’t want to go home because home was selfishness and heartlessness. I needed to find a different way to what lay beyond – to love and sacrifice. Somehow those words didn’t feel quite as heavy as they once had.


  “Are you saying you would die?” he asked.


  I started to reply, to say something that would delay the inevitable, but the throne room filled suddenly with screams.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  A GASH OPENED IN THE air before the throne and warriors spilled out from it, while from the back of the room a crash and the sound of splintering wood filled the room. A flood of Veen soldiers surged forward from the entrance to the throne room.


  Catane ran through the gash, sword brandished. He scanned the room, and then his eyes locked on us. He sprang forward just as Rusk shoved Evanessa behind himself. Catane’s sword arced toward Rusk, but I’d recovered enough to grasp the threads of it and pull, unweaving it in his hand. Lightnings flashed on either side, sending Catane’s soldiers flying and striking one of the High Tazmin’s soldiers dead where he stood. There were many screams, but I didn’t know if they were from pain or from surprise.


  Catane spun, grabbing Evanessa’s hand and pulling her out from Rusk’s protective grasp as Rusk was occupied fending off an attack from one of Veen’s soldiers. I turned my unweaving to the soldier, unweaving his heart where it beat in his chest. He dropped like a stone to the earth, but Evanessa was already out of reach, snatched away in Catane’s grasp. A wall of ko-marked soldiers forced themselves between us.


  Catane had a dagger to Evanessa’s throat and I shuddered, remembering when he’d done the same thing to Rusk.


  “I have your queen!” Catane called to the High Tazmin. “Well, one of them. I don’t mind harming this one. Maybe this time I’ll be the man with everything while you’re flung into another world with your true love stolen from you.”


  The High Tazmin’s soldiers surrounded him in a defensive formation, the clash of their swords met the resistance of the Veen army. One side was clad in boiled leather armour and white markings, the other in black, gleaming segments but marked by glowing blue ko above their heads. It was easy to tell them apart, and easy to see that the soldiers of Veen outnumbered those of Canderabai ten to one. Any nobles who may have stood with the High Tazmin were dead or injured on the ground.


  Amandera tried to dart forward to join Catane, but Rusk grabbed her roughly, putting his spatha to her throat. Was that a glint in his eye? Was he being clever, trying to negotiate a life for a life with Catane, or was he crazy? Amandera couldn’t be stopped by an empty threat.


  “Your quarrel is not with me, but with your sister,” the High Tazmin said, pointing at me.


  “I’ll get to her later,” Catane called over the screams and grunts of his men. His soldiers were well trained, fighting in complete co-ordination, and the High Tazmin’s men were being pressed backward.


  “You’ll give me my sister, now!” Rusk yelled.


  His hands were full and it took all my concentration to unweave fast enough to defend both Rusk and me. Catane glanced at us and in the moment that he was distracted, the High Tazmin wove a shield of air, driving it towards Catane and knocking the first few rows of soldiers off their feet.


  “If see so much as one drop of her blood, I’ll throw this Tazminera out the window,” Catane yelled at Rusk.


  “Then drop my sister!” he yelled.


  “Catch,” Catane yelled, throwing Evanessa towards Rusk while he spun towards the High Tazmin unweaving a thread of the dais. The lightning shot out in three directions, shredding through the High Tazmin’s soldiers.


  The High Tazmin darted forward, weaving a blast of power, like a massive battering ram, towards Catane. It glanced off Evanessa as she fled, knocking her forward into a soldier. The two of them crashed to the floor, and she screamed in pain. The battering ram kept going, smashing through the ranks and knocking men off their feet, screams and groans accompanying its progress. Catane dodged to the side and then scrambled forwards.


  Rusk shoved Amandera away, rushing towards his fallen sister and dragging me along behind him at the end of the tether. I unwove as quickly as I could, flinging one man backwards seconds before his sword slashed Rusk’s back. Another moved towards Evanessa and I unwove his weapon, flinching as lighting flashed within inches of his face.


  I lost track of Amandera in the frantic struggle to keep the three of us safe. Around us, the Common was woven and unwoven as Catane and the High Tazmin battled. I wished I could watch the display of power, but all I could do was dodge and weave and keep the flowing chaos of the battle from reaching Rusk and Evanessa.


  Rusk crouched over her, gathering her in his arms and cradling her to his chest. He was murmuring to her, while he smoothed her hair from her face. I unwove the throat of a man who swung a blade towards Rusk’s head. We needed to get out of here.


  The High Tazmin’s soldiers were dwindling, one white form here or there still dotted the throne room, but there were no concentrated groups of them. How long would they last? The moment they were gone all attention would be on us. I needed to act now. I unwove a gate from the throne room to Ra’shara, batting two soldiers away with my lightnings.


  “Rusk,” I called, “Hurry!”


  He stood shakily, Evanessa in his arms and stumbled through the gash. “Thank you.”


  A man stumbled backwards into me, almost bowling me over. I caught him as he fell against me, and the two of us tripped into the gash. Catane screamed from the other side and I shut it as quickly as I could. Rusk panted beside me, sweat running down his temples.


  “Evanessa,” he crooned, stroking her hair. “Come on, sister, just breathe.”


  I glanced down to see who had come through with me. In my arms, a bloody gash across his chest, was the High Tazmin.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  I MET RUSK’S PANICKED EYES. “We need to get them away from here before Catane follows us.”


  “How long do you think we have?”


  “Seconds at most.”


  Rusk gazed down at his sister. “I can’t lose her now. She’s the only family I have left, Wild Girl.”


  There was so much desperation in his eyes. I wanted to take all his pain and worry and fear away. I wanted to take it on my own shoulders and leave him free of it forever.


  “I promise you, Rusk, that no matter what it takes, we’ll see her free and safe.”


  The tension in his face eased slightly, but if I was going to keep that promise I needed to act.


  Rusk cradled Evanessa to his chest. She was unconscious, her head lolling like a doll’s. Meanwhile, the High Tazmin slumped in a pile at my feet. I didn’t have the strength to carry him anywhere. When he coughed, blood spurted out of the deep wound in his chest. It bubbled, bright red and frothy around the wound.


  “He’s lung cut. He won’t last long,” Rusk stated professionally.


  “There’s a lot he could tell us if we could keep him alive,” I said.


  Maybe that was a cold way of looking at your own father, but what had he ever done to deserve love or loyalty from me? He’d sent my mother to her death and to the destruction of Rusk’s family and he’d set me up as a barking dog to distract Catane until he killed me. It was hard to feel much compassion for him. All the same, I couldn’t leave him here.


  “Kjexx!” I called, “Kjexx!”


  He appeared out of nowhere, materializing in the air before us, his glowing ko bright and strong in Ra’shara. Rusk stiffened at his appearance, but Kjexx gave a mocking half-bow.


  “You called?”


  “We don’t have time for that nonsense. We need to get somewhere safe before Catane comes through.”


  His face hardened immediately, and he motioned to the High Tazmin. “Get a good hold on him. You have the girl, Rusk?”


  “My sister. Yes.”


  Kjexx nodded and then placed a hand on Rusk’s shoulder and the other on mine.


  “Here we go-”


  He hadn’t finished speaking before a slash ripped through the air in front of us. As it widened, I caught a glimpse of Catane’s searing gaze, but before he could move, Kjexx’s grip tightened and Ra’shara went white for a moment.


  When my vision cleared, we were in his Chalet in Axum. How had he learned all this so quickly? An’alepp hadn’t known how to do this.


  “How?-”


  “It’s all connected,” Kjexx said. “Here, place them on the rugs. I’ll make a fire.”


  “A fire in Ra’shara?” I asked, but he didn’t have time to explain.


  “Daughter,” the High Tazmin gasped. His chest bubbled with the words.


  I leaned over him. Should I try to comfort him? What had his given name been before he was High Tazmin? I racked my brain trying to think of it. To say it would be blasphemy, but what else did you say to a dying man?


  “Parsad?” I said, remembering his name at last.


  “Only hope, now,” he muttered, his words running into each other.


  “Don’t give up, Parsad,” I said, arranging him gently on the fur rug. In my peripheral vision, I saw Rusk laying his sister on a parallel rug. I grabbed a cloth from one of the chairs, desperately pressing it to his chest.


  “Cataclysm,” he gasped. He pawed at his face, clutching the heartstone and pulling it off to shove towards me. The cloth was soaked in blood, and so were my hands as I reached to take his gift. “It’s up to you. You look just like your mother.”


  “I promise to fix it. I’ll heal this world.”


  He grabbed my shirt, pulling me in so close that I could smell the tang of blood on his breath. I grimaced, but he held on tight with the last of his strength, riveting me with his gaze.


  “You must die. You both must die to fix it. The world cannot contain such as you. Promise me.”


  I gasped. I would not make such a promise.


  His grip tightened, pulling me until our noses touched. He gasped, horribly.


  “Promise me that you’ll die.”


  I shoved him back and he fell from me onto the fur rug, coughed out a spurt of scarlet and then choked. I looked at him in horror, my breath coming so quickly that I didn’t think I could catch it again. My hands were red with blood, clutching his dull heartstone. His glassy eyes stared at me and the bubbling from his chest ceased, leaving nothing but a thick foam crusted around the wound.


  I sank to the ground. I was sobbing, although I couldn’t say why.


  I didn’t feel sad. I didn’t feel angry. I felt empty. I couldn’t stop staring at his hollow shell. I couldn’t stop gripping his gift. I should feel sorrow. I should feel loss. I felt nothing. I closed my eyes, rocking back and forth to comfort myself.


  I heard Rusk asking Kjexx for medical supplies and Kjexx explaining that the things we touched and held in Ra’shara weren’t real. He’d have to make do with anything that we brought with us. The sound of Rusk tending to his sister was followed by the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor.


  It seemed like hours later that Rusk’s warm hand was on my shoulder, but it could have been only moments, or even weeks later.


  “I need you to open a door so we can go into the real world, Tylira. Evanessa needs medical attention and water.”


  I opened my eyes. He was squatting before me, fear and sympathy warring for his expression. I put my hand over his, realizing too late that my hands were blood soaked.


  “Of course,” I agreed. I had promised we would save Evanessa. In this one thing, I would not fail.


  I drew in a breath and unwove a door back to the real world, to the real chalet in Axum’s mountains. Somehow, it seemed to use less power to rip into that world from Ra’shara than it had to cut a door between the worlds. If I lived long enough, I would have to study why that was. I would like a life like that – studying Ra’shara and our link to the Common, discovering our limits and going beyond them. That would be a good life. I was thinking of anything I could to avoid thinking of the High Tazmin’s words to me – of his desperate request for my promise.


  We carried Evanessa up to the big bed at the top level of the chalet and tended her wounds.


  “We’ll keep her safe, Rusk,” I promised. “We’ll keep her safe from everything.”


  He nodded, but he looked more troubled by my words than he had been by the events in the throne room. His honey-brown eyes were alive with fear.


  “She’s sleeping now. She will recover, but she needs her rest,” he said. “We have a lot to talk about.”


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  “LET’S GET YOU OUT OF those bloody clothes,” Rusk said, leading me downstairs. “I’ll kindle a fire and heat some water.”


  He led me to the hearth, gently guiding me to sit on the edge as he kindled a fire. There was still wood in the alcove beside the great fireplace, and he laid it, setting the kindling in the center and gently teasing a flame to life. His lips were full as they blew on the tiny wisps of bark he’d torn up to start the fire.


  When the flames licked to life, he led me to the veranda that wrapped around the chalet, scooping water out of a rain barrel with a metal bucket. He brought it back indoors, set it beside the fire to heat up and took off his outer shirt, dipping it in the water, and then gently dabbing at my face and hair as he spoke.


  “He was a twisted man. He sent your mother to assassinate my family. Do you think she wanted to do that?”


  “No,” I said, shivering at his touch. I’d never heard him speak so compassionately towards my mother. What had gone on inside him to make him so merciful towards her?


  The cool water and warm fire sent sensations of hot and cold across my skin as he worked, wetting the cloth and wringing it again to dab my father’s blood from my face, my hands, my arms.


  “I can’t imagine a world without the High Tazmin. Everything in the land has revolved around him for as long as I’ve been alive,” I said with a shiver.


  “There will be another High Tazmin. There is no shortage of men who would rule.”


  I touched the raised skin of the brand on my arm.


  “It doesn’t have to be you,” he said, his fingers gentle as the traced the structure of my face, gently wiping it clean. I could feel his breath on my wet skin. It lit me up inside.


  “It’s either me or Catane.”


  “Because a cruel man orchestrated your adversity?”


  “Because if it isn’t me then your sister dies, the Eaglekin die, and Kjexx’s people die.”


  He bit his lip and set the cloth down, taking the hem of my shirt in careful hands and easing it up inch by inch over my belly, my breasts, my shoulders, my hair. His gaze never left mine and I couldn’t tell if it was the flickering of the flames beside us or desire that heated his eyes. I swallowed, feeling my cheeks heat and my own desire rush up.


  He set my ruined shirt aside, dipping the cloth back in the water and taking my shoulders to turn me to where he could wash my back. I leaned into the pressure of his hands, aching for more, wanting to live before I had to decide whether to die.


  “Don’t listen to him, Tylira.”


  But what other choice did I have? It was becoming so obvious to me, now. It was my very gift – unweaving – that destroyed this world and every world. Everturn had been safe for generations until Catane and I were born. We were aberrations. Our very existence too powerful for the world we lived in – too deadly. And the High Tazmin had known it all along.


  Perhaps, that was even why he sent my mother to her death. She would have done everything in her power to prevent him from setting me up the way he did. I wished I could have asked him for more details. Could he really be certain we were the problem? And if we were, then what was the solution?


  “Don’t listen to him, wife,” Rusk said, as he spun me around, taking my face in his hands and kissing me like he was savoring the taste of me. I felt tears pricking my eyes. If only this was all there was. If only I could focus on Rusk undressing me and washing away what had happened instead of what was to come.


  “Stop thinking about prophecies and sacrifice.” Where had his shirt gotten to? Oh, he’d left it on the pile of other soiled clothing. I hoped that Kjexx had spares around here somewhere.


  “We’ll never get to ride off into a sunset together and be free of everything,” I said.


  “I told you that wasn’t freedom to me.”


  “And what is freedom to you right now, Rusk Hawkwing?”


  He twined his fingers around mine, pulling me to him and kissing my throat, the crook of my neck, my shoulder.


  “You are. You are freedom to me.” His voice was husky, and his movements sudden and intense as he pulled me onto a long, fur draped couch and set to kissing away all my worries.


  “And you are love to me,” I said, wrapping my arms around him, and letting the scent of him fill my senses.


  “The one thing we all want is love. A love so true that it goes beyond death,” he murmured. I felt his lips graze my ear as he whispered.


  He caught my gaze with his own and between the fire in them and the flickers of the fire beside us I felt for a moment as if I was someone else living this life for a moment. Why couldn’t this love go on forever?


  “The last thing that will ever leave me is my love for you,” I whispered, and his ko seemed to glow brighter with my words.


  I pulled his head down to mine and kissed him wildly on the lips. I thought I heard him murmur “Wild Girl” but I was too wrapped up in him to think clear thoughts.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  WHEN I WOKE, THE FIRE was out and the air was crisp. I nestled into Rusk, enjoying the feel of his chest moving up and down as he breathed. He was so alive. And I felt alive just being near him, as if every nerve of my body was reaching out to experience him and every breath of mine was precious. Maybe it was this place. Axum had always felt surreal and strange. But probably not. More likely, it was the words of the High Tazmin finally sinking in. If he thought I’d just lay down and die, well, he was wrong. I wasn’t the kind of girl who just accepted her fate, was I? But was that the problem?


  I’d fought so hard to maintain my freedom that I’d dragged my guards to their deaths. I’d fought so hard to save Everturn that I’d made an enemy of Catane, gotten Rusk kidnapped and Kjexx killed. Now. here I was, fighting my fate again. Maybe this time I should think about what other people needed instead of what I wanted.


  What did Rusk need? His sister safe, the Eaglekin free, his land returned to its people.


  What did Kjexx’s people need? A land to call their own.


  I couldn’t give either of them what they wanted with Catane still free and sowing chaos across Canderabai.


  “What are you thinking about, Wild Girl?” Rusk asked.


  “Now that the High Tazmin maneuvered me into being Catane’s enemy I have no choice but to stand and fight, and I will need allies for that.”


  “You have the Eaglekin and the Black Talon,” he said, stretching sleepily as he spoke.


  I smiled, “And I have a fine general to lead them, but you saw Catane’s Veen army destroy Azaradi. We’ll need more than just that. And we’ll need allies to fight Catane whether I survive healing this world or not.”


  “You’ll survive,” his words were chipped from rock.


  I didn’t quite sigh. Optimism was good in its place, but what should I do about the sinking feeling I had that the High Tazmin might be right. What would it be like to die? Would it be physically torturous? Would I lose myself before the end? Would it happen all at once and I wouldn’t know what was happening until it was too late?


  I didn’t like these thoughts, and I didn’t like the idea of choosing death. It went against everything I was. I wanted to keep living and sucking every drop out of life until there was nothing left and then I’d just go ahead and fill my glass again. I wasn’t the kind of girl who gave up or backed down and I sure wasn’t the type for self sacrifice.


  The thing was - the really sticky thing that seemed to change everything – I was in love. I loved Rusk. I even felt a deep affection for the Eaglekin and the Black Talon, and the thought of all of them dying while I went on was intolerable.


  “I’ll never leave you,” he said, pulling me in tightly and kissing my forehead.


  And that was when something inside me broke – some part of me that had always just lived for myself – and I realized that I’d give anything for his life and happiness, even my own life.


  “I love you, Rusk. I love you more than myself.”


  He laughed. “Well, that’s surprising. Are you sure? More than yourself?”


  I batted at his arms embracing me. “Don’t tease. I mean it.”


  He smiled and it was like the warmth of it touched my heart. “I believe you, Wild Girl. I trust you.”


  “I don’t think anyone else has ever said that to me.”


  “No one else has known you like I do.”


  I felt warm down to my bones.


  “I’ll still need allies, and I have a plan to get them, but first let’s check on your sister,” I said.


  Fortunately, there were clothes stashed throughout the chalet and we found some that weren’t ruined by death and blood.


  “You look good no matter what you wear,” Rusk laughed when he saw me frowning at the tight leather clothing I’d found. It didn’t feel feminine enough to me, and it left very little to the imagination.


  “I wonder who wore these,” I muttered.


  I brought a second set for Evanessa. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need them. She’d likely feel as strange as I did in the foreign clothing of Axum.


  She was in a heap on the bed sobbing when we arrived. Rusk ran to her, but I stood awkwardly to the side.


  “I loved him so much. Tell me he isn’t dead,” she said, her face nestled into his shoulder.


  Did she really think of the High Tazmin that way? It seemed too strange to me. He’d killed her family, and he was old and had a dozen other consorts. Maybe she had a tender heart like Rusk’s. More likely, she was brainwashed by his power and cruelty.


  I set the clothing on a chair beside the door and sat down beside it. If I’d been able to leave Rusk alone to comfort her in private I would have, but with the tether there was no room for that. Instead, I sank into Ra’shara. I had plans to make.


  “Kjexx?” I barely had his name out and he was there, running his hands worriedly through his hair.


  “I almost came looking for you. We can’t stay in Axum,” he said.


  “I know. It’s dying. It has weeks left, at most. An’alepp told me that before she died.” What I wouldn’t give to have her still alive. She’d know what to do about the cataclysm and the High Tazmin’s request.


  “Not weeks, Tylira. Hours. You need to get back to Everturn. Look around you.”


  Around us, a network of tiny cracks splintered the landscape. I squinted at them, studying them carefully. They were branching and widening as I watched.


  I nodded. “I’ll go back to Everturn. And I need something from you.”


  He smiled that half-grin of his that looked positively indecent. “Anything.”


  “Can you contact other ancestors in Ra’shara?”


  “If I want to.”


  “Can you contact the ancestors of the Tazmins and ask them to meet me in Ra’shara? I want every Tazmin to come to the Cliffs of Canderabai in Ra’shara to meet in one hour.”


  He tilted his head. “So soon?”


  “Would you prefer I dragged my heels?”


  “I’d better fly if I’m going to get that done.”


  “Can you fly in Ra’shara now that you’re dead?”


  He winked. “I have skills beyond your most wild imaginings.”


  He probably did, but he vanished before he showed me any of them. I fell back to the real world.


  “I’m not doubting you. Your pain is real and you have all my sympathy,” Rusk was saying.


  “You fell in love with her, or so you tell me. And she was his least favorite daughter. He told me she was chaff. Easily discarded. You can’t mock who I chose when you chose her.”


  I could have slapped her right there. She should be thankful that Rusk loved her so much. Chaff? Really?


  I saw Rusk’s fist clench, but his face was calm. “Did you really choose him? Or were you forced into an impossible situation.”


  “He only wanted to keep me safe,” she said. “Can you fault him for that?”


  “I’ll keep you safe now, Evanessa,” Rusk said.


  She nodded, sniffling. I cleared my throat.


  “We need to go,” I said. “This place could fall apart at any moment.”


  “Can’t you see I’m in mourning?” Evanessa said. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  I looked at Rusk. Could he persuade her to come with us without a fuss? I wasn’t very good at settling ruffled feathers.


  “Evanessa-” he began.


  “Don’t let her hurry me. I need time to grieve.” She crossed her arms over her chest.


  “If you don’t come with us, we’ll all die. Rusk included,” I said. Couldn’t she understand what I was saying? “You can mourn back in Canderabai.”


  “You’re heartless!” she said.


  It stung as much as when Rusk said it. I stood up, picked up the clothing and tossed them to her. “Please get dressed. I’ll open a door, but I can’t hold it open for long.”


  I turned and walked to the door, the tether stretched tight between Rusk and me, but the moment it slackened I strode the rest of the way out of the room and I didn’t turn around until I heard Rusk shut the door behind us.


  “Where are we going?” he asked.


  “I’ve called a meeting of the Tazmins on the Cliffs of Canderabai. We’ll need allies to fight Catane.”


  He nodded. “I’m worried about Evanessa.”


  I tried to look sympathetic. After all, she had lost a husband, even if he was a cruel dictator. “We’ll take care of her.”


  I clenched my jaw. It wasn’t easy to be kind when she’d cut me so deep. The old Tylira would have had a few choice words for her.


  “You’re not heartless,” Rusk said. “Your heart is just wild like a hunting hawk. It has its own beauty, but it’s not the beauty of common things, or of soft things. It’s the beauty of deadly, soaring things.”


  I could have melted at his words. Was he right? Was I deadly and soaring? I was. I always had been. I needed to stop cowering at the thought of death and do what I always did – conquer it and refuse to let anything intimidate me.


  When Evanessa came out of her room I forced a smile. “Are you ready to go?”


  My words were cut off by a ripping sound so loud that I couldn’t hear Rusk’s word despite the movements of his mouth. I grabbed his hand and he took Evanessa’s as the smell of rot filled my nose and the colors of Axum – usually too bright - drained suddenly away. I unwove as fast as I could, ripping a hole through time and space. The ground beneath our feet was too soft. We fought to step through the door like we were walking through waist deep snow. Desperately, I clutched Rusk’s hand, pushing forward with all my might.


  We broke through the rip, tumbling out the door onto the Cliffs of Canderabai. As I unwove the rip, the world of Axum melted like a hot candle, collapsing in on itself. I swallowed hard. There would be no more sanctuary there. Kjexx’s home was lost forever.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  “I WISH THAT PARSAD COULD have brought me here,” Evanessa whispered as she stepped to the edge of the cliff.


  By the twist of Rusk’s mouth, he was not thinking the same thing. I ran a hand through my hair. Had I just watched a world disappear? What had happened to the people who lived there? To the Black Talon and the gorgeous statuary and the Heart of Veen? Had it melted away like snow in the sun?


  I swallowed hard, looking out over the vista beneath the cliffs to try to settle my racing heart. As soon as I caught sight of the cliff edge, bright in the noonday sun, and of Al’Karida shining in the distance below, the memories that came to me were so vivid that I could almost taste my fear again from the night that Rusk and I were first bound together. I felt him flinch beside me and I reached out and caught his hand. He squeezed it tightly but sent me a reassuring smile. We would be okay. What was done to us wasn’t all of who we were. We couldn’t look back and let it consume us. Not when it came to the memories on the cliffs, and not when it came to what happened in Axum.


  I heard the cry of a hawk in the distance. The subtle shift in Rusk’s stance meant he’d heard it, too. Would he call to the bird? Would he bring it in to see us? I sat down on a large stone, positioning myself as well as I could. I needed to be ready to meet the Tazmins in Ra’shara.


  “I think you should go there in the flesh and bring us with you,” Rusk said. “Once they’re all there.”


  I bit my lip. Could I risk spending much time there in the flesh? An’alepp had frowned on that. And Catane could find us and destroy us.


  “I need to see them. If they are going to fight with us, I need to see who they are and assess them myself.” Rusk’s eyes glinted, like he was the hawk hunting in the distance.


  I nodded, still thinking. I had to rely on Rusk in this. I was no general. I would be far too busy fighting Catane to be able to spare any thought to the way an army was laid out or the necessary movements of men in the middle of a battle.


  “I’ll bring you both with me when they arrive.”


  “I’m certain you can win their support.”


  I wasn’t so certain. Evanessa had made it clear that my father had very little regard for me. Who else had he shared such misgivings with? Should I be worried that they would choose Catane instead? He was my brother, with as much claim to the throne as I had. No one here knew of his cruel reign in Veen.


  “Evanessa is a compassionate girl. She was always full of convictions about bringing justice to the poor and caring about the needs of everyone in our kingdom. Whatever they did to her, I’m sure it will wear off,” he said.


  “It’s hard to believe that right now.” I chewed my lip, strategizing, as Evanessa stood at the edge of the cliff with her arms wrapped around herself, looking out across the horizon.


  “Trust me,” he said, then after a moment his head cocked to the side the way it did when he was speaking to the birds. Other than a few little tweeting birds, I hadn’t seen any yet but by the look of concentration on his face, we’d be seeing some soon.


  I should trust him about Evanessa. It made sense that she would be a bit out of her mind with everything she’d been through but she was Rusk’s sister and if he said she was trustworthy, then of course she was.


  After a little while Evanessa came and stood beside him and the two of them whispered together. I was too busy concentrating to eavesdrop.


  It was about thirty minutes of me drifting in and out of Ra’shara before Kjexx appeared, looking around at the ghostly version of the Cliffs of Canderabai.


  “Nice place you have here. Planning to throw people off the cliffs if they don’t join you?”


  “You laugh, but that’s exactly what they were planning to do to me if I didn’t accept the mark that brands me as heir and as your Windbearer.”


  He gave a low whistle. “Nice crowd. They make Catane almost seem like a walk through the flowers.”


  “In Canderabai you walk between rows of flowers at funerals.”


  “Seriously, you folks need to rethink your traditions.” He shifted one of the huge feathers on his back into a better position.


  “Says the man who sports three bulky feathers as tall as he is on his back and a glowing letter over his head everywhere he goes.”


  “The other ancestors here seem afraid of my ko,” he said. “For that reason alone, I’ve grown quite fond of it. Yours is looking brighter. Are you becoming more yourself?”


  “What?”


  “That’s just a thing we say; if your ko is bright, you’re becoming more yourself.”


  In a way, I supposed, I was more myself. I would have thought I would be less myself now that I’d had to give up things I held dear and accept things I wanted to avoid. Maybe, instead of losing myself that way, it was just paring me down into a more real version of me.


  “They’ll be here soon,” he said.


  “I’ll be bringing Rusk and Evanessa here in the flesh.”


  “Who is Evanessa?”


  “Rusk’s sister.”


  “Is she pretty?”


  I rolled my eyes and waited. Eventually, figures flickered into being and ancestors popped out of nothing, slowly forming a silent ring around us. I counted. Nineteen. Twenty. There should be fifty-two Tazmins and Tazmineras of a rank to join us. Only twenty-one appeared.


  “We are missing some. Lesser Tazmin Almud. Lesser Tazminera Cadara-”


  Kjexx cut me off. “All who still live are here.”


  I let that sink in for a moment. Catane must have cut a wide swath already. Did he have Azaradi completely in his power?


  I cleared my throat. “In that case, if you will bear with me a moment, I will return.”


  I sank back into the real world and nodded to Rusk. “It’s time.”


  He motioned to Evanessa. He must have told her to expect this because there were no complaints. I ripped a hole into Ra’shara and together we stepped into the circle of flickering Tazmins and Tazmineras. Gasps greeted us, and in some cases, hands flung up as if to ward off evil.


  “Sweet Penspray, she brought them here in the flesh!” Lesser Tazmin Cadram stepped forward as he spoke, his brows knitting together. “You can’t do that.”


  “I just did,” I said calmly. “And while we’re talking about what people can and can’t do, you should know that my half-brother Catane Nyota has done the same thing – only he did it to bring an army to Canderabai.”


  “The same could be said of you,” Lesser Tazmin Nur stepped up to join Cadram in front of the others. His flowing ceremonial robes looked ridiculous on his portly frame. “I sent a troop of men to the Silken Gardens only to discover that they are occupied by an army claiming to be yours. If you were granted the Silken Gardens, I never heard of it! Those lands are Nur family lands.”


  “Then why did I find them abandoned and in ruins?” These men sounded like squawking washerwomen. Someone needed to get a hold on them.


  “We can’t control the cataclysm. It strikes where it will.”


  “And where did my sisters go?”


  “To Azaradi, to seek aid from the High Tazmin, of course. Where else would they go? They were his daughters!” Nur was flushed. His skin looked twice as strained when it was stained wine-red.


  “Were?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.


  How would Amandera talk to them? She was the one with courtly graces. She would know how to put these Tazmins in their place and then win them over. She’d be calm and collected like she always was.


  Around me, several of the Tazmins and Tazmineras looked at the ground as if they weren’t able to meet my gaze. All of this would be easier if I hadn’t been cloistered with my sisters all those years before I set off on the race to find the Teeth of the Gods. It would be easier if I’d met more than a handful of these people before. What were they hiding from me?


  “Are any of you my siblings by blood?” I asked coolly. No one spoke, but the shuffling and awkward expressions increased. “By marriage?”


  Still nothing. I pointed at a woman in a gold sarette. Her heartstone matched her sarette and her dark brows were drawn down just like the corners of her mouth.


  “Step forward.” I pointed to a place before me.


  She obeyed.


  “What happened to my siblings, Tazminera?” I let my voice be quiet and deadly as I knew Amandera would if she were here.


  “Dead,” the Tazminera whispered.


  “All?”


  “They were in Azaradi for the festival, as the High Tazmin had instructed.” Her voice was so quiet that I barely made out her words, but they hit me like a hammer. All of my sisters who had escaped the cataclysm had been slain by Catane – every other person I’d known except Rusk and Amandera. Ice filled my veins. I glanced at Evanessa’s pale face before letting my gaze swivel to the Tazminera again. “The wives of the High Tazmin?”


  “Slain by Catane’s hand.” Her limbs were trembling.


  I barely kept the thunderclap out of my words. “All?”


  “All but the High Tazminera Evanessa who stands before us,” High Tazminera Cadram said, slipping in behind the Tazminera in the golden sarette and gently guiding her back to her ancestor. “The line of the High Tazmin had been extinguished.”


  “Not entirely,” I said.


  “And that is a problem.” Lesser Tazmin Nur said. His tone was ugly. “The High Tazmin did nothing to prevent this. He should have killed his thirteenth son when he had the chance.”


  I clenched the muscle in my jaw. What I wanted to do was yell at them that they were all fools and then begin making demands. The scintellex pulsed in my pocket and I brought it out, toying with the rings while I composed myself. What I needed to do now was win them with reason. Too bad sweet reason had never been what I was best at.


  “The realm is in chaos. The High Tazmin dead,” I said.


  “We know that. We came here out of respect for him, but we owe no allegiance to you,” Lesser Tazmin Nur said. There were nods from around the circle and I felt my expression tighten.


  I pulled the High Tazmin’s heartstone out of my pocket and held it above my head.


  “I am Tylira Nyota, marked as heir of the High Tazmin and holding his heartstone. I have the authority to call on you to defend our nation and rally against our common enemy.”


  Several Tazmins and Tazmineras fidgeted. No one would meet my eye.


  “Why do none of you answer?” I asked, still holding the flashing heartstone high. “Have you forgotten your oaths?”


  “You’re nothing but a girl,” Lesser Tazmin Nur said, and from the way the others shifted, I could tell he spoke for them all. This was too important for them to be looking at my age and gender. Couldn’t they see that?


  I strode forward and seized Nur by the front of his festive garments. Even in the spirit world, where I could not harm him, he started in surprise.


  I wanted so badly to drag him through to Ra’shara and show him who was in charge - make him dance to my lightnings. But no, it was this kind of headstrong nonsense that brought Catane here. It was this thinking that made me flee my duties. Perhaps, if I had stayed they would trust me now.


  “I’m a girl with an army, a general to lead them, and the gift it will take to defeat Catane and fix the cataclysm that is destroying this world. So, yes, I’m only a girl, but I’m what you all need and I demand that you stop cowering and face up to your duty to protect your people.”


  “And then what?” Lesser Tazmin Cadram asked from behind Nur. “Then you rule us with twice the iron fist of your father?”


  “No,” I said, stepping back and letting Nur get himself under control.


  I glanced behind me to see Rusk fold his arms over his chest. Evanessa stood shoulder to shoulder with him, looking proud and strong. Good. That would help.


  “That’s what every would-be ruler says before they take power, and then they are corrupted by the lure of telling men what to do.”


  “I will not rule you when this battle is over,” I said, “although I will demand that you obey my commands until then – as it is written in the scrolls you marked when you were chosen as heads of your households. No, I will not rise to take the High Tazmin’s place.”


  “Then who are you suggesting?” Cadram asked, with a glint in his eye. “One of us?”


  “Wrong again.” These greedy sharks would be worse than I would. “I will turn over my authority to Evanessa Hawkwing, consort to the deceased High Tazmin.”


  The gasps warmed me to the very heart. There! They didn’t expect that, did they?


  “Gather your forces,” I said, with a smile. “Bring them to outskirts of Al’Karida. We will not allow Catane to take Canderabai from us.”


  I’d expected objections and anger, but I’d never expected the looks of approval in their eyes.


  “I never intended this place to remain as it always has been. We are bound by tradition, not by virtue. It bends us so that we can not reach too high.” I shook the chain between Rusk and I. “What kind of animals chain humans one to another?” I pointed to the brand on my shoulder. “Or brand another with a destiny no one else even wants for them?” I gestured to Evanessa. “Or take vulnerable young women as brides? It’s time this ended. I choose Evanessa to take this land when we have freed it. She can replace our traditions with virtue and our superstitions with honesty.”


  There were murmurs of approval. I hoped I was making the right choice. Her mind was damaged by the High Tazmin, but if she was anything like her brother she could bring all of that and more - and I had confidence that she would heal.


  “If you agree with me, cross over this line,” I said, tracing a line in the spectral dust with my foot and stepping back to stand shoulder to shoulder with Rusk. He looked imposing with his arms crossed over his chest.


  They stood unmoving and I almost sighed. So much for approval. Well, I would find another way. I always did in the end. But what would I do with them? I couldn’t exactly punish them for this, but I’d have to deal with their lack of loyalty somehow. I would –


  The first Lesser Tazmin to step over the line was Lesser Tazmin Cadram, followed by a sighing Nur, and then all the shadow forms of the Lesser Tazmins and Tazmineras were rushing to join them.


  I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and glanced over at the horizon. Kjexx was standing there. He gave me one of his ridiculous fist-to-chest salutes. Hopefully, Rusk didn’t see it. He was jealous enough without realizing who had plotted with me to help his sister to power. I might be an unweaver in the Common, but when it came to life I wove tangles so tight that the finest toothed comb couldn’t separate them.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  “Why me?” Evanessa asked.


  We were alone on the Cliffs of Canderabai, back in the real world. Rusk was strangely silent, scratching at his chin and watching me carefully like I might sprout another head. We’d lit a fire and were sitting around it, but we’d brought nothing with us, not even blankets, and it was a poor place to camp.


  “It should be you,” I said. Did I look as young as she did? She was probably about my age, but she looked too young for what I’d thrust on her. Her huge eyes were full of confusion. “You will protect the people of the Kosad plains, right?”


  “Of course I will,” she said, and Rusk smiled, slipping an arm around her companionably.


  “And you will protect the Eaglekin, who Rusk has made promises to.”


  “I’ll honor any promises my brother has made,” she agreed. What made this perfect girl fall in love with my old father? In every other respect, she seemed perfectly reasonable - well, except for her irrational hatred of me, but that seemed to be passing.


  “And the people we brought with us – the Black Talon. They have no home. Will you give them one? On the Kosad Plains?”


  She looked at Rusk and he nodded.


  “Yes.”


  “And the people of Canderabai? Will you be cruel to them after all they did to you?”


  “They are my husband’s people.”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “I’ll give them all the honor I can no longer give him.”


  “That is why I chose you. You will be a good ruler. And I think that perhaps it is time to see Canderabai ruled by someone other than a Nyota. Catane and I are both unweavers. We’re cut from the same headstrong, ambitious cloth. We shouldn’t rule these lands, you should. You’ll be fair and compassionate. Promise me that you will.”


  “I promise,” she said, with her eyes shining in the rising moon.


  I smiled and reached out to take her hand in the seal of promise. I was not even dead yet, and I had a successor. I hadn’t slipped the scintellex back into my pocket yet. Not even when we were building the fire. Something about the way it sat in my grip made me feel more confident, like I was doing something right.


  “Here,” I said, passing her the High Tazmin’s heartstone. “It’s yours.”


  She gasped, clutching the heartstone to her chest, tears welling up in her eyes. I was still confused about why she would love the High Tazmin, but I felt a smile flicker in the corners of my mouth. At least I could give this one thing to her.


  I let Evanessa’s hand go and looked to Rusk, he straightened by the fire, opened his mouth to speak, but then a sound like a wind whipping up filled the air. Somewhere in the falling night, a bird was taking off … no, it was right overhead … no …


  And then there were two great rocs alighting on the cliffs, their massive wings stretched out, and their talons reaching forward until they snatched a firm footing. As they folded their wings, they crept towards the fire and sank into a nesting position.


  My mouth hung open, and Evanessa’s mirrored mine, but Rusk just shrugged with a boyish grin.


  “I’ve been talking to them all day, and they were cold. They wanted to share the fire.”


  “By all means,” I said, shifting so that I wasn’t blocking any of the fire from the rocs. They crept forward until their great bodies were nestled against each other.


  “I thought that they may want to meet the Eaglekin. You know, to establish a treaty or whatever they like. We could use their help in saving the world. They’re as worried about the rips in the sky as we are, and well, we lost our Tooth…” His voice wandered off, and I got up and gave him a hug.


  “Thank you,” I said, as my face pressed against his chest.


  “Sometimes they make more sense to me than people do.”


  “I hope that’s not a statement about me,” I said, snuggling in closer. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Evanessa walking towards the rocs.


  “Of course not!” Rusk sounded almost believable.


  Evanessa sat down beside the roc and lay her head on his wing. His huge beak glistened in the firelight.


  “Is that safe?’ I whispered. I had just promised everything I had to her – everything except Rusk and my own life.


  “Safer than any of the things you do,” he said.


  Evanessa’s eyes closed. Was she really going to sleep against a roc? Was the great bird going to allow it? Maybe it made sense that she fell in love with the High Tazmin if she took risks like this. I’d need to keep her away from Catane or who knew what she might do?


  “You’re planning to die,” Rusk said, like he’d been holding it in until Evanessa was asleep.


  “Do you think you can lead an army made up of so many different groups?” I asked, refusing to answer his bald question. “It will take a deft hand.”


  “Yes, it will take a person a lot better at handling people than you are at deflecting my questions,” Rusk said. His voice shook with emotion, and his heart sped under my cheek. “You named my sister as the next leader. You think you are going to die.”


  I paused. I didn’t want to admit that, and it wasn’t the full reason.


  “You’ve seen me. Everything I touch falls apart. I feel like I need to do what I can and then get out of the way and let someone … better … lead.”


  He leaned back so he could look me in the eyes. “You’d be great at it. You shouldn’t sell yourself short.”


  “Look at my family, Rusk. Look what we’ve done. You’ve been there to see what I’ve done when I think I’m helping. It’s better to take myself out of the chain of power where I can’t cause trouble.”


  “I don’t like that attitude. Your fierceness just won over the Tazmins. It was your grit and your refusal to hear ‘no’ from them that won them over. When you channel your strengths like that, they work for good.”


  I took his hand and looked up into his eyes.


  “That’s what I’m planning, Rusk. I’m planning to do all this for good, and to do it with you.”


  “Because you think you’re going to die.”


  “Because I think that if I live through this I want to be a new person – a person who gives instead of takes and who wants what’s best for everyone – not just herself.”


  “I love you, Tylira Nyota, daughter of the stars.”


  “And I love you, Rusk Hawkwing. You don’t brag at all, do you? You just made a peace treaty with Rocs and you act like it’s nothing. You recruited us an army of Eaglekin as if it was not even worth mentioning, and you stand beside me in all of this acting like I’m the one leading this charge when I’d be nowhere without you. I’m so proud of you.”


  “Just promise me that you’ll try to live through this, too. Be that selfish, still.” His eyes were red-rimmed and I could tell by the tremor in his voice that he was holding back a torrent of emotion.


  “I promise to love you forever – long past this life.” And that, at least, was true. Because I was turning my back on my freedom and my prestige for the sake of love. I was doing it for him – so he could have a safe sister and a free people. I’d do anything for him. I’d die if I had to, and I just didn’t dare to promise otherwise.


  “Me, too.” His embrace was so warm and safe. If this was all I had in this life, it was enough.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  “EXPLAIN IT AGAIN,” EVANESSA SAID. “You think I could weave the holes in the sky closed? I’m not that strong.”


  “I think you are – but I also think that the scintellex will amplify what you do, and guide you.” I passed the ivory cylinder to her. We sat with our legs folded and our knees almost touching on the bare rock of the cliffs. With the dawn creeping over the horizon everything was black and gold.


  “It looks strange. You said it’s an ancient artifact? I don’t think we could produce it in Canderabai.”


  Rusk’s eyebrows rose at the word ‘we.’ His sister’s adoption of our country got a reaction from him every time.


  “It’s ancient but very advanced. There were people who came before us-”


  “Our ancestors. Mine is Alice. She doesn’t talk about anything other than weaving.”


  The gold outlined her black hair and face, making her look absolutely regal.


  “Well, let’s hope she trained you well. I’m betting that with your strength we’ll have what it takes to heal the effects of the cataclysm.”


  “It covers the whole planet,” she stared off into the distance as if she could see it all. “The High Tazmin had reports coming from all four corners of the map detailing the same things. Earthquakes, cracks in the sky and in the ground, all springing up out of nowhere.”


  “We’ll go to where it began. The islands west of Al’Toan, the Ring of the Heavens.”


  Rusk’s head tilted to the side. “The Rocs will take us.”


  “Please thank them for their service to this world,” I said, gravely.


  “When the cataclysm is healed I need to take them to the Eaglekin. They have much to discuss.”


  And then we’d take our armies and drive Catane out. I couldn’t allow him to take over this place and do the things he’d done in Veen to my lands and people. The thought brought me up short. Did I feel responsible now for the people of Canderabai? I did. And I wouldn’t disappoint them.


  “Of course,” I said, smiling.


  Rusk’s smile lit my heart every time it met mine. He rolled the muscles in his shoulders, as he readied himself for what came next.


  “You ladies can do what you need to heal our world, but you’ll need to listen to me where the Rocs are concerned. You understand?”


  We nodded.


  “I love you both,” he said, looking from me to Evanessa and back, “but I know you are headstrong, so I need your promise on this one.”


  “I promise,” I said, compressing my lips at his words. We were both headstrong? I blinked back my surprise when Evanessa said the same thing.


  Rusk nodded and tilted his head the other direction and the two Rocs rose from where they had slept, extending their wings and preening at their feathers.


  “They’ll allow us to ride them, but they can’t carry more than two such a far distance.”


  “And since you are chained together, they’ll need to take me separately.” Evanessa shook out her dark hair, braiding it quickly behind her.


  “I could just weave a door to the Ring of the Heavens,” I suggested.


  “No,” Rusk said looking off toward the horizon. Why did he always refuse to look at me when he knew I’d be unhappy with what he was saying? “You need to stop doing that. I think they all grow terrified when you do for a very good reason.”


  “Because they’ve never seen it before. Catane and I can do things they’ve never dreamed were possible.”


  “I think it’s because every time you do that you unravel the world just a little bit more. I think you’re making things worse and you need to stop.” His cheeks flushed as he spoke.


  “So, no more doors through reality?”


  “No.” He met my eyes again, his expression kind, but firm.


  “I’ll have to travel like everyone else.”


  “Don’t look so forlorn,” he said with a grin. “Everyone else doesn’t get to ride on Rocs. Come on. You won’t even miss punching holes through reality.”


  If he thought that was true he didn’t really know me. I’d travel everywhere that way if I could. We climbed onto the Rocs’ backs and gripped the bases of their feathers. It was so much like riding an Eaglekin that I felt a pang of regret that they weren’t here with us.


  Rusk and Evanessa exchanged grins and signals that all was well, and then our Rocs stretched their legs to maximum height, unfurled their great wings and leapt with a ‘whump’ sound as their wings grabbed the air. My stomach jumped into my mouth, all physical sense of where I was spiraling away as we lifted into the air. The ground beneath us raced away, and if I tried to focus on any one point it made me dizzy as they soared over the edge of the cliff.


  “Haven’t you told him yet that you reversed time?” Kjexx appeared out of nowhere, hovering beside the Roc as we flew.


  “If you hadn’t noticed, I’m trying to hold on to a massive bird while it flies. If this looks easy, it’s only because you’re already dead.”


  “Is that a dig at how I died? Flying through a window?”


  “No, of course not!”


  He laughed. Even dead, he had a strange sense of humor.


  “But I think you need to tell him that you reversed time to save his life.”


  “I don’t want him to know that I saw him dead.”


  “You think he’ll find it creepy?”


  “Of course!” Thank goodness Rusk couldn’t see or hear Kjexx. That would be a real nightmare.


  “Well, if he thinks cutting holes through reality is bad, he should see you cut one through our shared timeline. I heard it was bad.”


  “Heard? From who?”


  “That’s my secret. Let’s just say that the ancestors are a chatty bunch and someone told me. Just think about it, alright?”


  “I will.”


  “Where are you flying on a huge bird?”


  The Roc banked in the air, and behind me, Rusk shifted his weight and held me closer with one hand.


  “We’re going to try to fix the cataclysm.”


  He groaned.


  “What?”


  “You’re off to do a great magic feat. And you’ll use the Common. You know that comes from my remaining life-force, right? You’re going to drain me dry before I’ve been here even a week. I’m rather enjoying the spirit world.”


  “You would. All the fun with none of the consequences.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Stop worrying about yourself. We’re going to save the world.”


  He laughed again. “Just remember, An’alepp didn’t mind being drained while you did wild things. I might want you to think through how you use up my spirit.”


  “I’m a very thoughtful person.”


  “Oh, and don’t trouble yourself too much, but you might want to do your ‘great feat’ quickly.”


  “And why is that?”


  “People’s souls are disappearing from Ra’shara. I think they’re getting sucked into the cataclysm, and if I get sucked up into there then you really will be in trouble. I doubt anyone else would adopt you…”


  He chortled and vanished. He was getting more like himself all the time. Perhaps it was the combination of death, loss, and his new residence in the spirit world that had brought him to that point. What would it have been like to pass through death? You couldn’t go unscathed. He seemed more himself – but was he really less himself? Only the truest fragment of what had been before? It was difficult to tell. What would it be like for me when the end came? I hoped I wasn’t too much of a coward. I hoped it didn’t hurt too excruciatingly much. I hoped that what mattered about me survived to the other side.


  “Tylira?” Rusk’s voice pulled me out of Ra’shara. How long had I been there for? “Are you talking to Kjexx?”


  He was leaning over my shoulder so I could hear him since we were perched on the back of the roc, cheek to cheek. I closed my eyes to enjoy the sensation of feeling so safe while doing something so daring as riding a great bird. Every bunched-muscle flap of the roc’s wings pushed us against each other, and then when his wings rose again, the pit of my stomach did a little flip.


  “What’s he saying?” he asked.


  What should I tell him? It wouldn’t be a good idea to tell the truth, but he’d be jealous of Kjexx if I said nothing.


  “How much farther do you think the Ring of the Heavens is?” I asked.


  “Don’t change the subject.” His warm voice resonated in his chest where it pressed against my back. “What are you hiding from me?”


  “He wants me to fix the cataclysm quickly. He says that souls are disappearing from Ra’shara just like they did in Axum.”


  “Then we’d better hurry.” He laid a quick kiss on my cheek as I breathed a sigh of relief. At least I wouldn’t have to explain yet that I’d seen him die and then reversed it. “Look. The Ring of the Heavens is just ahead of us. Do you see the islands? There’s the one with the door, and look, the rip in the sea is worse.”


  The gash across the sea bubbled and swirled as far out as I could see in either direction. I gripped the roc’s feathers a little tighter. Now that I was here, I had no idea what to do.


  “Let’s land on the island,” I pointed to the one with the door – the very same one that we’d leapt from only a few weeks ago.


  The rocs spiraled down towards the island, but my eyes were glued to the rift across the sea. Where did we even start? Why did I think this was where we should start?


  Spider-webbed cracks seemed to spread from the sea and up across the islands where they were splintered cracks in the earth and rock. The gashes in the sky almost seemed to be connected to the shattered land as if they were one and the same. Looking at them made my head ache, but I couldn’t stop, even as the roc landed with a jolt and Rusk began to help me down off his back.


  A flushed, triumphant Evanessa joined us.


  “So, let’s get started,” she said.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  I TOOK THE SCINTELLEX OUT of my pocket and sat down on one of the mossy fallen logs on the thick forest floor. The steep, cliff-surrounded island was the perfect vantage point to look out over the devastation, it was just frustrating that being able to see it wasn’t helping me come up with any ideas.


  Evanessa sat down right in front of me so that our knees almost touched again. I held the scintellex out where she could see it, too.


  “I didn’t have to do anything to activate it last time, it just kind of opened itself up to me and then it did it’s own thing.”


  “What did it do?” she whispered.


  “It rewrote my mind.”


  She pulled back, her arms wrapping protectively around herself. “How?”


  “I don’t know. It uses the Common somehow.”


  “No,” she said, her luminous eyes catching what little light filtered to the forest floor. “I mean, how do you know it rewrote you?”


  “I can see things I couldn’t see before. How things work. What matters most.” Had I ever opened up to anyone but Rusk or An’alepp before? It felt weird.


  She leaned back in. “Okay, well, that doesn’t seem so bad.”


  I spun the rings on the scintellex. If only I could read them. If only they made sense to me. The scintellex pulsed warm in my hands, glowing purple.


  “Look. That glow!” Evanessa reached out and touched it with her fingertips. As if by her touch, it flared white. She pulled back, removing her fingers. “Oh!”


  “Here,” I passed it to her, and in the moment that we both gripped it, it flared white again. My hand felt like it couldn’t let go. I looked at Evanessa and her eyes widened. Was her hand stuck, too?


  “I think it needs both of you,” Rusk said, crouching down to where we could both see his expression of awe. “I think it needs a weaver and an unweaver – balance.”


  It flared pink at his words and a spark of power shot down my arm and into my chest, and then Kjexx was standing beside me, and a hawkish looking woman - who was certainly a relative of Rusk’s- stood beside Evanessa.


  Kjexx’s eyes were bright. “I can see what it’s doing. It needs more than the Common. It’s tapping into something else, too. Look!”


  He pointed and then it was as if the scintellex was spinning while still riveted in our double grip. It emitted a low, sweet tone, and then a complex pink and purple pattern spun out of the ends of the scintellex and began to spread out across the landscape, slowly, but unstoppably. I gasped, my eyes widening. I could feel it drawing on my link to the Common. Kjexx put his hand on my shoulder. His eyes were far away.


  “Kjexx?”


  He didn’t answer me, but his mouth hung open. I glanced across at Evanessa’s ancestor. Her expression was the same. We must have been pulling too much power from them. Exactly what was that cylinder doing? I could see strands of my link to the common in the pattern the scintellex was weaving. It was unweaving ahead of the woven pattern as if it were undoing all that had come before just seconds before Evanessa’s pink pattern of power rewrote it.


  I couldn’t stop staring at the pattern. It was so beautiful and entrancing as if somehow it contained all the secrets of life and death. I could feel my breath speeding up and a smile filling my face as I drank it in. Had I ever seen anything more beautiful? Had I ever felt more exhilarated?


  “Tylira!”


  Was someone trying to speak to me? It was hard to focus on anything but the pattern.


  “Wild Girl!” Rusk’s hands were on my shoulders and then his eyes were inches from mine, and I couldn‘t see the pattern anymore. “You have to stop. You’re killing her!”


  I blinked and it felt like I had entered a darkened room after being in the noonday sun. As my focus returned, Rusk pulled back so I could see Evanessa. Her face was pulled in a tight rictus, and her ancestor’s shadowy form was flickering in and out, her mouth open in a howl. Could they hold on just a few more seconds?


  I glanced quickly at the edges of the pattern licking out towards the horizon, I could see the pattern fixing the rift in the sea and the edges of the cracks in the sky, but it just wasn’t moving fast enough. We were more than a few moments from being finished the job. What was it doing to her? And why wasn’t it doing it to me?


  “What do I do, Kjexx?” I asked. “I need to stop this!”


  Kjexx’s eyes flicked to mine, but his body was frozen.


  “Hurry,” Rusk said, rushing to Evanessa’s side. He caught her as she collapsed, her eyeballs rolling back into her head.


  Her hand fell from the scintellex, but it didn’t stop. The pattern kept rolling out and the power was still pouring from Evanessa into the cylinder.


  “Please, Wild Girl! I don’t know what’s happening, but it’s hurting her.”


  I tried to drop it, but I couldn’t let go. My grip was stuck. With my other hand, I twisted at the rings, but they wouldn’t budge. I throttled back my link to the Common, squeezing it off, and then suddenly the pattern vanished and the cylinder dropped from my tired hands.


  “What happened to her?” Rusk asked.


  “I think it was sucking the life force out of her,” Kjexx said from Ra’shara.


  “Is she breathing?” I asked.


  “Yes, but faintly,” Rusk said. “Why didn’t it do this to you?”


  I felt my face heat. “What do you mean?”


  I glanced around for support, but Evanessa’s ancestor and Kjexx were nowhere to be seen. Apparently, they knew how to get away when things were heating up.


  “I just mean that you look fine.” His eyes were wide with fear, and his hands hovered over her like he wasn’t sure what to do. “I think she’s breathing more easily.”


  I sat in the moss beside her, putting my fingers on her wrist. Her pulse felt strong.


  “We should make a fire to warm her and stay here until she recovers.” I couldn’t stop staring at the horizon. The cracks had lessened, but only for a few moments. Already, they were spreading again to reclaim what we’d fixed. It had been working. It should have worked. What did we do wrong?


  “Okay. Let’s get her comfortable and make a fire,” Rusk agreed. “Thank you for stopping it.”


  “Of course,” I said, but inside my heart was sinking. We couldn’t do it. We weren’t enough. I was so certain that with the scintellex we would be unstoppable, but now all I could see off in the horizon of our future were the cracks and fissures. There was no way to save the world. We’d lost and everything we loved would collapse with our home.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  “ASK HER ANCESTOR WHAT WE can do for her,” I said to Kjexx. I kept panic-jumping into Ra’shara, but there was nothing more that I could accomplish there than in the real world. Rusk was gently dabbing Evanessa’s forehead with a handkerchief and the fire was lit. We were hoping she would wake up before we had to move her.


  “I can’t.” Kjexx’s lips were pursed, and he kept glancing worriedly towards the sky.


  “Could you tell what was happening to her?” Rusk asked. If he didn’t stop asking me questions as if I was some sort of expert here I was going to snap. How was I supposed to know more than he did?


  “Kjexx said it was sucking her life force out of her.”


  “Then why didn’t it do that to you?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe I don’t have a life force.” Seriously? How did he expect me to know?


  He shook his head like I was the one being irrational. “Just go in there and ask him to help.”


  He must have been really upset to want me to go looking for Kjexx. I jumped back into Ra’shara.


  “Kjexx, no excuses. This is serious. Please ask her ancestor what we can do.”


  “Tylira,” he said through gritted teeth. “Look at her heartstone.”


  I popped back out, glanced at Evanessa’s heartstone and then popped back into Ra’shara.


  “The glow is gone,” I said, breathlessly.


  “And that means…” His arms were crossed over his chest and his eyes scanned the horizon.


  “That she’s cut off from the Common. Oh. Her ancestor?”


  “Was sucked up into one of the fissures and then Evanessa collapsed.”


  “So, we can’t try again, even if she recovers. We’ve failed.” I paused, biting my lip, before adding, “And you wouldn’t know anything that could help Evanessa.”


  “She probably just needs sleep, but she’s the least of our problems. I can’t find any other ancestors here. Where have they all gone? Have they all been sucked away by the cataclysm? You have to stop this!”


  “I can’t! Didn’t you just see me try?!”


  “No, I mean, you need to go back in time and make it never happen, just like you did with Rusk.”


  “No! I won’t. It could destroy everything.”


  “It’s the only way!”


  “I’ll just have to find another way.” I twisted my shirt nervously in my hands. We needed someone stronger than Evanessa. Someone who had proven that they could stand up under extreme pressure.


  Who was qualified? Me and Catane, of course - but we needed a weaver. The High Tazmin would have been perfect, were he not dead. Perhaps someone survived among the Tazmins. We’d need to go back to the Silken Gardens and see what we could find. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach that told me I already knew who I was going to have to ask. Not her. Anyone else.


  “There is no other way. Why are you being so stubborn about this? You could stop the cataclysm, keep me from death and prevent all of this!”


  “I just don’t think it’s a good idea, that’s why.”


  “Ty-”


  I jumped out of Ra’shara. It was too hard to think with all his demands. Of course, I couldn’t just go back in time and change it all. That was ridiculous … wasn’t it?


  “What did he say, Wild Girl?” Rusk looked worried.


  “He thinks she just needs rest. Maybe I should make a door for her to the Silken Gardens.”


  Rusk looked worriedly back and forth from Evanessa to me and then to the darkening sky. Our trip here and our efforts to fix the cataclysm had taken all day. What a waste. I looked off towards the horizon. Perhaps it didn’t have to be a wasted day. Perhaps we didn’t need to live this day at all…


  “No,” he said at last. “I still don’t think it’s worth the risk. Perhaps the roc can take us over one island to where the last Teeth are stashed and we can put Evanessa into one and fly back to the Silken Gardens.”


  “All we do is fly here and there like mayflies trying to make the most of their short lifespan.” I couldn’t take one more worthless journey. It was as if we’d wasted all our time since arriving back in Everturn.


  He rubbed his face with tired hands. “What else did Kjexx say?”


  “Nothing.” If I told him, I’d have to tell him everything. I should just turn back time right now, and he’d never be the wiser, but if I went back to a time before Catane and I existed and I stopped the cataclysm from ever starting, then I’d have to erase everything else along with it. I’d have to erase the love I’d found with Rusk, and I could never try to find it again because I couldn’t live without my very presence causing another cataclysm.


  “He said something to you that is breaking your heart.” I hadn’t noticed Rusk stand and come over to where I was, but now his arms were around my waist, and he was looking out over my shoulder, cheek to cheek with me, watching the horizon with me.


  “He wants me to go back in time and prevent it all.”


  “If only things were so simple,” he said. There was a long pause and then he said, “Why does he think that you could do that?”


  “Oh, well, you know.”


  He spun me around so I was facing him, his hands tight on my waist. “There’s something you’ve been hiding from me.”


  I bit my lip.


  “What is it, Wild Girl.”


  “It’s better that you don’t know.”


  “I thought you trusted me.” His eyes looked haunted. “What are you plotting with Kjexx that you can’t tell me.”


  “Nothing!”


  His eyebrows knit together. “I’ve gambled my whole self on you, girl. Every breath and all the love of my heart. Don’t keep secrets from me when I’ve kept nothing from you.”


  I gasped and my eyes welled up. “I travelled through time before. Catane killed you – right in front of me - and I travelled through time to change it.”


  His mouth fell open.


  “I saw you die,” I was shaking now, holding back the memory. “I can’t see that again.”


  He shut his mouth, but he was looking at the ground. Did I see tears falling diamond-bright from his eyes?


  “You have the power to change the past? To bring back my parents? To make all of this we’ve had to endure untrue?”


  My mouth was dry. Why hadn’t I thought of his family? He could have them all back. He could, if I was willing to give up everything. Why couldn’t I find the words to tell him that I’d give him that?


  I summoned up every scrap of courage I had, but it felt like I was tearing my heart in two when I said, “Yes. You can have it all back. It’s yours if you want it. Just say the word.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  “I… I…”


  He still hadn’t looked at me, and I bit my lip, feeling the seconds pass long and painful in the tension of wondering what he’d say. He’d erase me if he said yes, but he’d get himself back. Why was I even letting him choose? I should choose for him and I should choose a better life for him. But what guaranteed that it would be better? If I stopped Catane and myself from accidentally unraveling reality, wouldn’t the High Tazmin still attack the Kosad plains? Wouldn’t my mother still kill his family? Could he really prevent all of that? And if he did, what new thing would crop up and threaten those who he loved? I wouldn’t be there to help stop it.


  I couldn’t take the wait. I just knew that he was going to ask me to go back and stop all this, and I couldn’t face the pain of knowing that he’d rather be happy without me than suffering with me.


  “While you’re thinking about it, we should get a Tooth and fly Evanessa to the Silken Gardens so she can rest. Kjexx says her ancestor is gone.” I needed to be strong and practical so that when he told me his decision I had the strength to face it.


  He nodded, but he still wasn’t looking at me. He didn’t meet my eyes when the roc landed and we climbed on his back and flew to the neighboring island. There was only one lonely Tooth left. I laid a hand on its smooth surface. When I had to go back and rewrite history, no one would ever find these. They’d stay under the lake forever.


  He kept his gaze low when we woke the Tooth up and he flew it to land near Evanessa. We lifted her gently into the Tooth and settled her on a pallet I made from emergency blankets. We didn’t speak as he lifted the flyer up into the dusky sky and we flew silently towards the Silken Gardens.


  I let myself soak up the sight of my home and enjoy the warmth of his arm just inches from mine as he flew. It might be the last time I experienced those things. I needed to enjoy them.


  I thought he’d speak eventually, and I was waiting for him to take the initiative. I didn’t want to sway him, even by accident, by speaking first. I didn’t want to be selfish. I didn’t want to break down crying like a fool, but as the time passed, I was more and more conscious of the chain between us that he would be free of, if only he said the word.


  We landed in the courtyard long after dark, to the horror of Astrex who was commanding the Night Watch.


  “You should have sent word before you arrived,” she said. “And with an injured girl. What have you been doing? Messengers came yesterday telling us to convene at Al’Karida for the battle. Battle! You never even consulted us.”


  “Can this wait until the morning?” I asked, my eyes half shut from the exhaustion of my failure and lost future. After all, if we waited ‘til morning, I might not be here.


  Astrex crossed her arms over her breasts and sighed. “I suppose it can, but in the morning many words will need saying.”


  “And I’ll listen to all of them,” I promised.


  She snorted. “Leave the girl with me. I’m twice the doctor you are, and she can use my bed. I kept your room clear. Go and sleep, and expect to be busy tomorrow. We don’t let our leaders just give orders and lay around, not like you Canderabaians.”


  “What’s got into her?” I muttered as we walked away and up the stairs to the room.


  Rusk didn’t answer.


  I was so tired. Or was it hopelessness that made me feel like I had nothing left? Either way, I shrugged off my dirty, lived-in clothing and cleaned myself at the basin, while he did the same. It was awkward trying to avoid touching him but I couldn’t bear to fall into his arms as if nothing was going on when my fate was in his hands and he was looking more and more like my executioner.


  Astrex had, indeed, left our room alone and there were still clothes in the dresser. I found a training set with light loose pants and a wrap top and I pulled them on haphazardly and threw myself into the bed. Rusk sat on the edge of it with his back to me. He put out the candle, but the moonlight filtered through the wide windows.


  I wished he’d turn around. He was just a black silhouette with an even blacker shadow against the moon-bright wall. When he spoke, he didn’t turn to look at me.


  “I could have my family back. None of them would have had to die or suffer or fall in love with mad men.”


  What was there to say to that?


  “You could stop the source of what’s destroying the world before it even starts. This is what Kjexx wants, too, right?”


  “Yes.” But who was to say that another thing wouldn’t destroy the world? Who knew what consequences would come from making a change?


  “And he’d get his life back, too. And his people. And their world wouldn’t collapse. All those people would live.”


  My mouth felt like someone had stuffed it with wool. My eyes ached. I didn’t need someone telling me what I already knew.


  “I don’t really see what is so bad about that,” he said.


  “Don’t you?”


  “Everyone would be happy again.”


  Everyone but me. It would be like I never even existed. It would have to be, for them all to be happy. But if I took myself out of the situation, did it makes sense to do this anyway? And even if I could remove myself from history - and Catane, too - would that prevent the cataclysm? We thought it would, but what if there were other unweavers? Maybe not now, but someday? Wouldn’t they have to figure out some way to heal the world without just going back in time to kill themselves? And what if going back that far destroyed the shreds of what was left of the world? It could. If An’alepp was to be believed, it would.


  “Can I wait and do it in the morning?”


  “Of course.” He settled into the bed next to me.


  He’d probably marry that girl he’d been meant to marry. And they’d have a happy life together.


  “And then you and I can finally be free,” he said.


  I lay a long time before answering him, thinking about his freedom. He wouldn’t even remember me enough to miss me.


  “I suppose death is a freedom,” I whispered. “Although it wasn’t the one I was looking for.”


  He sat up as if he’d been bitten by something. “What?”


  “Death. I’m trying to accept it, but it’s still tough.”


  “Don’t you get it? This way you wouldn’t need to die!” He sounded so certain.


  I laughed bitterly. “It’s you who doesn’t get it, Rusk. In order to fix all this, Catane and I would need to be gone, and there’s nowhere else to go. We destroy worlds just by existing in them. For your plan to work, I’ll have to die.”


  “Oh.” His whisper was horrified. “Oh, oh, oh.”


  “But don’t worry. It’s not like you’d know. You’d forget, just like last time, and it will be as if you never even knew me.”


  I wrapped my hands around my arms. It would be worse than death because no one would know I’d ever lived, but I had to be brave. For all of them.


  I didn’t expect his arms around me, but suddenly they were, warm and strong. His lips found mine and his kisses tasted salty. It took a moment to realize that I was tasting my own tears.


  “I didn’t mean,” he said in a gasp, before kissing me again. “I didn’t mean that. I didn’t realize.”


  “You made the right choice,” I said, trying to be brave. At least I’d have this memory.


  “No, no, no. To give up the pain, I’d have to give up everything. I didn’t realize. I’m not willing to lose all the good, just to take away the bad. I didn’t…I… please, no.”


  And he was kissing my cheeks, my hair, my forehead with so much desperation, as if he could keep me in the here and now with the power of his affection alone.


  “It might be the only way,” I said.


  “Oh, Wild Girl, please, can you forgive me? I didn’t mean that at all.”


  My heart swelled with relief. It might still come to that, but he didn’t mean that he would be happier without me.


  “I’m so sorry,” he whispered in my hair.


  “I love you,” I whispered back, reveling in the feel of him. Because as much as it pleased me that he didn’t want to give me up yet, it might still come to that in the end. “There’s one more thing we can try… if you’re sure that you don’t want me to take back everything that has happened to bring the cataclysm.”


  “If there’s one thing I’m sure of, Wild Girl, it’s that you are everything to me. I can’t believe you are so selfless - that you’d give your life for me. But I would never accept that from you. Your life is my life.”


  I sank into his words. For one more night, they were enough.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  My dreams tumbled wildly from one nightmare to the next.


  “Wake up! Seriously, you have to wake up! You’re here in Ra’shara. You should be able to hear me!”


  I was being tugged and pulled. I opened my eyes to Ra’shara. Did anyone ever mention that I could dream my way into the meditation world? Kjexx looked relieved, but he was tugging at my arm.


  “Hurry. Pull yourself together. You have to come with me.”


  “What…?”


  We had been in the Ra’shara mirror version of the room I slept in, but as he pulled me we merged seamlessly into the Hall of Doves, behind a painted screen. Warriors of Veen lined the room and I stood on tiptoes to see over their heads and around the painted screen


  “Keep your head down,” Kjexx said. “The warriors aren’t in Ra’shara, but Catane is. If he sees you over the screen, he’ll kill you. Watch.”


  The floor of the Grand Hall was littered with heaps of cloth. What was Catane doing? Sorting through the wardrobes of the late High Tazmin? He stood in the center of the room, head bowed, back to me, his body heaving with every breath. Maybe his was sick? Or grief-stricken? What would make Catane grieve? Did he hear that Axum had melted like wax?


  “You have to let me try,” Amandera’s crystal voice rang out. Her voice was tight with emotion. She stood beside the High Tazmin’s throne, up on the dais in a peacock sarette, and an elaborate draping crown of sapphires and diamonds hung around her head, suspended by interwoven chains across her hair. At it’s center, her heartstone glowed its deadly red. “You must realize by now that you need my power.”


  Power? Didn’t Catane have all the power he needed?


  “One last chance.” Catane sounded almost crazed in his muttering. “One more to try.”


  “None of the others succeeded, and this one will be no better. Please, my love. Please let me try.” Had I ever heard Amandera talk with such emotion? It was as if her heart were breaking.


  “Can’t risk you. Don’t dare to try.” Catane’s mumbling reply was accompanied by the sound of several pairs of scuffling feet and a heavy sound like someone hitting a bag of flour, followed by a cry of pain. Were soldiers dragging someone across the floor?


  Catane straightened, spinning to look at something outside my range of vision.


  “Bring her here. Are there more?”


  “She’s the last we could find. We took that Tooth and searched everywhere.”


  The Tooth! The one we left behind. What were they using it to search for?


  “We can’t go back,” Catane said, his voice haunted. “Only forward. Only ever forward.”


  So, he did know about Axum.


  He lifted his hands as if he were greeting someone, and the guards dragged a woman in a gray sarette forward. She twisted away, but Catane took her hands.


  “Don’t struggle. Your sacrifice is for the good of your world. Together we must heal the cataclysm and make the world whole.” Desperation filled his face, and now I understood why. It was the same desperation that filled me - that sat sick and heavy in the pit of my stomach even now. It was the fear and despair of knowing we’d caused this destruction and that we’d failed to repair it. “I’m going to unweave it, and you will weave it back together. Draw on all your strength.”


  “I can’t,” the woman sobbed, tears rushing down her face.


  “You must.” Catane’s voice was dead and crackling. “Begin.”


  His eyes grew far away and then he seized the Common and began to unweave the edges of the cracks in the sky, exactly as I had only hours ago. Just as they had when I tried, they curled and wavered at the edges, until the woman beside him began to reweave them, but her weaves were too feeble without the support of the scintellex. One of the threads Catane was unweaving lashed back, catching her weave and running down the thread until it slapped her with a spiritual blow so hard that she physically reeled back.


  One of my hands flew up to my mouth as her eyes widened, her skin dried to nothing and then fell from her like dust. Her sarette collapsed into a heap on the floor. My other hand clamped over my mouth, too. I must not scream. I must try not to think about the heaps of clothing throughout the room. How many times had he tried this already?


  “Please, beloved. We will try again tomorrow. You must rest.” Amandera’s sympathetic words sent a shiver down my spine.


  Kjexx put his hand on my shoulder, and then we were back in my sleeping quarters. Rusk was still sleeping in the real world, and so was I, but here in Ra’shara Kjexx collapsed into a cross-legged position on the floor, cradling his head in his hands.


  “I tried to stop it. It began while you were trying to fix the sky. I tried to hide them, but I couldn’t make them believe - ” His words choked off with emotion. “Some of them were helpless. Their ancestors and connection were already gone, but the ones with ancestors … I thought if I could just warn them then they’d be safe, but he found them all.”


  I sat down in front of him, lotus style, trying to keep my calm as he spoke. “All?”


  “Every weaver left in your land except Amandera.”


  I felt lightheaded. I blinked hard three times, trying to keep it together. Was it possible? Had Catane really wiped out every weaver in Canderabai except for Amandera?


  “There are hundreds,” I said. “It’s just not possible.”


  “Half of them had already lost their ancestors. And all are well known. With a Tooth to transport the warriors of Veen and the doors Catane weaves through reality, do you really think it’s so impossible?”


  I swallowed hard.


  “There will be weavers in other lands.”


  He looked up, his ice-chip eyes intense. “If you can fix the tear in reality before it sucks away all their ancestors. If I can stay here long enough to help you do it. If you can find a new weaver to help you fix the tear before it completely destroys this world. Maybe.”


  My mind flashed back to Amandera begging Catane to let her help. There was still one weaver left with the power to try. And I knew exactly where she was. I gripped Kjexx’s arm.


  “I’m going to find a way. Don’t let the cataclysm suck you away. Stay steadfast, and I will bring the wind of change to your people that you knew they needed.”


  I stood, planning to return to the real world.


  “Wait,” he said, standing as well. “I don’t want to wait until it’s too late to say this: I chose to give my life for you and to give you my people. I chose well. You have the determination and wisdom in you that it will take to snatch them back from the brink of disaster. You’re our Windbearer, and I want you to know with certainty that I have no regrets.”


  I swallowed, blinking back tears of gratitude. “Thank you.”


  “And I take back my request. Don’t go back through time. Any attempt now will shatter this world like a glass thrown on a rock. Now, go rain your lightnings down!”


  He was laughing when I vanished back to the real world.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  “It complicates things,” Rusk agreed as we dressed.


  “It means we really only have one hope of saving the world. And it’s Amandera!” I still hadn’t found a proper sarette and I was again forced into leather pants and a flowing silk shirt that had belonged to Jakinda.


  “So, what do you want us to do?” He splashed water over his face. It glowed golden in the dawn light.


  “I think we need to sneak into the Hall of Doves and convince Amandera to help us save the world.”


  “And you think we can?” There was a knock at the door. “One minute!”


  “I think we can, but we have to hurry. Who knows what else Catane will do in his madness?” I quickly ran fingers through my tangled hair.


  “Listen, I’ll help you sneak into the Hall of Doves, but there are things we must do first.” His expression was determined.


  “What could be more important than saving the world?” My eyebrows knit together in worry.


  “Saving the people we love so that the world is worth saving. You made me the general here. I need to look over how my troops are arrayed. And you promised to let me broker peace between groups.”


  I nodded.


  “We could die on this trip to get Amandera, right?”


  “Yes.”


  The knock sounded again.


  “One more minute!” Rusk called and then turned back to me. “We need to get this taken care of before we go haring off on what could be a suicide mission. We have responsibilities.”


  I nodded.


  “Give me just one day,” he said.


  “Of course, Rusk.” Inside, my belly was like a bowl of snakes writhing, trying to find a way out. Every second spent not fixing the cataclysm brought us a second closer to utter destruction, but he made a good point about saving the ones we love. It wasn’t something I would have thought of on my own. It was a good thing we were a team. “Do you regret putting our fetter back on?”


  He leaned towards me with a boyish grin and kissed me. “Of course not.”


  I would have said something sweet, but he turned and opened the door.


  “Were you going to sleep all day?” Astrex had her hands on her hips.


  “How is my sister?” Rusk asked.


  “Physically, she’s fine. Mentally, she’s overwrought. You didn’t tell me she lost her ancestor. We’ve seen girls like that before. In Axum. We have ways to help, but she needs rest in a tranquil place. Leave her with us. You have other things that need attending to.”


  “The army,” Rusk said.


  “And the great rocs that arrived outside our walls during the night and seem intent on distracting all our saurs. Your doing, I assume?”


  Rusk smiled. “I think you’re starting to get to know me, Astrex.”


  “Don’t try that charming smile on me. I didn’t put up with Axrun or …” she cleared her throat, “Kjexx for all those years without growing immune to charm. And that’s not all. There’s a troop of men on elephants headed this way. I assume that they’re your doing, too.”


  “Tazmins,” I said.


  “When they arrive, please greet them and ask that they convene with us for a mid-morning meal. Then gather the tribal leaders. We have plans to make,” Rusk said.


  “I’m not your child to be ordered around.” Astrex frowned.


  “No, but you’re a loyal and capable leader, and that is what we need right now,” Rusk said, his dimples showing as he smile grew broader.


  Astrex melted. “Only because it’s you asking.”


  She left and Rusk smiled at me. “Let’s go see the rocs and the Eaglekin.”


  I was glad that Rusk was in charge of the armies. While I worried and fretted about the cataclysm, he led us through the Black Talon camp, talking to a tribal leader here, or a soldier there. Everyone he spoke to stood a little straighter and looked a little more confident. It was like a fresh breeze blowing through the camp.


  When we reached the edge of the gardens, I saw the Eaglekin first, standing in a line, as if marking the edge of their territory. Their eyes and sharp talons flashed, and their heads cocked and dove like they were speaking with their minds – which they probably were.


  Rusk walked into the center of them, standing in an easy pose with his own head cocked to the side. I left them to it, retreating into Ra’shara to make my next move.


  “Kjexx?”


  “Any progress?” He looked pale and shaken.


  “We need to take care of some things with the Black Talon first.”


  “Yes, of course. Can you do it quickly?”


  I pursed my lips. Was there more than what he’d already told me?


  “We’re trying. After that, we’ll see if we can get Amandera’s help.”


  His nod was jerky.


  “What is it? You don’t look like yourself.”


  “This place is dying all around me. I feel like I’m living in the belly of a corpse.”


  I shivered. “We’re working as quickly as we can.”


  He nodded, but his eyes were haunted.


  “Are there things you can see here that I can’t?” I asked.


  “So many,” he whispered.


  “Things that you can tell me about?”


  “No. Just hurry, okay?” He flashed me a shadow of his old grin and then I was back in the real world.


  “I think we’re ready to meet with the Tazmins and clan leaders,” Rusk said, taking my hand and leading me to the path. Behind us, heavy footsteps fell. I glanced back to see Graxx and the great roc following us. I smiled for Rusk’s sake, but inside worry gnawed me. Every moment we spent on the mundane was time lost working on things of epic importance.


  Astrex and the clan leaders were greeting the Tazmins in the courtyard of the Silken Gardens when we arrived. She sent us a worried look and Lesser Tazmin Cadram stepped forward.


  “High Tazminera, please,” he said. “We don’t mean to be rude, but our armies follow and behind them are the columns of Catane’s black horde.”


  “His armies are following yours?”


  Was it even possible that he could be orchestrating a war while he was murdering every weaver in the country trying to repair the cataclysm? Of course, it was. I was juggling almost as many balls at once, and this was Catane. He’d been the ruler of Veen for ten years.


  “Get maps.” Rusk made eye contact with Astrex and she nodded, rushing away.


  He walked over to one of the long outdoor tables in the courtyard, clearing the remains of the soldiers’ breakfast in quick movements. The Tazmins and Clan Leaders gathered around without needing an invitation and Astrex hurried up with the maps. Her gaze was level and determined. I sometimes forgot exactly how fierce she was.


  A cracking sound in the distance drew my eye, but all other eyes were glued to Rusk as he began to trace the map with his finger.


  “Here, along this rise. We’d have the upper hand, with the cliffs to our left flank. Put a strong anchor point where the line meets the cliff so that we don’t need to fear a flanking maneuver. If we can keep them pinned here, our Eaglekin can hop the creek and take their left flank while they’re crossing…”


  My eyes searched the sky, finding the spot where the new crack was slowly, but inexorably, stretching across the sky. What if Amandera and I were not enough? What option would that leave us? Behind me in one of the rooms, a baby cried. I didn’t dare fail a second time.


  I took out the scintellex and turned it over and over in my hand, not quite listening as Rusk expertly laid out the plan for the coming battle. If only I could read the letters along its exterior. They were as foreign to me as ever. As I spun one ring, a voice echoed in my head. It sounded like my own.


  Your life for theirs.


  I shook my head. I was worried and anxious all the time these days. I wasn’t getting enough sleep. Didn’t you start to hear voices when you were low on sleep? My mind drifted in a haze, my thoughts looping after each other.


  I surfaced from it to a table of chaos. Rusk was trying to talk over the mess, but one of the Tazmins was leaning completely in front of him to argue with Astrex on the other side. The entire table was arguing, voices raised and behind us, I heard the beak-snap of Graxx. Enough. If I was going to give my life for them, then they’d have to give a little, too. I pushed past Rusk, pulling a knife from where it was stuck into the table and then stepping up the seat of an abandoned chair and onto the wooden map table.


  “Tylira?” Rusk asked, but no one else even seemed to notice.


  “Enough,” I said levelly, looking around the table. My voice was too quiet to be heard over the chaos, but I took the knife and cut a slit across my hand, holding it out. I heard a gasp. The sounds of the crowd fell to a surprised hush. “Enough.”


  I met Astrex’s eye and motioned for the cup at her elbow. She reached up to hand it to me, confusion on her face. Dashing the water out of it, I let a single drop of my blood fall into the cup.


  “We’re here not just to defend ourselves from those who would take us prisoner. We’re here to establish something new. When this battle is over, it will leave a new kingdom with a new sovereign and a new way of doing things. It starts now.


  “We come to this table separate. We will leave as equals and one in mind. Make a blood oath with me. We need to know that if we fight and die that those who are left will protect our people and grant them a home in peace. Here’s the oath: My life for yours. I will defend and protect your people as if they were my own.”


  I stepped down from the table, placing the cup at its center and for a long moment there was silence, but then Rusk stepped forward, slicing his palm and saying the oath. He looked at me while he said it.


  “My life for yours. I will defend and protect your people as if they were my own.”


  I thought the Lesser Tazmin Cadram would be next, but Astrex beat him to it. After all, her people loved rituals as much as ours did – particularly ones that left you feeling uncomfortable. Graxx was next, biting a chunk from his skin before letting it bleed. I couldn’t hear his oath, but his actions spoke as plainly as words.


  Whatever else happened, at least if we won. We’d have peace between us. All of us.


  CHAPTER TWENTY- FIVE


  IT WAS NIGHTFALL BEFORE RUSK finished with them. My ceremony had begun the alliance, but it was really Rusk’s persistent attention to the details of the armies and his sober insistence that every group play its part that bound them together. Inspiring loyalty was not my gifting and even if it had been, I was distracted by the murmuring going on in my head.


  Ever since I thought I could hear my own voice speaking to me, I’d heard the murmur of a voice penetrating my thoughts. It wasn’t clear enough to make out distinct words, but the rhythm of it was familiar, like a song you could almost remember. The longer it went on, the more agitated I became. If I could just get to Amandera and fix the cataclysm then weird things like this would stop happening. We all needed the relief that would come with a healed world.


  I was starting to drift off. I was so tired. I might just fall asleep beside Rusk as he finished nailing down the details of the civilian defense with Astrex...


  I woke to strong arms carrying me and a warm voice tickling my ear. “I’ve got you Wild Girl.”


  “Mmmhmmm,” I mumbled. He smelled so good, like trees and earth in summer. I could just lose myself in…


  The jostling of his feet on the stairs woke me. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”


  He had me, alright. Body, heart, soul: it was all his.


  He swung the door open with a foot and leaned to the side to shut it before laying me out on the bed, half roughly, half with care as if his strength was giving out.


  I giggled with my eyes closed. If only I had the strength to open them. I heard his matching chuckle and felt him pull off my boots. They thumped twice as they hit the floor, and then his went with them. The tether slid cold against my skin as he settled in the bed beside me and and I kicked my leather pants off. They were too tight to sleep in.


  “Too hot.” My voice was muffled by the soft blankets.


  “Just the sight of you heats my blood.”


  I cracked an eye open to see him in the moonlight sitting beside me and looking at me through eyes black with desire. His lips parted, and my breath hitched in my throat as the sight. Had I been tired? I felt wide awake now.


  His lips met mine – hot and sweet and I let him lead the kiss while I followed along sleepily. His hands reached for my waist, tugging me close and resting hot against my bare skin. Why was it so hard to breath around him? I pushed closer, letting my bare legs tangle around his and enjoying the luxury of skin against skin as his kiss deepened.


  “You showed your worth today, General,” I said when he paused. He needed to know how valuable he was – how respected. “You lead armies well.”


  “If you thought I led them well, you should see where I could lead you.” His voice was husky and I pulled myself up so that I was leaning over him, my hands on his shoulders.


  “You’re so perfect,” I said, so tired that my true thoughts were slipping past my barriers. “I wish I could set you free to live a long and happy life. You deserve it.”


  He reached up, pulled my head down and kissed me roughly. “I’m going to have it. With you.”


  I could still taste his kiss on my lips and feel his touch on my waist. I closed my eyes, savoring the moment, letting my lips speak with kisses instead of words as I traced his jawline, his neck, the crook of his shoulder.


  “I love you,” I whispered, kissing the muscles of his arms – so strong that looking at them left little butterflies in my belly – and then his broad chest. “I’ll love you for as long as I live.”


  I bit him gently, just to remind him who was talking. His groan was followed quickly by a husky laugh and then he flipped me on my back, leaning down gracefully to nuzzle the side of my cheek and kiss me as thoroughly as I’d kissed him.


  “Tomorrow, I’ll give you what you want,” he said. “And we’ll go off to save the world together, but tonight you’re all mine.”


  I closed my eyes, drifting between love and sleep and all that time the dull voice in the back of my head kept on talking to me with words I couldn’t quite hear. I was just nodding off, wrapped sweetly in Rusk’s warm arms when I suddenly heard the words clearly.


  Can you hear me? You need to listen, this is important. Ra’shara is dying. Without it, all is lost.


  The voice faded away with my thoughts.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  WE LEFT SO EARLY IN the morning that it was still dark. In the cool of the morning air the Silken Gardens slept like a great beast, the quiet steps of the watchmen like the gentle inhale and exhale of a breathing tiger.


  We walked out past the perimeter and stood in the pre-morning mist, not able to see more than a few feet in any direction. Rusk tilted his head to the side and then the sound of wings rushing through the air came so quickly that I leapt in surprise.


  The roc’s sudden landing just feet away was not enough to distract me from Rusk’s smirk. He thought it was funny, did he? Well not all of us could talk to birds like we did to other people. In fairness, he couldn’t talk to ancestors, and he probably found my constant fading in and out of conscious awareness a little bit disconcerting as well.


  The roc cast me a spine-chilling glance with his sharp eyes just before we settled on his back.


  “I’m never going to get used to this,” I grumbled. “We should have taken Graxx.”


  Rusk laughed, helping me position my hands better on the roc’s feathers. “That was never an option – not if you want to do this in secret. The Eaglekin are hard to disguise and Catane would expect them. A roc, on the other hand… well, I don’t know if he even knows about them. He’s not exactly a lover of the land and its creatures.”


  That made me chuckle and it was enough to distract me right before the stomach-lurching launch of the roc into the air. He flapped hard, jostling us wildly as he gained height. I peered down below us, fighting the sick sensation in my belly to look out over the Silken Gardens.


  Splotches of mist disguised the landscape and our army’s situation, but in between I could see the defenses, secure and ready, the army camps laid out in orderly lines. From this vantage point, it looked very much like the maps that Rusk had used yesterday. We were headed north, and as we flew the armies of the Tazmins came into view, their banners and pennants flying the colors of each house.


  “They’re beautiful,” I said, watching the colors merge and flow in and out of the clinging mist.


  “They need to finish the defenses.” Rusk’s voice sounded more workmanlike than mine had. “If they don’t get the line anchors in place by nightfall we will have a problem holding the line where it meets the Penspray.”


  I tried to look for what he was talking about, but all I could see was a sea of tents and campfires with elephants picketed in orderly rows.


  “I wish I could leave you back there to lead them.”


  “The oath will bind them – that was very clever of you, by the way – and they have their orders.”


  “We’ll get back in time for you to lead them.” Hopefully. I still had no idea how I was going to do this. The murmuring in my head grew louder, although the words still slipped away like they were being blown by the wind. Could it be An’alepp trying to touch the world and speak to me? It almost sounded like her sometimes, although mostly it sounded like me.


  The roc was fast enough to shorten our journey from days to just a few hours. If we’d planned it right, and I hoped we had, then we should arrive at Amandera’s window just before dawn.


  “How far can he fly with three people on his back?”


  “Not very. We’ll have to be quick and find a place to hide and do our work within the territory Catane has already claimed.”


  I shivered.


  “Don’t worry. He can’t be everywhere.”


  We were passing over his armies now, and those words were harder to believe with the dark tents and campfires of Veen beneath us. Catane’s army was close to ours. I needed to do my part quickly – not just because the world was rotting like overripe fruit, but because Rusk needed to get back to our armies before the battle began.


  “What will we do when we get there?” Rusk asked. We hadn’t really talked about that part.


  “We need her. We have no other options. Either she comes with us willingly or by force.”


  Rusk settled in closer as we banked in the air over Al’Karida. In the dead of night, the city still glowed golden with candle-light.


  “I think we should plan to take her by force.” He wrapped one arm around me like he wanted to know I wasn’t going anywhere.


  “So, what? We sneak in, tie her up and throw her over the roc’s back? Did we bring rope?”


  “I did.”


  Why hadn’t I thought of that? “Do you have a lot of experience kidnapping women?”


  “I have a lot of experience being around you. I’ve learned to anticipate the unexpected.”


  “I think I might just be flattered,” I said, smiling in the dark.


  “You should be, Wild Girl.”


  We stopped talking once we could see Azaradi. No one would hear us all the way up in the air, but somehow I felt that Catane could hear every whisper. I knew which window we needed to go to. The High Tazmin’s suite was on the highest floor of the Palace of Doves, with a balcony five times the size of any of the others. It was so large, in fact, that the roc could land on it.


  We soared silently over the heads of the guards in the minarets, past the armies still surrounding the city and over the heads of every citizen still living in Azaradi. Anyone looking up at the star-filled sky might see stars appear to blink, but the passing shadow would only last a moment - hopefully not enough for anyone to sound an alarm.The roc banked, circling the Palace of Doves, and then light as a feather, he settled on the balcony, hopping down from the rail to the deck so we could slide off and sneak into the dark room.


  I held my breath, slipping in behind Rusk. The room was utterly dark, but the chances of finding Catane there were high. Perhaps I should have checked it in Ra’shara first, but I didn’t want to risk tipping my hand. If Catane had known we were coming for Amandera we wouldn’t have even a sliver of a chance to succeed. His attachment to her was as obvious as the Penspray in spring.


  There was a huge bed on a dais in the center of the room and a lump in the bed. I inched forward, my palms sweating. Please don’t be Catane, please don’t be Catane!


  The voice in my head was more chaotic but it still was indiscernible. I caught a scrap of what it was saying when I was inches from the bed.


  Not your enemy, your other half.


  And then it was gone again. I glanced at Rusk. His mouth was tight, sword at the ready. Summoning all my courage, I took a deep breath and pulled the blankets back. A hand snaked forward, sealing my lips with an insistent index finger.


  “Be more quiet or you’ll get us all killed,” Amandera whispered, flinging the blankets off and stepping out of the bed fully dressed in a crimson sarette. “What took you so long getting here?”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  “HURRY,” SHE SAID, SEIZING THE back of my shirt and shoving me in front of her.


  “Wha-”


  She cut me off with a harsh shushing sound. I stole a glance at Rusk while she frogmarched me back out to the balcony. His expression was a combination of concern and barely concealed humor. I frowned. So it was funny, was it? Seeing our kidnapping victim turn me around like a child and march me out to the very roc we were planning to force her to ride away on?


  “I know a place near here where we can go,” she whispered to Rusk. “Here, we’ll ride your bird.”


  “It’s not my-”


  “Should I just go back to bed and let the two of you try blundering through this again?”


  With a huff, I climbed up on the great roc’s back. He shuffled from foot to foot under me. Rusk pulled himself up right behind me, as usual, but a sharp elbow hit my back as Amandera shoved herself between us.


  “I can hardly tell him where to fly if I can’t get a word in between you two love birds.” Her whisper was more of a hiss – like the snake she was.


  “Where to, princess?” Rusk’s voice was wry.


  “This way!” She pointed with a ring-encrusted finger and then the roc leapt from the balcony and the familiar stomach-turned-to-rock feeling left me reeling as we plummeted towards the earth before his wings caught the wind and thrust us heavenward again.


  “I could get used to flying,” Amandera said. “It’s the most fun I ever get to have anymore. You have no idea what trouble you’ve caused, girl.”


  “What trouble I’ve caused? You must be kidding me! I’ve done nothing but run from torture, desperately seek some kind of freedom from a land that enslaves everyone and only to find out my world was falling apart. I’ve been trying since then to fix it and you’ve been no help at all! And I mean at all! You helped Catane steal Rusk. You helped him kill him. You stood loyally behind him while he wiped out my whole family, your husband, and every weaver on this planet!”


  “Has anyone ever told you that you sound shrill when you’re upset? Over that way, Prince of Hawks – towards the river and then downstream to the mouth of the waterfall.”


  “The roc can’t go far with three people,” Rusk said. Something about his tone suggested he was hiding emotion from us. Probably humor again. Was our argument that funny to him?


  “It’s not far,” Amandera said. “And as for you, Tylira Nyota, let’s get one thing straight. I didn’t want to marry your pathetic excuse of a father, but unlike you, I had an ancestor who could predict the future and she knew that I was needed to fix the cataclysm that was coming. The only way to be sure I could ascend to a place powerful enough to access the resources I needed was to marry a cruel man - older than me by twenty years - even though I was in love with someone else. You think you’re a slave? I’m twice the slave you ever were!”


  “Are you talking about Catane?” I made my voice cold on purpose. She thought she was the victim here? Was she kidding? “Because if he’s the one you are in love with, then no wonder you don’t have freedom. You can’t be trusted with it. He’s terrible!”


  “You don’t understand.” Her tone was poisonous, like she was trying to keep from tossing me off the roc. She’d better not try!


  “We’re at the waterfall,” Rusk interrupted.


  “There, on the cliffs. Do you see that white structure?”


  “Almost at the top of the cliffs with the water falling all around it?”


  “Yes. Can the roc land on the window ledge?”


  Rusk whistled a low tone, like he thought she was crazy, but the roc banked, sweeping over the falls. The dawn broke in that moment, blinding me temporarily, and when my vision cleared it was filled with bright rainbows and the diamond flash of water sailing over the edge of the cliffs and freefalling to the river below. It was just like Amandera and I, freefalling over the cliff of all we were meant to be. So, maybe she had a point. Maybe we were the same in some ways. It didn’t mean she was right about anything else.


  The roc snagged the window ledge, ducking low into the huge recto-window that filled the narrow wall of the little white shrine.


  “What is this place?” I gasped as Rusk carefully maneuvered himself off the bird and helped us down. The rock squeezed back through the window and kicked off again.


  “The Rainbow Shrine,” Amandera said, looking around. “This is the first time I’ve seen it since before my wedding. It’s the personal property of the High Tazmin – your father.”


  “Your lover, you mean,” I said acidly. “My father is dead, and while none of us miss him particularly, I wish we had him instead of Catane.”


  Amandera spun, her gaze studying me intently. “Would you?”


  “Obviously.”


  “Would you really? You know it was your father, not Catane, who took the land and life of the Prince of Hawk’s family? You know it was he who banished Catane to Axum where the meditation world was corrupt and twisted his mind? You know it was he who ordered your mother to a mission she was sure to die on? I was there the day he did that. I saw her face when she heard his request – and the threat on your life were she to fail. It was he who chained this man to you, telling me as he did so that he fully expected the boy to try to kill you when he realized who you were. You think he was a better choice? You’re blind.”


  I stared at her. I wanted to say something clever, but I didn’t have words. Her revelations were too powerful. I tried to swallow, but my throat was too dry. I settled for licking my lips.


  Amandera leaned in close so that it was almost as if she were trying to intimidate me despite being six inches shorter than I was. I took a step back. Okay, maybe it was intimidating.


  “It will take the work of a weaver and an unweaver to fix this world. Drusica figured that out years ago. If it isn’t Catane and me, it will need to be you and me.”


  “And did you know that when you were training me, when all this began?”


  “I knew it. Why do you think I pushed you so hard? Chased you down so intently? This world is more important than the life of one woman…” her eyes looked glassy for a moment and a look of regret passed over her face, “…yours or mine.”


  My mouth fell open as I realized what she was saying. She’d known all along. She’d been trying to do the same thing as me the entire time, she’d just been trying to do it a different way. The wrong way, obviously, but still… The voice in my head was right. She was my mirror image, stuck in the same trap, trying to get out and fix everything, just doing it all backward.


  I bowed, not too much but enough to acknowledge her words. I didn’t approve, but I did respect her efforts. After all, wouldn’t I have done the exact same thing? Hadn’t I tried to do the same thing? Maybe there was no pure and right way to do it. After all, neither of us had managed to get it right without destroying the people around us. Maybe saving the world always involved breaking it first. Maybe making anything new always meant breaking something else.


  I stuck out my hand and she took it, her face hard and sober. There would never be a friendship here, but I finally understood, and it made a difference. I glanced at Rusk. He nodded encouragement, his arms crossed over his chest.


  With a sigh, I took the scintellex out of my pocket.


  “Then we’d better do the one thing we both agree needs to be done. The time has come to unmake the world…”


  “…and remake it.” Amandera’s voice was firm and certain as she reached for the other end of the scintellex.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  WE BOTH GRIPPED OUR ENDS of the scintellex, while Rusk positioned himself next to the window, looking out at the falls. Was he watching for enemies? Exactly what did he expect their attack to look like?


  I focused on the scintellex, letting the Common flow through me to it, and opening myself up to it.


  “What is this device meant to be?” Amandera asked.


  “I think it’s like a lens,” I said, trying to focus. “I think it magnifies our efforts, corrects the imperfections. Just try to let it into your mind.”


  “No one goes in my mind but me.”


  I sighed. “Are you here to save the world, or fail while trying?”


  Her jaw clenched, but after a moment the scintellex began to spin in our grip, just as it had with Evanessa and I. A teal and gold pattern flowed from it, laying itself across the rainbow shrine and out towards the falls.


  “If we begin this, promise me that we’ll go to the end. No matter what.” Amandera looked grim.


  “Haven’t I proved my dedication? I’ve been fighting for this for weeks. I’ve done unimaginable things.”


  We both glanced at Rusk, who wasn’t looking at us.


  “So have I,” she whispered.


  “Fine,” I said. “I promise.”


  “And I promise, too,” Amandera said. “Whatever it takes, this will be done.”


  The scintellex spun, its pattern shifting slightly. The voice in my head clamored louder. I fought to hear it, but it was just out of the range of being audible.


  Surrender… was the only word I heard.


  The scintellex spun faster, the ring in my hand went cold and then power rushed through me, spiraling through my arms and into the scintellex and then swirling around us, whipping like a whirlwind. Our hair and clothes flapped and swirled around us. Our hands lifted, as if of their own accord, and my ears filled with the sound of rushing wind.


  This was nothing like it had been with Evanessa. It was as if we were being fully tapped by the scintellex so that it could access every scrap of power - and between us, Amandera and I had a lot of power. The teal and gold pattern pulsed and rippled. I peered out the window, straining my eyes to see where the pattern flowed far off towards the horizon. Everywhere it touched the edge of the pattern unraveled and then recreated the world.


  My mouth hung open, and Amandera’s eyes were so wide that they looked like twin bowls. Drusica and Kjexx emerged from Ra’shara, their hands resting on our shoulders.


  “Yes!” Kjexx wore a bright grin. “It’s working! This is what we needed. Can you feel it?”


  “What about last time?” I asked, eyeing Drusica. Could she last where Evanessa’s ancestor had vanished?


  “The four of us are stronger. We can do this!”


  I hoped he was right. I could already feel the very edges of my soul feel… irritated, as if the unraveling was touching me.


  Amandera narrowed her eyes, pressing her lips together tightly. We were being strained and pulled within. Time had no meaning. I couldn’t tell if it was minutes slipping away or hours.


  Twice, Rusk came over to where we were and spoke, but his words couldn’t penetrate the swirling power. My body was immobile as my mind and spirit did the work of unweaving the cataclysm. He laid a hand on my forehead, shaking his head and looking concerned, but eventually he walked away, peering out the window, sword in hand.


  My ears had grown numb. I didn’t hear the wind any more, though our hair and garments continued to blow and snap in the force of the gale. My sight was dulling, colors fading, the image in my eye growing blurry and dull. My hands dropped, inch by inch until they hung at my side, lifeless. Only the scintellex still joined one of my hands to Amandera’s.


  I was unweaving the cataclysm and Amandera re-weaving reality back behind it. Why had we thought we could do this alone, scintellex or no scintellex?


  Drusica swayed, tumbling to the floor, where she lay insensate at Amandera’s feet. Kjexx was a great deal more graceful as he sank to his knees.


  I felt the power of exhaustion pulling at me as I fell to join him. Amandera was only seconds behind me.


  The sun shone bright and golden into the white shrine and the tiled mosaic under us bore the sign of an heir of Canderabai – or the sign of the Windbearer if Kjexx’s people were right. It seemed fitting. I was, after all, saving them and the world.


  Rusk brought a water skin over, wetting our lips as the sun reached its zenith. He did it again in what felt like only minutes later, despite the fact that my lips were dry and cracking. I had fallen to all fours now, barely able to keep myself from lying on the mosaic floor. I feared that if I fell, I would never get up again.


  Kjexx lay with his arms wrapped around his head, and Drusica’s face was frozen in a silent scream rictus. What more did we have to give?


  The sky shifted from white and blue to red and black and Rusk spun, suddenly, from the window, seizing my shoulders and yelling something in my face. His words were lost to my deaf ears. Amandera’s eyes were closed, her chest heaving with every breath. I felt – light as if there was less of me somehow. I couldn’t summon enough emotion to be worried about it.


  Drusica started to spasm, her whole body shuddering violently from one end to the other. Amandera’s grip on the scintellex grew white-knuckled and then her mouth opened in a silent scream, her eyes still screwed shut. Pain hit me like a thousand tiny daggers. I gritted my teeth, watching Kjexx shudder in front of me. I had to stop. We couldn’t’ go on. We didn’t even know how much was left to do.


  It felt as if the whole world was pulsing and shuddering with us – and maybe it was because Rusk stumbled in his place near the window. It was as if all the world was a pottery bowl with cracks and fissures across it, and within the bowl was hot lava. With every pulse and quiver, the lava pushed outward and split the bowl along its cracks, only to pull back just before it splintered completely.


  Rusk threw himself on the floor in front of me. Concern was etched across his face and his lips moved, his eyes frantically looking at me and then the window and then back to me. He jumped up, running to the window, and then the giant roc landed on the ledge. He wanted us to go. Why? We weren’t done yet!


  Amandera’s eyes opened to double their normal size, her mouth still stuck in a scream. I could feel my heart racing, my thoughts scattering. It felt like all my edges were gone, unravelled in the process of unweaving the cataclysm. What was I losing in this process? Would I forget parts of myself entirely?


  With jerky, strained movements, Amandera wrenched her heartstone from her head, thrusting it to me. I clasped it, so we were both holding it in one hand, the scintellex in the other, our arms crossed over each other as if we were swearing to marriage rites.


  Behind Amandera, the air split open and Catane stepped through, his gaze sweeping the room. His hands flew up and Rusk ducked at the exact same moment. Lightning flashed around him and hit the giant roc. It froze, stiff and unresponsive, and then fell from the window. Drusica vanished, suddenly, and then Amandera’s eyes rolled back and she fell to the ground. Catane dove to her side, cradling her head on his lap, but she heaved and shook as the scintellex sucked the last of the life out of her, siphoning off the last of her soul to remake the world.


  With her last shudder, the pattern flowed backward, sucking itself back into the scintellex and leaving the world dull with its sudden absence. I fell forwards, gasping for breath, clutching the scintellex and her heartstone to my chest. I could see clearly again, although bright spots danced across my vision. My hearing returned in a rush of sound. Catane keened loudly over Amandera’s still body. The sudden sound hurt my head.


  “Run,” Kjexx whispered from where his ghostly figure lay on the ground, faded out so much it was hard to distinguish him from the background.


  Rusk scooped me up in solid arms, spinning around as if searching for a way out. Through the windows, I saw little lights like fireflies. I started to smile before realization filled me. They weren’t fireflies. They were thousands of torches.


  Underneath us, the armies of Veen waited.


  Catane began to laugh, rocking back and forth as he clutched the empty remains of his lover. I wasn’t sure if he was mocking us or if the death of Amandera had driven him mad. He raised a hand as if he would blast us with lightning. I was too drained to stop him. I hung like a wrung cloth in Rusk’s firm grip.


  “There’s nowhere to run.” Catane’s eyes drifted to the metal door in the wall behind him. “That door leads…led… to Axum. And we both know my home there is gone. Just like the one love of my life and everything else dear to me. All that’s left is Canderabai and my birthright.” His eyes glowed bright gold in the fading sunset. “And I will have it, half-sister.”


  Rusk shifted one direction, then the next, as if looking for a way out. With the roc blasted from the sky, there was only the stairway down the side of the cliffs to the waiting armies of Veen or the door to dead Axum. If only I could help. If only I wasn’t a dead weight holding him in place.


  “All that stands in my way is you, Prince of Hawks.” Catane set Amandera gently down on the mosaic floor and stood, hands in front of him. His eyes were hard and dark. Any sanity or reason in them must have died with Amandera.


  Rusk’s grip tightened on me. Not Rusk, please not Rusk! I couldn’t summon the strength to speak, not even to plead for his life. He spun so quickly that my vision swam, and then he hopped up onto the wide window ledge and leapt.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  I WOULD HAVE SCREAMED IF I had any energy. Instead, my breath hitched wildly in my throat and my wide eyes streamed with tears as we toppled over the edge and dropped through the air. Rusk’s arms clutched me iron-strong. At least we’d die together, knowing that we’d stitched the world back together for everyone else.


  The roar of the waterfall, so close, drowned out everything else. The spray cooled my feverish skin as the air rushed around me. Beneath us, the waters churned and on the bank the firefly lights of the Veen army sparkled. We’d go out as legends, painted black against the red sky and sparkling diamond falls.


  I leaned into the plunge. The end was so near, why fight it now? Perhaps this was what the voice had been talking about all along. The rocks we would dash across were so close that they filled my vision. I took a deep breath, preparing myself…


  …and then they rushed away as we swooped past them, across the length of the river and arcing upwards. Our toes clipped the water beneath.


  I gasped, not able to look at Rusk, though I was pinned against his feverish chest. I looked out as far as I could on either side. There, suspending us, was a pair of ghostly white wings, as shimmering and translucent as the ko above our heads. They caught the wind, buoying us up into the sky. I was so certain that they somehow belonged to Rusk that I didn’t need to verify it.


  Prince of Hawks? Of course, he was the Prince of Hawks, with a wingspan like that! Of course, the birds sang and dipped when he was present. Who wouldn’t?


  Awe filled me, but with it came another realization: He’d had to hold back his own greatness to be with me, hadn’t he? I had a great hunting bird tied to me with a silver thread. The injustice of it seared me, even as the cold air and the residual dampness from the waterfall spray restored my strength.


  The Veen army was long past when, after following the curve of the Penspray River, we found a bend where the foliage lessened and tall river banks sheltered a spit of gravel. Rusk banked, curving our flight path tighter in a way that mirrored the great roc and then set us down on the silver spit of gravel. The red of sunset had been conquered by the silver of moonlight and everything around us was velvet black and filigreed silver.


  As soon as Rusk’s feet settled on the ground I twisted so I could see his face, though his arms still held me tight. Behind his back, his wings shimmered in the moonlight, broad and strong, and then folded in on themselves and disappeared.


  “What-? How-?” I wasn’t sure where to begin.


  His gaze didn’t quite meet my eye. “I don’t know – didn’t know. There were no other options, so I thought maybe there would be a miracle. Don’t be angry.”


  Angry? I should be angry, shouldn’t I? He’d risked our lives on nothing – not even a scrap of certainty. But all I felt was overwhelming relief.


  “If you didn’t know, then why did you jump?”


  “I had a gut feeling.” He met my eye finally, the whites of his eyes flashing in the moonlight. “And those have never been wrong for me. It’s what made me attach us back together, and if I hadn’t done that we wouldn’t have survived Axum, would we?”


  He was right about that. I nodded.


  “Or saved the world from a cataclysm today. I could feel you feeding off my energy. I’m certain that’s why you still live.”


  I swallowed. It was the only explanation. Amandera had been just as strong as me and it had drained everything from her and Drusica. I opened my palm to find that I’d clutched her heartstone so tightly against the end of the scintellex that it had wedged itself into the pattern there. I pulled at it, but the gem stuck. Was it the darkness, or was the scintellex a slightly different shade now?


  “Tylira?” His voice was tender. “Are you angry?”


  “Of course not,” I breathed. I must be drawing on his energy right now. I was feeling more alive by the minute. “I’m so grateful. And your wings are stunning.”


  I took his face in my hands and kissed him, savoring the taste I thought I’d never get to experience again. He kissed me back, drawing me into his warmth and safety. His hands ran down my back, warming my chilled skin. With nightfall, the dampness of my clothes was no longer cooling, but cold.


  “I’m so relieved you’re alive,” he said, smoothing my hair back from my face and kissing my temple reverently. “I thought I was losing you. And you did it! Look at the sky.”


  We looked up together. The tears and cracks had disappeared leaving the view clear to see the spray of milky stars.


  “We did it,” I breathed. After this, we could do anything. Conquer any barrier. Triumph over anything that came our way. We’d done the impossible.


  “We can’t stay here,” Rusk reminded me. “Catane saw which way we went. His armies will be coming.”


  “Can you fly us away?” I couldn’t help the awe in my voice.


  “I can’t seem to make them come back.” He chuckled ruefully. “I don’t know what brought them, or what to do to get the wings to return. Kind of ridiculous, isn’t it?”


  “I think I’d rather call it miraculous, but I guess we need to get walking.”


  He laughed. “Well, I might not be able to fly at will, but that doesn’t leave me purely ornamental. While you were busy stitching reality back together I made plans.”


  “Plans?”


  The loud crunching sound of feet on gravel made me spin, and there was Graxx, strutting along the river’s edge with a pair of panniers on his back and Astrex in the saddle.


  “I had to change course when I saw you in the air,” she said. “You’re more trouble than any of my children were, Windbearer, and the four of them burnt our house down in the middle of winter.”


  I hadn’t even realized she was a mother. I certainly hadn’t expected the good-natured humor in her tone.


  “I was right to bet on you after all. I see you’ve fixed the sky, and the rumblings stopped an hour ago. If I never see the world open up suddenly in front of me again, that will be just fine with me. Come on, now. No bothering Graxx.”


  The last was said to Rusk who had laid his forehead against Graxx’s great one and was clearly ignoring Astrex and me in favor of their conversation together. Rusk left him reluctantly and we climbed up into the pannier.


  “There are blankets in the one on the left. Do me a favor and go to sleep. I like it quiet when I’m riding by myself. And by sleep, I mean sleep. We don’t need to be making any heirs tonight.”


  I felt my cheeks heat, but the rest of me was so cold that I happily nestled down into the blankets and curled up on Rusk’s chest. My eyes were just starting to close when a voice snapped me out of sleep. It was coming from Ra’shara.


  “Tylira?” The voice calling me was too high pitched to be Kjexx.


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  RELUCTANTLY, I ENTERED THE MEDITATION world, leaving the blue velvet world of Graxx’s swaying pace and Rusk’s deep breathing to the ephemeral world beyond.


  We were standing on the Cliffs of Canderabai. I wouldn’t have chosen this place, but Kjexx must have. He was standing right in front of me, blocking out everything else except the vista of the glowing city below us.


  “Don’t lose your calm,” he said. He looked more alive and whole than the last time I’d seen him, but he was still flickering in and out. His ko had taken on a brighter cast as if all his life force was feeding it like Amandera had fed the scintellex.


  “Are you hurt?” I asked. “I thought you would recover when we were finished.”


  He shook his head, waving a hand dismissively. “That’s of no consequence now.”


  “You were amazing. You gave me all the power I needed. Thank you,” I began.


  “Also, of no consequence. We both want the same things. Neither of us needs to be thanked for running hard and fast towards them.” He was so serious lately. The playfulness of his personality was being siphoned away.


  I crossed my arms over my chest. “Then maybe you’d like to tell me why you called me here when I was finally going to get a little rest?”


  His grin was far too wide. Okay, maybe he wasn’t all serious. “I didn’t call you.”


  “Well, An’alepp has gone beyond, so it wasn’t her.” I angled my face up so that I could look down my nose at him. He should remember that I wasn’t a doll to be toyed with.


  His grin widened. “Why don’t you turn around?”


  I felt a stab of fear, despite his grin. I turned.


  Amandera stood in all her radiant glory, her sarette bright blue and fresh as if it was just put on. Of course, she looked good on the other side of death. The world could end – maybe it almost had – and she’d look like a single rose blooming in a garden.


  “You kept my heartstone,” she said.


  “You gave it to me?” Was I asking or answering? Our peace, forged by twin desire, seemed more tenuous here.


  She raised her eyebrows like she was my teacher again, waiting for me to supply the answer.


  “Well, you did give it to me.”


  “And?”


  “And what?” What was she getting at? Did she want to know why I’d accepted? I hadn’t really thought, just acted. Maybe she wanted to tell me why it had attached itself to the scintellex, although I had no answer for that either. No, wait… she hadn’t been accusing me when she said, ‘You kept my heartstone.’” She’d been answering the question she thought I was about to ask.


  “That’s how you’re here. Because I took your heartstone and you died. You’re my ancestor now, too, just like Kjexx.”


  She rolled her eyes. “While neither of us wants to be called an ancestor, it seems to be the case. We’re here to help you, like it or not.”


  “Well, I appreciate that you chose me-”


  “I didn’t choose you! He might have, but I didn’t.” Amandera’s eyes looked everywhere except at me.


  “Well, it’s not like I’m holding you here. Go where you want.”


  “I can’t,” she said through gritted teeth. “If I could go where I wanted I’d be at the side of the man who mourns me and is likely conducting funeral rites for me as we speak.”


  She flinched as she spoke, curling in on herself as if trying to protect against invisible blows. Oh. Yes. In my relief, I’d forgotten. She seemed almost like a different person from the usual confident, certain Amandera. What had she lost in death? She’d lost her happy ending, hadn’t she?


  Did something else lie out there in the beyond where An’alepp had gone? Something that would make sense of this, or was this all there was?


  “So, you have to help me even though you’d rather be elsewhere. But that didn’t happen with the High Tazmin and he gave me his heartstone!”


  “Where is it now?” Amandera asked.


  “I gave it to Evanessa,” I said with a shrug.


  “Maybe he was sucked into the cracks,” Kjexx said, his expression grave. I shivered.


  “And what do you think you need to help me do?” I asked. “I assume that stopping Catane’s armies isn’t a passion we share?”


  “Look around you,” Kjexx said mildly. “Notice anything?”


  His permanent good spirits weren’t even affecting Amandera’s stiff position and jutting chin. She was as tightly drawn as a bow string.


  I glanced around to humor him. What was I supposed to be seeing here?


  “I see two obnoxious spirits keeping me from sleep.”


  “And?” his tone was teasing, but his eyes were sad. What could I possibly see from here that would be sad?


  I glanced around me, humoring him. Cliffs. City on the horizon. Twin moons. Trees. Terrible memories of this exact spot. There was nothing new here. Everything was as it always had been. If anything, it was more so: brighter, richer, more colorful-


  My gaze leapt to his face and he nodded soberly. “Yes. You see it now. It’s just like the spirit world in Axum.”


  “Too bright,” I muttered looking around.


  “We only saved Everturn for now.” Amandera’s voice was bitter. “It won’t break apart, but it will decay until nothing is left.”


  I swallowed. The relief of having saved the world ebbed away, leaving me exhausted and hopeless. What did I do now? I didn’t even have Amandera to help this time. Who was I supposed to ask for help now? Catane? Ha!


  “So, what do we do now?” I asked. Neither of them would meet my gaze as the minutes ticked by and we swirled deeper into the hopelessness of our situation. I sighed. “Well, I can’t do anything about it tonight. Wake me again if you have any more bad news.”


  Sleep called, but my mind was troubled. I’d thought I’d slipped the hangman’s noose, but if it had taken the death of Amandera to mend the cataclysm, who would have to die to mend Ra’shara?


  Sacrifice my own voice whispered in my mind. I wanted to throttle it.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  I WOKE TO THE SWAY of Graxx and the light of a canary dawn. I snuggled closer to where Rusk should be but found only empty blankets.


  “Awake?” Astrex called down to me from Graxx’s saddle.


  “Mmmph.” My sleep had been too troubled to refresh me. I was haunted by nightmares of Ra’shara rotting and Rusk and I dying terrible deaths. What was worse, was the knowledge that even if we survived this battle with Catane, this difficult task of cleansing Ra’shara, we would still face the same fate someday. Death. Separation. Uncertainty. If I could really unweave the world and remake it, I would remake it so that lovers were never separated and no one was ever lost.


  I climbed up behind Rusk in the saddle, yawning and struggling to straighten my clothing. The wet leather and silk had dried badly, leaving water stains and strange creases.


  “Morning, Wild Girl.”


  Of course, he looked great. Rippling black muscles and curls cropped so close that they were almost not there, looked good no matter what the circumstances. I gave him my best morning smile.


  “Where are we?” I asked.


  “Almost to our line of battle,” Astrex said. “The difficult part is coming up. We need to get behind our lines without the Veen seeing us or our own watch shooting us with arrows.”


  I sighed. Wasn’t that always the way? It could never just be breakfast anymore. There always had to be an extra exciting way to begin the day.


  “Breakfast?” Astrex asked, as if echoing my thoughts.


  She handed me a half of a sugar melon and I bit into it immediately. When had we last eaten? I looked up guiltily at Rusk, melon juice dripping off my chin. He laughed.


  “Don’t worry. She already gave me mine.” His eyes sparkled as he wiped the juice from my chin with his thumb. “It’s a good morning. We have a battle to win, but the sky is whole and clear and at least that half of our worry is over.”


  If only. I concentrated on the sugar melon. No sense in both of us being worried about it.


  “Astrex, do you have any inkling about what the scintellex is?” I tried to sound nonchalant.


  It was sitting innocently in my pocket right now, but I could feel it was warmer than my skin and every so often one of the rings shifted all on its own. Every time it did the murmurings that never ceased in the back of my mind grew louder. They sounded so much like my own voice, but why would I be speaking to myself?


  Not over.


  If only I wasn’t so cryptic.


  “We only knew it was an artifact of great power.”


  “Do you know where it came from?”


  “It was dug up from the ruins.” Her voice sounded distant as she scanned our surroundings.


  Rusk put a hand to his sword hilt.


  “The ruins of the Black Talon?” I pressed. Surely, she must know something. It wasn’t like I could go back to Axum to learn about these things.


  “No. Other ruins, from before we arrived, from the bones of the earth herself.”


  I pulled it from my pocket and stared at it. Somehow, it was still the key to everything. To think that there had been a time before the Black Talon had arrived on Axum and whoever – whatever had dwelled there had made this thing. Maybe it was Graxx’s people.


  Not me.


  I leapt in my seat. Had he just spoken to me?


  Yes.


  But why now, when he had refused before?


  You’re not my people, so I don’t talk to you. But we didn’t make that device.


  Hmmm. So, he’d been hearing my thoughts this whole time, he just didn’t deign to talk to me, although he spoke to Kjexx and Rusk. Why? I waited, wondering if he’d answer, but he was silent.


  It was strange that an item made on another planet by a completely different group of people would fit Amandera’s heartstone so perfectly. Was it possible that the design for each had come from a time long before ours, enduring - by the traditions we held dear - through the ages?


  I threaded my heartstone out of my hair, staring into it’s crackling, sparking depths for a moment before sliding the chain from the pendant and pressing the stone to the other end of the scintellex. It stuck in place, vibrating. The rings began to spin faster and the illegible text glowed golden. Something was happening, but what?


  What are you doing?” Rusk asked, looking over my shoulder.


  “I think I’m making it more powerful.”


  “And what do you think it is?”


  “It’s like a lens. Sometimes it makes me see things. Sometimes it amplifies things. I don’t know. Maybe if I can make it powerful enough…”


  “But we don’t need it anymore, Wild Girl.” He smiled, resting an arm around me. “The world is fixed. Catane is weakened. All that’s left is to beat his armies, and we have the strategic advantage. Then we settle down in the Kosad Plains and live lives of peace and raise children.”


  “You want children?” How could I tell him that there was a hitch in his plans?


  “Sure. At least a dozen.”


  “And who, exactly, is going to birth a dozen children for you?” I couldn’t contain my laughter.


  “If you won’t, Windbearer, I will,” Astrex said from over her shoulder. “I’ve rarely met a warrior so skilled in strategy.”


  “I think you might be a little old for that,” I said acidly. Really! Offering to take my man from me, just like that!


  Rusk laughed, deep and throaty. Of course, he would like that.


  We rounded a bend on the narrow trail, sneaking between a pair of cliffs that blocked the sun and left me shivering in the sudden shade.


  “Almost there, now.” Astrex’s posture was stiff. Either she was worried about meeting our forces, or she was angry at my comment. Either way, I shook it off mentally. She’d fight for her people, so I didn’t need to worry about whether she liked me.


  Graxx ducked under a rocky outcropping, bending his back so that we weren’t scraped out of the saddle. As we broke out into the bright sun, a call met us. Along the river, our forces were arrayed like palm trees planted in a line, glittering bright and strong in the sun. Elephants stood in a knot at one end – the Tazmin’s cavalry - and Eaglekin with Black Talon riders stood in their own knot further down the line. The sheer numbers made me catch my breath. Talking casually about forces while pushing pebbles around on a map was one thing. Looking at them standing in the flesh was another.


  There was a flurry of activity from further down the line and then Helixx came running from the center of our forces towards us. Graxx cocked his head to the side, and I was certain that if I turned my head Rusk would be doing the same thing.


  Astrex grunted and Rusk answered her as if she’d spoken.


  “You’re right. They’re exactly where I asked them to be. A sign that I put the right person in charge.”


  She smiled at him, looking over her shoulder. Sweet Penspray, I was right here! I rolled my eyes, but at the same time, I noticed something. Our forces were laid out over rocky ground with clumps of dry bushes and spiny calendon trees. One of the hills at the center of the mass had four bumps at regular intervals – almost as if it were a fist made of rock. The light of dawn threw everything into stark relief and despite the army and the running Eaglekin, my eyes kept drifting back to the fist.


  There was another hill not far away with a very regular shape as well. It looked almost like…


  “Evanessa!” Rusk cried.


  I turned from my musings to see her ride up on the back of Helixx, a Tribe leader and a Lesser Tazmin mounted on Helixx behind her.


  “Brother,” she said when she pulled level with us. “I’m so glad you are safe. We watched yesterday as the cracks healed themselves and we were relieved by your message. Thank you for fixing our world.”


  I clenched my jaw. Of course, Rusk deserved the credit. This was his victory, too. I was surprised to realize that I craved praise for what I’d done. I should be less selfish by now, shouldn’t I? I smiled, loosening my jaw and letting the joy I felt for him fill me instead.


  “Catane’s armies approach.” Evanessa pointed over the river. “Our scouts say they are only hours away.”


  Rusk nodded, running a hand over his hair. “Then we have work to do.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  “OUR HEADQUARTERS ARE THIS WAY,” Evanessa said, as Helixx turned and began to lead us into the camp. “And I should tell you that I have news.”


  She blushed as she spoke and Rusk tilted his head.


  “Our allies are important,” she said, her voice tense with emotion. “We must keep them close and happy, yes?”


  “Of course,” Rusk agreed, his face relaxing into a smile. “Which is why you are an excellent choice to lead us.”


  My gaze wandered to the two men behind her. The clan leader was watching Rusk carefully, a smirk on his face, but the Tazmin – Alarouse? – was studying the hills beyond us. What was he hiding? It should be obvious, and yet…


  “You’re remarrying?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Evanessa said, tilting her chin up defiantly.


  “Marrying?” Rusk looked stunned. “Again?”


  Evanessa cleared her throat.


  “To who?” Rusk looked at the clan leader, who shook his head in a tiny motion. His gaze travelled to the Tazmin sitting right behind Evanessa. “He’d better be worthy.”


  “Would I choose otherwise?” Evanessa asked.


  Probably. After all, she’d liked being married to my father. But it was still a wise political move. After this battle, there would be a country to win over and that would take allies and trust. Married to a Lesser Tazmin and with a claim of being one of the High Tazmin’s former consorts, Evanessa would be everyone’s first choice. I rubbed my arm where the brand marked me as heir.


  This should have been mine – the rebuilding of a nation, the planning pavilion we were approaching, the respect, the years ahead leading a nation. But it couldn’t be. I’d given all of that up and I couldn’t snatch it back again. I was unfit to take it back, so I’d taken myself out of the running. Even with the world healed, that hadn’t changed. I was still an unweaver. I still had the potential to destroy everything that mattered.


  We entered the pavilion to cheers.


  “Congratulations, Tazminera!”


  “Welcome back, Prince of Hawks!”


  I blinked at the sudden attention, but Rusk grinned, taking the offered cup of water and pouring a tiny stream of water over his head Black Talon style. He offered it to me and with a tight smile. I did the same. The cheering redoubled.


  “Thank you for your loyalty,” I said. “We pledge you ours.”


  Rusk grinned, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and another around Evanessa’s. “Show me where we are and what we still need to do before that dog Catane gets here.”


  There was another cheer as he walked to the maps table and looked over the pebbles laid out there. I leaned forward to watch when I felt a tug and my consciousness slipped into Ra’shara.


  I blinked, reality swimming before my eyes for a moment before I felt a vice-liket grip around my neck. Catane’s snarl was only inches from me. Even in the spirit-world, his hands could choke me.


  “You killed her! Destroyed her soul!”


  I coughed, fighting his grip.


  “Anyone but her … anyone! Why her?” Tears poured out of his golden eyes, running down the ebony planes of his skin and following the gold patterned tattoos. “Why did you have to take her?”


  One of his hands let go of my neck, his fingers gently tapping the tattoo of an asp on his chest.


  “I kept her close to my heart all these years. All I ever wanted was to get her back. That’s all!”


  His grip tightened as his tears flowed. I grabbed his forearms in both hands, struggling to break his grip on my throat as my strength and consciousness faded. My throat burned and my vision danced with dark spots. I tried to pull out of Ra’shara but I was stuck. Reaching to the Common I felt for my link, calling on it to unweave. I struck out wildly, grasping for any thread I could find and tugging.


  “Not in here, you fool!” Amandera’s voice startled me, and I lost my grip.


  Catane’s hand slackened like he’d been struck and I fell to the ground.


  “Amandera.” The single word dripped with loss and worship rolled up together. “Beloved.”


  I pulled myself up on my knees, coughing uncontrollably, my fingers feeling my tender neck.


  Catane held both hands out, frozen in place like he was seeing a ghost, which of course, he was. Tears still trickled down his face, but his wide eyes were glued to Amandera, his ko flickering wildly.


  She wrung her hands, her flickering form fading in and out. Kjexx appeared beside her, looking quickly from one to the other, before moving to stand between Catane and me – as if his spirit form could shelter me.


  What was that in Catane’s shadow? Was something moving there? And then, a figure detached. A man with arms crossed over his chest and tattoos across the bridge of his nose.


  I stood up, ignoring Amandera and Catane’s heart-wringing reunion and dashing to the specter, grabbing his arms.


  “Don’t move,” I said, my tone pitched low. This must be Catane’s ancestor. Who else would be lingering in the shadows behind Catane?


  “I’ve lost you before I ever had you,” Catane was saying behind me.


  “I was never lost to you,” Amandera replied.


  “In the real world, I have sung the song of the dead and rubbed ashes into my forehead.”


  “Don’t disturb them,” I told Catane’s ancestor. His lips thinned as he compressed them, but he said nothing. I felt a cold sensation as Kjexx leaned in beside me. “And now, you talk.”


  “Who are you, little girl. I sense power in you.”


  “I’m Tylira Nyota.”


  “Ah. I see. The sister. It could just as easily have been you.”


  I shared a confused look with Kjexx. “What could have been me?”


  “The child of prophesy. ‘Heir of the Highest, marked for fate, untangler of the future. The son of the stars will unweave the threads of the world to save the world and give his heart to keep it.’ Drusica prophesied it, though she thought it wasn’t as important as the other things she saw.”


  He was right. It could just as easily be me, but I didn’t believe it meant anything. He probably made it up to stoke Catane’s fires and unleash him on the world.


  “What is your name?” He should tell me that, at least.


  “Garedun. I was an astrogator on the Event Alura.”


  “An’alepp’s ship.”


  He nodded. His eyes strayed to Catane every few seconds like the parent of a toddler.


  “And you fed this prophesy to Catane which led to his reign of terror?” I asked, trying to keep my voice calm. Beside me, Kjexx cracked his knuckles, his face growing hard. He had even more reason than I did to blame Garedun. He’d lost his planet and his life to Catane.


  “He is saving the world. It must be unwoven and remade, and he’s the only one who can do it. Surely you can understand, he had to tear it apart or the prophesy couldn’t come true, and now that he’s seen the love of his life die, it is complete.”


  I shivered at the look in Garedun’s eye. He believed this completely. Any atrocity could be forgiven in his eyes if it led to this end. I reached out and slapped his spectral form, but he wasn’t done speaking.


  “It could have been you. If I’d found you first, instead of him. You bear the mark. You have the ability. It could just as easily have been you.”


  “What are you saying?” I growled.


  “That you’re the same. Two sides of the same coin. You could no more avoid your fate than Catane could avoid his.”


  “He chose to take over Veen,” I said.


  Garedun nodded.


  “He chose to steal Rusk from me.”


  He shrugged.


  “He chose to build himself an empire and dominate Axum and then come here and kill his entire family and every person he could find who could access the Common. This wasn’t chance! It wasn’t fate. He chose every step along the way.”


  Garedun laughed. “Of course, he did. But it was also Fate that guided his path.”


  “And you.” My words were a threat, if he could hear it.


  “We had to save the world. We had to do what it took.”


  I bit my lip. Hadn’t I been doing the same?


  “What world were you saving?” I asked. “Axum is gone.”


  “But Everturn remains.”


  “And when he’s unwoven it, too?”


  He shrugged. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s your nature – yours and his – to unweave the world. You don’t like it? The only alternative would be to unweave yourself. Are you ready to be reduced to nothing?”


  I shivered and Kjexx stepped between us.


  “Enough,” he said.


  “Are you ready to feel what it’s like to have your very self unraveled by death? It’s slow. It takes away things one by one until all that’s left is the one thing at your core, and then that is gone, too.”


  “I said.” Kjexx’s voice increased to a roar. “Enough!”


  He shoved the specter and the two of them stumbled.


  “We need to go,” I said, looking back at Amandera.


  She wasn’t there. Where she had been, only moments ago, there was only Catane, sunk to his knees, his fingers raking through the sand and his face turned up to the sky, his mouth in a silent howl.


  “Now.”


  I grabbed Kjexx’s hand and thought of the Rainbow Shrine. She had to be there. Where else would she go?


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  THE RAINBOW SHRINE MATERIALIZED BEFORE me, the same as when we had left, except that Amandera didn’t lie dead on the blue mosaic floor. Instead, her spectral form was huddled against the metal door sobbing.


  “I don’t think it will take you anywhere,” I whispered.


  “That’s not why I’m here. I can’t go anywhere – not really. I’m stuck. I just wanted to remember a different day.” Her long, shuddering, indrawn breath was like the opposite of a sigh. “A day that I could have made a different decision.”


  “Catane?”


  “If I’d just been braver or smarter it wouldn’t have come to this.” Her whisper was so faint that I barely heard it.


  There was a crackling sound, like thunder in the distance. I looked towards the sound, suddenly alert.


  “The thunder rattles high in the sky all the time now,” Kjexx said from beside the window. He was leaning with his back against the wall beside the window, craning his neck to look up at the sky. A finger idly traced the designs on the hilt of his sword. “It’s the beginning of the end for this place.”


  “There must be a way to prevent it,” I said.


  “Catane makes it worse. You’ve limited yourself to only occasional use of your power. He has no such constraints.”


  “We’ll both have to use our unweaving in the coming battle.”


  “You’ll rip Ra’shara apart.” He held his body in a stiff posture, but his tone was casual.


  “And if you do, it will destroy the real world,” Amandera said, straightening from her huddle. “Everything we did will be for nothing. You can’t allow that. Not after I died for this.”


  “So, what do you suggest? That I just let him tear my people apart and fill Canderabai with the black creeping army of Veen?”


  Amandera put her face in her hands. I bit my lip. This was not the Amandera I was used to. I was used to an ice-cold queen who dominated everyone around her. I was not used to a heart-broken, pleading shell.


  “Veen was a place of marvels. The people from that land are ambitious and industrious.”


  Really? She was going to defend Veen now?


  “And they killed most of my relatives and will kill the rest if they get the chance,” Kjexx said, a bite in his words. “Just like how you killed me. I still haven’t heard an apology for that.”


  Amandera shot him a silent glare. So, there was no love lost between my spectral allies.


  “Listen.” I looked at each of them, meeting their eyes before continuing. “Ra’shara is dying. Catane and I are killing it with our magic. This is not acceptable. I have a people to protect.” I pointed to Kjexx. “And a planet to save – and that planet includes the country of your birth, Amandera,” I pointed at her. “We’ll use the Common to fight this battle with Catane and win.”


  Amandera opened her mouth, but I shook my head.


  “I don’t want to make him suffer, but I’m not going to promise not to hurt him, not when he isn’t making any kind of promises. He’s been slaughtering people wherever he goes. He killed what’s left of my family. No. You might not have made the choice to work with Kjexx and me, Amandera, but now that you’re here, you’re going to help.”


  “I don’t have to help you destroy the man I love,” she said, her chin held high, just like the old Amandera.


  “Don’t you?” I asked, drawing on the Common through her.


  She frowned, her forehead furrowed, and then after a few moments, she began to shake. “It’s not supposed to work that way.”


  Was it because I had her heartstone, or was it something else?


  “It seems it does work that way.” I sighed. What had I done when they tried to force a life on me that I hated? I’d run the other direction. What had Catane done? He’d razed an entire planet to the ground. I couldn’t force her. I needed to think like Amandera.


  “If Ra’shara rots it will take him with it, just as surely as it will take me. If you love him, help me fix it. Help me show him that he’s going about this the wrong way. Maybe you’re right. Maybe there is still hope for him.”


  The moments slipped by as she stared at me, her expression flickering from one emotion to the next.


  “What choice do I have?” she asked.


  “I’d rather have your loyalty than your indenture.”


  “And I could still use an apology over here.” Kjexx’s voice was hard.


  She ran a hand through her raven black hair. Somehow she looked older than she had before she died.


  “Fine. You have my loyalty,” she told me. She turned to Kjexx as I began to smile in relief. “But there are no apologies. I have no regrets.”


  “None?” His voice was dangerous.


  “Do you regret your sacrifice?” she asked him, taking a step toward him.


  He straightened, placing his hands fist-to-palm in the formal stance of the Black Talon. He glanced at me. “No.”


  “Then don’t ask me to regret mine.” She spun on her heel and faced the metal door as if she thought Catane would walk out from the other side.


  I cleared my throat.


  “Well, if all that is settled, I have a battle to fight. Who’s with me?”


  Kjexx nodded, but his eyes were fixed on Amandera, who remained silent.


  “The two of you need to make your peace – fast. Or everyone you love will suffer.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  I COUGHED MY WAY BACK into the real world. Everything was black. I pawed at my eyes, but nothing covered them.


  “Easy. Easy, Wild Girl.” Rusk’s whisper cut through the night. I felt his hand on my back, his touch reassuring me that he was close.


  “How long was I out?”


  “Just the day. Keep your voice low.”


  I sat up and realized I was in an Eaglekin pannier, and Rusk was in the saddle above. I reached for him and he gripped my forearm, hauling me up into the saddle ahead of him.


  “We’re on Graxx?”


  Graxx was moving slowly, a rarity for an Eaglekin. To one side of us, I heard the lap lap of the Penspray River, but the two moons were missing, whether hidden by clouds or in the New Moon phase, I didn’t know.


  “I’m checking the line. They hit us at sunset. Rocked our lines. Carved a few holes, but we held up. I don’t think Catane is there yet. The attack was pressed by the Veen – and a few Lesser Tazmins – with no sign of him.”


  “Tazmins?” I stifled a yawn.


  “Some have joined Catane. Evanessa and our Tazmin allies are very upset with that news.”


  His voice was confident and clear and there was a new edge about him, like whenever Jakinda had seen battle. It was like he knew he was born for this. Just being near it brought out a glimmer of gold in him.


  “It doesn’t trouble you that they fight against us?” I asked.


  “Not my people. Not my worry. There’s enough to worry us in the battle itself. We’re outnumbered, despite all our alliances. Our ground is better, but Catane has yet to appear and the terrain won’t limit him at all. Plus, until a few moments ago I wasn’t sure if you’d be returning, and while you’re very pretty when you sleep, it’s a bit of a pain to haul you around.”


  I laughed, remembering to keep my voice low. We were moving towards a small fire. They dotted our line, glowing a dull red in the black of night like a string of firebeads.


  “Where did you go, Wild Girl?”


  “Catane dragged me into Ra’shara.”


  He stiffened and I snuggled against his chest, letting the safety of him settle into my heart. He wrapped an arm around me, grasping my opposite shoulder so that the “v” of his elbow was under my chin. I leaned against the strength of his arm.


  “What did they do to you, when they took you, Rusk?”


  “Terrible things.” His voice was raw. “I’d rather not dwell on them. I’d take much worse to keep you safe. And Amandera is dead now. She’s gone from our lives forever.”


  I swallowed.


  “We saw her die,” he said, sensing what I wasn’t telling him. “She remains only as a memory.”


  “And as an ancestor I can see and talk to.”


  He was silent for a long time and we passed a knot of men by a fire, who nodded to him. His eyes drifted across the line, probably checking the readiness of the troops, the repair of the earthworks, and whether the fires were too bright.


  “I wish that wasn’t so,” he said, finally.


  “Rusk, why is it that you can see your ancestor, but none of the others? You have no connection to the Common, and yet you enter Ra’shara enough to see an ancestor, enough to talk to birds – even to fly.”


  Rusk chuckled, and his body felt more relaxed. “Took you long enough to ask about that. It’s a boon. Or at least that’s what I was told. We’re descendants of ‘the great flyer.’ I always thought that was a bird, but after we found the Event Alura it made more sense. We must have been descendants of the original pilot of that ship. When he came to this magical world something happened – I don’t know what – some part of him was tapped and he found a connection with the birds here. They gave him the boon – the ability to sense them, see through their eyes, and speak to their minds. I’ve had it all my life – enjoyed it all my life. Do you know how it feels to sit on the side of a mountain and spend all day in the mind of another – just flying and hunting in the mind of a hawk, or fishing all day in the mind of a heron?”


  “But why didn’t he give you the answers you needed?”


  “I don’t know how it is for your ancestors or in the rest of Ra’shara. I have access only to the skies of that place, and only as a bird. And my ancestor has unraveled to where he is mostly distilled to the mind of a bird. It’s hard for him to talk about anything else. The time he gave me that code – well, that was hard for him. And when we flew – he can’t explain that, only that it is. I think I could do it again. But would I dare to try?” His laugh was hoarse but true. “Failure would mean certain death. It would take the boldness of a raven.”


  “A boldness that you’ve always had, Prince of Hawks.”


  We rounded the bend of the river around that strange round hill that looked like a head. Rusk’s embrace felt more easy,like there was a weight lifted off his heart.


  “Is it just me, or does that hill look like someone’s face in the daylight?” I asked.


  “Like faces, you see in the clouds?” He was humoring me.


  “I want to see it up close. I feel like there’s something there…”


  Rusk leaned in over my shoulder, his cheek pressed against mine. For a moment I forgot all about the face in hillsides.


  “Tomorrow they attack again. Will you fight with me, Wild Girl? I need you by my side, not running to the spirit world.”


  I patted his arm with a hand, as reassuringly as I could. “Of course, I will fight beside you. Where you are is the only place I want to be. My life for yours, right? Isn’t that part of the Landers’ wedding vows?”


  I could feel his smile, even though it was too dark for me to see.


  “My life for yours, Wild Girl.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  THE DRUMS BEGAN BEFORE DAWN. Graxx had found a place to rest against the round hill, just behind our lines, Rusk and I had fallen asleep in each other’s arms, leaning against his warm feathers.


  I woke to their pounding, dew heavy on my hair and the blanket we’d wrapped around us. With every exhale Rusk’s breath stirred my hair. I felt a little shiver, not just from the cool of the morning but from the renewed wonder that he was mine – that I got to sleep with my cheek pressed against his chest. He stirred, his hand skimming across my back to rest lightly on my shoulder before he kissed me sleepily.


  “Are those drums I hear?” His words were muddled by sleep.


  “The same as when the Veen fought us in Axum,” I agreed.


  He pushed up to sitting, drawing me up with him, his hands moving down to my waist. His expression was serious and his honey-brown eyes brimmed with emotion.


  “We have to fight this battle, but it’s the last one. After this, it’s just you and me. Be careful, Wild Girl, you hold my heart. I think I’ll be wanting it back when all this is over.”


  I smiled and then he kissed me so suddenly that I gasped. I leaned into his kiss, letting its ferocity overpower any objections. He was right. This could be our very last kiss. If I didn’t win both this physical battle and some nebulous spiritual battle for Ra’shara, it would be. I let all my passion for him bleed into our kiss, trying to show him with the confidence of my lips and the sure touch of my hands that I would be there for him through whatever came. When we broke apart, I was blinking away tears. He wiped them gently away with his thumbs, giving me one more kiss on the forehead and a reluctant half-smile, before standing.


  I stood too, smoothing my travel-worn clothing and pulling my hair back into a loose braid. Rusk handed me a water skin and I drank, reserving some to splash over my face. The last fogginess of sleep washed away. It was time to focus.


  The hill. Look in the hill.


  I started when the voice came so clearly, nearly spilling the water before Rusk took it back with a raised eyebrow. The voice had faded back to its usual barely-heard mutterings. I glanced back at the round hill. Even before I’d been told to go there it had called to me. There was something there that I had to see.


  “I need to look at that hill,” I said, turning to stare at it. It really did look like someone’s head, tilted slightly to the side and sticking out of the ground. Sure, it was disguised by spiny shrubs and tufts of grass, but I could almost make out the line of a nose and where an eye would be.


  “Not right now, you don’t,” Rusk said, adjusting the straps on his armor and tightening his sword belt.


  Graxx stood, shaking the dew off and straightening. A sliver of light painted the tree tops. Rusk hauled himself up the lead lines and onto Graxx’s back and I followed.


  “When the fighting starts, we’ll stay atop Graxx,” Rusk said. “I can see better to lead from here, and if you pass out on me again,” he flashed me a grin, “then I can still do my job. Don’t pass out, please.”


  “I’ll do my best,” I agreed. My mouth was dry, despite my recent drink of water. We were about to be in a battle again. Unexpected things happened in battles, and they were usually my fault.


  In the hill.


  How could I look in the hill? You’d do better getting me to obey if you made sense, creepy voice.


  Graxx stalked forward and pulled up beside another Eaglekin I hadn’t met before bearing Astrex. He tossed his black head and rolled an eye at Graxx. It was a pity that they wouldn’t share their voices with me. It would be nice to know what they were saying. The new Eaglekin almost seemed like he was snickering at me.


  “They come,” Astrex said from the Eaglekin’s back.


  Her posture was stiff, and around the feet of her Eaglekin men and women ran, dousing fires, storing supplies, and making last-moment adjustments to their armor and weapons.


  The drumming was louder, it thrummed into the earth, sending vibrations up through our feet and into our spines where fear made its home. Dawn spilled over the hills and crept across the ground, outlining the mass of black bodies marching towards our line. Elephants trumpeted – both ours and those of the Tazmins that rode to destroy us. Calls and orders rang out in our battle line as Clan Leaders arranged our men and our Eaglekin cavalry and our Tazmins reinforced the line with Canderabaian warriors and elephants, each sporting flags with their master’s colors.


  I watched as one man after another glanced toward Rusk, their postures just a little straighter when they looked back towards the coming enemy.


  “Take your places,” Astrex shouted. “Remember your section. Hold the line.”


  Up and down the line there were echoes of her words, “Hold the line. Stand fast.”


  Eaglekin stomped and churned up the earth, eager to be about it. Our line stretched from the Penspray River to the cliffs. The men had built earthworks to the degree they had time to, and small trenches and wooden stake walls added light protection to our defenses. Our ranks were about a dozen thick and looked impressive, but I had seen enough to know that everything would change when the wave of Veen broke across our shores.


  Rusk stood up in the stirrups as the black hordes thundered towards us.


  He raised his spatha over his head and in his deep baritone he yelled, “For Everturn and our future! We honor our dead today and protect the living!”


  “Protect the living!” The cry echoed along the ranks as swords and spears were thrust out defiantly. Even I felt a rush of boldness fill me. Together, we could not be stopped. Together, we would prevail.


  The Hill. Go to the hill.


  I’d better strap into the saddle just in case the voices in my head – and the people in my head – overpowered me again. I cinched the straps tight. Rusk had kept an empty seat between us in Graxx’s saddle. He needed the room to maneuver, but I missed the comfort of his body right next to mine.


  My breath was coming quicker, my heart beating in tune with the pounding drums, and tiny spikes of fear shot through my veins like the lightning I wielded. This was it. No stopping it now. No going back and changing anything … probably.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  THEY BORE DOWN ON US, a storm breaking against a mountain. The yells turned to screams, and I flinched from it, forcing myself to keep my eyes open and my face calm. The first ranks of warriors of Veen crashed against the stakes and earthworks, some impaled themselves on the stakes, but many more wormed their way through, bearing down on the Black Talon warriors before us. Both sides had ko hovering over their heads, and yet I could almost tell the difference between the ko of the Veen and the Ko of my troops. Was that a hint of a birch leaf I saw in the shapes over their heads?


  Their force met ours, swords flashing in the sun and yells filling the air. It felt strange, violent, sudden, and so unreal at the same time. What made men and women decide to stand in a field and slash the life out of each other? Even knowing the stakes it felt like an abomination. In the front lines, I watched the head of a woman in the ranks of the Black Talon spin from her body. The man beside her plunged his sword through a crack in the segmented armor of the Veen who killed her.


  A loud bugling drew my attention towards the river, where one of the Lesser Tazmins had driven his elephant into the stakes. It bugled and thrashed, trampling two Veen warriors to paste under his heavy feet. Warriors rappelled off his back, leaping into our ranks, their curves swords hewing a path before them.


  Should I be fighting with the Common? What if using it began a new cataclysm into the world?


  And then I saw him – Catane – further down the line, his golden tattoos sparkling in the sun. The area around him was clear and his lightnings danced and spun into our ranks. One of the Eaglekin leapt over the earthworks, snapping at Catane, the four Black Talon on his back firing arrows into the ranks of attackers. Catane lifted his arms above his head and then the Eaglekin stumbled, lightning ripping out from him in every direction, burning up two of his riders at once. The other two, fell, arms flailing, to the ground. The Eaglekin’s rigid body crashed down on them, pinning them to the earth.


  “Get me to him!” I called to Rusk.


  I was already preparing my lightnings when Graxx wove through our defenders, preparing to leap over the barricade himself. We were just behind the earthworks when Catane disappeared. I hadn’t seen him unweave anything. Where did he go? I let the pent up lighting fly into the ranks of the Veen. It spiraled through their packed ranks, flinging men in the air as a dog flings a rag. Their companions drew back, leaving an area clear, and Rusk spun Graxx into a sliding stop.


  “Hold the line!” he yelled, as Graxx snapped a Veen warrior up, tossing him back over the stake barrier.


  I let another ripple of lightning fly across the enemy’s side of the battlefield.


  The hill. Get the scintellex to the hill.


  Not now, voice. Right now we have a battle to fight!


  Our elephants had run past our line at the anchor point against the cliff. They were over-extended, strung from the line to the Tazmin leading the charge too deep into the enemy field. Warriors leapt off the sides of the elephants, hanging on ropes to tear into the Veen. Some slashed through the ranks, hot pokers through lard, others were caught, dragged into the mass of black bodies and hacked apart like livestock in a butcher’s yard.


  I struggled to watch. It was too immediate. It was right over there – so close I could hear the desperate cries, smell the offal and fear.


  Rusk tilted his head and Graxx leapt into action, shuffling through our ranks and then stepping over the earthworks, launching himself with a muscle-bunching thrust up and over the spike wall and into the Veen ranks. He landed, skidding and then recovering his balance. I didn’t want to think of what made his footing so slippery. There hadn’t been a clear space when I looked before we leapt. He swiped at a man standing frozen with fear in his way, and then picked up another, tossing him backward into the ranks of the men behind him.


  We arrived at the elephants, their Tazmin still driving the battle forward, despite the fact that he was now surrounded by Veen, his escape path cut off as he ran too far ahead. Behind him, the ranks of the Veen bulged into our own.


  “Cadram! Pull back, you fool!” Rusk’s baritone cut through the chaos of the battle.


  Cadram spun, met his eye and then looked back over his trail, horror filling his face.


  “Can you punch a way back for us?” Rusk called to me. The clang of sword on sword, the grunts and shrieks and trumpeting made it hard to catch his words, but I stood in my stirrups, focussed, and let my lightnings loose to rip through the enemy behind us. The smell of burned flesh and the shrieks of those who did not die sent a shiver of horror through me, but the way was almost clear.


  “Back! Back through the way the Tazminera carved for us!” Rusk held his spatha out, pointing the way back.


  I focused my thoughts again, planning where to unweave, and then suddenly I was somewhere else.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  BRIGHT COLORS SWIRLED ON THE same battlefield I’d just left, only the people on it were the ones who seemed ghost-like and Catane, huge and gleaming, was the one who looked real. He spun to face me as soon as I materialized.


  “You! You’ve sucked me up in this place in the flesh. What madness is this little sister?”


  “Not mine, Catane. I’d rather be on the battlefield showing your troops who the true masters of Canderabai are.”


  He flexed his impressive musculature and the tattoos danced along his rippling arms and shoulders.


  “I’ll make short work of you here,” he said, as he sent a tendril of unwoven thread towards me.


  I unwove my own thread, lashing it against his.


  “We shouldn’t be using the Common. Our ability to unweave is unraveling Ra’shara,” I said.


  Our threads zapped where they met, sparking off little lightning flares. His thread lashed towards my face. I ducked, sending my own thread back at his.


  “It doesn’t matter. When I finish here with you, I will have no need of it. My birthright will be my own again, and glory will return to Canderabai. All will bow before me, as I made the High Tazmin and his allies bow.”


  “Why are you so obsessed with ruling Canderabai? Why not just take the piece you have and leave us with ours?”


  I skipped over a thread that lashed at my feet and sent my own thread whipping towards him with a crackle of sound and light.


  He ducked. Above us, I heard thunder cracking so loud that I glanced upward to see the sky of Ra’shara was cracked in two, extra color bleeding around the edges of the crack. The smell of rotten citrus filled my nose. We were destroying things again, just like in Axum. I would lose everything if Everturn was lost.


  “Because they thought I wasn’t worthy. They banished me to Axum. I made those sycophant priests pay. I made the High Tazmin pay. And now I will take what is mine – all of it.”


  I shivered as thunder filled the sky again. Catane pulled a thread loose that whipped and flared red in his hands, lashing it towards me at the same moment as I saw Garedun appear behind Catane. He placed his spectral hands on Catane’s shoulders, allowing his life force to flow into his descendent.


  “And what should I do with you when all this is finished, sister?” Catane’s whip swelled to twice the size with Garedun’s help. “Should I offer you the chance that was offered to me? Your beloved stolen and taken by another and your fate a life in a foreign world behind a magic door? It could be arranged. In fact, I think that’s perfect. Do you have any questions?”


  I felt Kjexx materialize beside me as he spoke.


  “Only one,” I said, whipping my own blue light towards him. He dodged, but he had to work for it, spinning and flipping at the same time to avoid the whip of light. Garedun threw himself out of the way just in time. “Why can’t you ever seem to wear a shirt?”


  Kjexx’s laugh made me bolder. He leapt for Garedun at the same moment that I lashed out at Catane again. We had to focus now that the attacks were coming faster and smoother. I danced my way through spectral figures on the battlefield, whipping my threads of reality double-handed, with a thread in each fist. Catane fought back, just as smoothly, slinging his own threads so quickly that it almost felt as if he had done this before. We wove, dodged, leapt in increasingly narrow spirals, closing in on each other.


  I caught glimpses of movement in the corner of my eyes, but my focus remained on Catane. I didn’t dare let him make a move without me countering it, or it would spell the end.


  “The tattoos give me strength. You wouldn’t understand, sister. Your marks are a fraud, a spur to force my hand.”


  I laughed. At one time that might have hurt, but I knew now what power and authority were – a reason to give your life for someone else.


  “Maybe they started that way, but I’ve earned them more certainly than if I had been granted them true from the start. These marks are mine, and do you know what they mean, older brother? They mean something you can’t understand.”


  “Try me.” He flicked a wrist and I dodged but realized too late I had miscalculated. His lightning branched towards me, as I desperately tried to find a way block it, but there was no way. I prepared myself for the pain when Kjexx leapt at me and threw me to the ground, just in time. The lightning passed just above us, leaving a smell of ozone and singeing my hair. Kjexx rolled off of me, springing back to his feet in one sleek motion. He saved my life - again.


  “They come,” he whispered, with a wink as he rushed away.


  I scrambled up, whipping three threads out of the pattern at once and flinging them at Catane. He laughed, batting them away with ease.


  I spun, letting the threads swirl out from my hands like streamers waved by a child in a parade.


  “My marks mean that I have the right and the obligation to give my life for something greater. Just as lives were given for me. They mean I have the right to accept their sacrifice and choose to make my own.”


  His laugh filled Ra’shara, but now I could see that the flickers of motion at the edges of my vision weren’t just from Kjexx and Garedun. The battlefield was filling with figures. They arrived from all directions, every race, gender, and generation. If I had to guess, I would have thought it was every ancestor still existing in Ra’shara. As they arrived, they flung themselves at one another, engaging in their own battles. How did they know what side each other was on? There was no way for me to tell.


  “You want to die for a cause? That’s good,” Catane thundered, taking me by surprise as he flung five separate threads at me. I batted away the first one. When it hit one of the fighting ancestors, he turned to stone right where he stood, his arms still raised defensively. I gasped. I batted away another, but there were still three more headed my way.


  Catane laughed. “Because it means we want the same thing.”


  They were too quick. I wouldn’t be able to stop them all. I unwove one from the pattern, throwing it aside, and met the next one with my own thread-whip. I clenched my teeth, bracing for the impact of the last one, when a body leapt between me and the thread, taking the hit and falling to the ground, a pillar of stone. I gasped at the frozen features of Buhari.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  “SO, WE DIDN’T DIE FOR nothing,” Jakinda said from beside me. “Not if it ends with you finally understand what it means to lead.”


  I looked up for Catane, but he had disappeared, though the ancestors continued to fight amongst themselves.


  “Jakinda,” I gasped, clasping her forearm and she mine. “I … sorry. I have no words. Just sorry.”


  What did you say to someone who had died for you while you were selfish and useless? What did you say to someone whose dearest love had died for the exact same reason?


  “I think a simple ‘thank you’ will be enough,” she said curtly, but there was a glimmer in her eye that almost looked like pride.


  “Thank you,” I said, and then the world faded and I was back in the battle behind Rusk on Graxx.


  “Hold Fast! Do not take the bait!” Rusk was yelling as the Veen army before us fell back just enough to try to lure us out from our defenses.


  The hill! Do not fail. It is nearly too late.


  Couldn’t the voices in my head see I was a bit busy? I had a battle to fight! Across the field of battle, I saw a swath of lighting crackle. Catane was out there killing our people. I had to stop him. I reached within, seized the Common and grabbed a thread in the earth under the Veen as they tried to lure us. I let it snap free and earth shot upward in a burst, lightning crackling and branching out from where it exploded. I followed it up with three more strikes, as rapidly as I could. Should I be saving power for later? There was no later. Either I won today or we all lost.


  Rusk swivelled in his saddle.


  “You’re back with us?” Can you cut a path to Catane? He’s chasing down the Eaglekin cavalry.” Anxiety painted his features.


  “Follow the path I carve and I won’t stop until we reach Catane,” I said, feeding my passion and determination into my words. I didn’t like taking life, but what option had they left us?


  I let my eyes unfocus so I could take in the panorama all at once. Fires dotted the field of battle interspersed between heaps of carnage and waste. The lightnings had already done their damage. How long had Catane and I been gone? I could tell by the way the straps dug into my skin that I’d been riding with the strap rubbing painfully for some time. Rusk looked worn, and time in Ra’shara didn’t pass at the same rate as time in the real world. Had it been merely minutes or hours? The ground was trampled and wet with blood.


  “Hold the line. The Tazminera and I are going to take out Catane,” Rusk called down to the men below.


  “Prince of Hawks!” was the enthusiastic response.


  I kept my eyes unfocused, letting the bright ko hovering over the heads of my enemies be my guide. I searched for the greatest concentration of the symbols between Catane and me and then I started tugging at any thread I could grab in their midst. Lighting crackled, booming and splitting the air, sending bodies pinwheeling upwards and flung about on every side. I turned to striking the ground under the soldiers just in front of us.


  Above us, the sky filled with black clouds, roiling and swirling. The lightings Catane and I were throwing around were generating their own weather. If we weren’t careful, this would be a storm for the ages. Thunder crackled from where Catane fought down the line and the sky answered it with a boom of its own. We needed to hurry.


  So close. Head for the hill. It’s your destiny.


  This time I found it hard to mock the voice or even dismiss it. My head swiveled to the round hill, eyes scanning for what it might be talking about.


  “Tylira!” Rusk said, drawing my attention back just in time to beat back a knot of men firing arrows at Graxx. He stumbled slightly but caught himself.


  I stood in the stirrups, letting loose another blast, refusing to look at the terrified faces of those opposing me. They didn’t have to be here. They didn’t have to do this. I did.


  “Rusk,” I said as we grew closer to the knot that held Catane. “How long was I out?”


  “An hour at most,” he said through gritted teeth as he leaned down to slash at a man attacking Graxx’s feet. “Don’t do it again. If you vanished now, Graxx and I would be in real trouble.”


  “It’s not on purpose,” I said.


  “What could possibly be so important there that it trumps a battle here?” he asked.


  I drew in a deep breath, sending a whipping thread of reality at the elephants charging towards us. “The cataclysm hasn’t stopped in Ra’shara, and if I don’t find a way to end it there it will do the same thing to Everturn that it did to Axum. It’s sucking me in and I can’t stop it.”


  I didn’t get to see the look on his face before I was sucked back into Ra’shara.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  “SHE’S BACK!” AMANDERA STOOD BESIDE Kjexx, glancing behind her shoulder at me while weaving desperately to ward off the enemies that surrounded us. Jakinda stood shoulder to shoulder with her. Together with Toure and Sesay, they formed a ring around me as they fought back to back.


  “Why are they opposing us?” I asked, standing. “They can’t all be with Catane!”


  “They don’t like that you plan to fix the cataclysm here,” Jakinda said as she parried a blow from another ancestor.


  Without a second thought, I pulled at a thread in his chest, letting it flap free, spark with lightning and then freeze him into a scaly white pillar.


  “How could they object? I’ll be saving all their … whatever spirits have to cling to .. and keeping the world their descendants live in safe.”


  “This end was prophesied,” Amandera said, her nose held high in the air as she wove a barrier of air and thrust it outward.


  Kjexx laughed as he picked up a lunging specter and tossed him to the side. Toure gave him a jovial clap in the shoulder before turning to plunge a spectral sword into his own enemy.


  “Some people don’t like changes to prophesy,” Amandera finished her thought, weaving a second wall and shoving a new group of people aside, even as I struck them with a reality whip, lightning crackling and flashing everywhere the whip touched. Two more people were left as pillars of stone.


  I fell back to the real world so suddenly that I was blinking. I hung like a doll from the saddle. Rusk was leaning far over to the side hacking and slashing at a swarm of men beneath is.


  “A little help here!” he called, as Graxx dodged to the side, scooping up an enemy in his mighty jaw and flinging him to the side. The soldier screamed as Graxx’s beak broke his bones with a snap.


  We were jostled roughly to the side, but I pulled the Common towards me, unweaving the earth under the feet of the men to the right of us in a burst of stone, sand, and lightning. Screams and the scent of burning flesh met my nose. It was enough that Graxx was able to pull free and surge forward.


  Where was Catane? I twisted in my saddle looking one way and then the next.


  “He disappears when you go limp,” Rusk called back, still busy keeping the enemy from Graxx’s softer underbelly. “Can you carve out some space for us back toward our line? I think we should give up on trying to catch him directly. He hit Cadram’s elephants and our river anchor in in chaos.”


  I looked obediently for a route back, sending my lightning flashing back the way we came. Men and elephants fell in smoldering heaps. The dark clouds almost blotted out the sun completely, leaving them unidentifiable in the poor light once they’d fallen. The thunder rattled high in the sky, like the toy of an angry god.


  I blinked and I was in Ra’shara.


  “Don’t seek him out intentionally. Don’t put me in that position!” Amandera sounded shrill, despite the fact she was still fighting.


  “I thought you’d chosen to stand with the Windbearer,” Kjexx’s tone held none of her reservations.


  “I’d just rather it wasn’t me who struck the blow that kills him.”


  “You must realize it will have to be her. Who else could do it?”


  I blinked and I was back with Rusk.


  “Almost there, Wild Girl. Just one more blast. Aim for a path toward that round hill.” He pointed with his sword as if I wasn’t incredibly aware of the position of that particular hill at all times.


  I unwove the threads directly before us, letting the lightning crackle and strike down all who stood in our path.


  Finally. Run! You need to get there as soon as you can. You must realize what this means. Everything hangs on you right now, on your sacrifice.


  Sacrifice?


  Death. Use whatever word you want, just get there.


  Wait. I had thought we might be past the point where I’d have to choose to die. I knew it was a risk in a battle, but I thought I might still have a chance to live.


  You have to get to the hill. Stop second guessing and just go!


  I lashed out with my lightning, letting my fear and anger funnel into its power. Graxx thundered down the path I cut, rushing towards the round hill, our line, and my possible demise.


  “Did you mean what you said about Ra’shara, Wild Girl?” Rusk asked, holding on Graxx as he sped up. “What does that mean for us?”


  Mercifully, Ra’shara snatched me back before I had to answer.


  “I don’t see why they can’t both live. Why do you just assume that Catane will have to die?” Amandera was still arguing with Kjexx.


  I looked over her shoulder and saw the telltale sign of Catane’s unweaving where the colors swirled the most vividly across the battle. I aimed for where I thought he must be and let my lightning rip. In response he sent his own, missing Amandera by an arm’s length.


  “Maybe because he doesn’t care who he kills – even you,” Kjexx argued.


  “I’m already dead,” Amandera said through gritted teeth.


  “But your life force lives on for a short time to be donated to the good of the world.”


  “Preach your religion to someone else.”


  “Oh yeah, do you have a better answer to why we’re here?”


  “Yeah. We’re just a pathetic neural echo of people who once lived and never will again.”


  “Enough!” I forced power into my voice to cut across their argument. “It doesn’t matter how we got here, only what we are here to do now. All of us are here to keep destruction and chaos from stealing the life from everyone we love.” I let my voice grow softer as I made a final confession. “And I think … maybe … that you’re here to help me die.”


  CHAPTER FORTY


  AMANDERA ROLLED HER EYES, BUT a shot of lightning from Catane’s direction forced her to dodge out of the way, ending her mockery. I tugged a thread loose and whipped it back at him.


  “Run to the hill,” I shouted. “Let’s get to high ground and see if we can turn this tide in our favor.”


  We fled, dodging masses of ancestors who battled in their ghostly forms, fading in and out of sight. One man in full battle armor roared at a woman in the strangest bulky garb I’d ever seen. She calmly pointed at him and he erupted into a salt pillar, his frozen arms forever raised above his head. The round hill was before us, and no one had climbed to its pinnacle.


  I blinked and I was back with Rusk thundering towards the round hill in real life. I rubbed a hand over my eyes, trying to get my bearings back.


  “…broke the line at the river and through the center point where the Lesser Tazmin Nur was supposed to be holding it.”


  “We need a rally point for the men retreating, Edrixx, or they’ll destroy us before the hour is passed. Spread the word to rally on the hill there.”


  As soon as Rusk pointed the Clan Leader to the hill, the voice in my head started clamoring.


  The hill, at last! Find the crown. The key is there.


  “As you say, Prince of Hawks,” Edrixx said, riding off on an Eaglekin.


  Our forces were spread out, the line broken in several places and the men moving in ragged clusters instead of the solid line of bodies they had been before. The mass of black-armored Veen pressed them on every side. Rusk stood in his saddle, waving towards one of the Tazmins rallying his elephants. His men grappled with the Veen warriors trying to hamstring the elephants. Rusk made three signs with his arms and then the elephants began to coalesce into a formation.


  Graxx ran for the hill, and its gleaming white top grew closer as he trampled men and corpses beneath his feet. I swallowed down bile, searching for Catane, but he must have still been in Ra’shara.


  As soon as I thought “Ra’shara” I was back. We ran up the side of the hill together and the part of it that looked like an ear was unmistakable as we used it to climb up to the top.


  “I swear that’s an ear!” I panted.


  “Of course, it is.” How did Amandera sound haughty even when she was tossing ancestors to the ground with careful weaves of air? “This is the ruined statue of the High Tazminera Ab’azareen. It fell during the dust wars and was lost to time. Didn’t you pay any attention to your studies?”


  “Does it have a crown?” I ducked to the side as Kjexx threw a woman past me. Her sarette was nothing more than filmy mist when she whooshed by.


  Laughter and screaming rang out in the distance along with the crack of thunder. Catane was definitely still in Ra’shara.


  “Why does he enjoy killing? And how did you fall in love with a man like that?”


  “He doesn’t love killing.” Amander’s answer was huffy. “It haunts him. He’s just happy to see some of the people who came before us finally get what they deserve.”


  “Didn’t they already get what they deserve if they’re here?” Kjexx muttered, offering a hand to me to help me scramble to the summit of the statue.


  We stood on a sharp piece of rock, jutting out over the ground below. The valley was so full of salt statues that it looked like a graveyard with prestigious markers for every departed spirit. I felt the blood draining from my face. If we prevailed we may still be too late. Would there be enough ancestors left to guide the next generation through their connection to the Common, even if I managed to save Ra’shara at all?


  Catane stalked through the pillars like a tiger in the grass, pouncing on any movement he saw. He was a gold-striped beacon in the dark landscape. The bright colors of Ra’shara were slowly going black.


  “I think we’re running out of time.” Kjexx sounded grim.


  I blinked and I was back in reality.


  “…out of time,” Rusk said, shaking me. “Can you clear a way?”


  I shook myself, looking where he pointed. Elephants ridden by Veen and traitorous Tazmins plunged through our ranks, cutting us off from the hill where the Clan Leaders and our Tazmins were rallied. Behind us, a string of men on foot or mounted were following. Rusk must have swept them up as he headed for the rally point.


  I nodded, feeling deep within and then unweaving a string of threads through the enemy ranks. Lightning sprang to life, zapping in every direction, uncontrolled and mindless in its destruction. Men and elephants fell or flew through the air, tossed by the power and vengeance of the pure energy released. Above us the clouds grew darker and filled with thunder so loud it felt like my head would split apart from the sound of it.


  “Forward,” Rusk cried, and then we were running between the bodies of the fallen, turning our faces from the smell of burning offal and the moans of those not yet dead. I cringed back from what I’d done, refusing to look, refusing to let myself feel what I had done. I had to do it, didn’t I? What choice did I have?


  I gasped as I was pulled back into Ra’shara. Amandera was gripping the front of my flowing shirt.


  “Why did you want to know if there was a crown?” she asked.


  “Because I think I need to find something in or on the crown.” I was still struggling to get my bearings. All this switching back and forth was making me dizzy. “Why, do you see one?”


  “I think we’re standing on it.”


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  I SCRAMBLED ACROSS THE OUTCROPPING, searching for anything that might be a clue to what the voice was talking about.


  “Does this really look like a crown?” I asked.


  I pulled ethereal shrubs and thick mosses up. It was a stone alright, a big one that jutted out of the ground. It did seem to be formed in a circular pattern.


  “It does now that I look at it,” Kjexx said, fending off a howling ancestor.


  “It’s clearly the Crown of Ages,” Amandera said after blowing the hair out of her face. She was growing winded as she fought off the last assault of the ancestors here. Their numbers were dwindling, but there were still enough of them to be a threat. “Take a good look. There’s the ring that forms the circlet, and those bumps at regular spaces are the gems that drop down from the circlet.”


  When I stepped back for a moment, I realized she was right. The hill was wind and water-worn and pocked with the effects of growing things carving grooves with their roots, but under the shrubbery and the markings, it was still in the shape of a worn, wind-weathered face, minus the nose. The crown was obvious, but what part of it should I be looking for? I followed the ring of the circlet, leaning over the edge of the hill where the forehead of the statue was. I couldn’t quite reach, but there between the eyes was an indentation like a gem had been removed from it’s setting in the crown. It was the exact shape of the scintellex.


  I took a deep breath …. and hesitated.


  “What’s the problem, Windbearer?” Kjexx leaned over me.


  “I’m not sure I can.”


  “Look around us. Ra’shara is in her death throes. If she fades out completely it will mean the end of magic in Everturn, but what if she ends like she did in Axum?”


  Then everything we loved would die. He was right. Regardless of the cost to me, this was something I had to do.


  “If I do it, then I’m following the prophecy of the voice,” I said quietly, fingering the scintellex. Now that we were close it was vibrating and so hot I couldn’t touch it for long. Fortunately, my leather pants insulated my hip from the heat.


  “And?” Amandera asked from above us. A tiny trickle of sweat ran down her temple and her hands were raised before her as she fought off our attackers.


  “And the rest of the prophecy is that I must die!”


  She shrugged. “We all die.”


  Kjexx squatted down beside me, gripping my chin gently, but forcing me to look in his eyes. “Choosing to give your life for someone else is no easy thing. It takes love like no other.”


  I felt my cheeks heat with humiliation. After all, he’d done that for me, hadn’t he? Why was it so hard for me to do the same?


  “Remember An’alepp,” he continued. “Remember how she gave herself for you. Her death enabled your future.”


  “So did yours,” I whispered.


  He grinned and winked as sudden as the sun coming out from behind a cloud. “No regrets.”


  “I’m afraid of death,” I said.


  “Do you love your people? Do you wish to see them free and safe?”


  “Yes,” I whispered, blinking away the tears that insisted on spilling from my eyes.


  “Then seize your courage and tie it tightly into place, and you won’t fail.”


  His smile pierced me and I tried to smile, too, but I was shaking now with suppressed sobs.


  “I’ll stick with you as long as I can so you don’t have to do it alone,” he promised.


  I nodded, my movements jerky and clumsy, pulled the scintellex out of my pocket, and fell back into the real world.


  I was in the exact same spot on the hilltop, only on top of Graxx. Rusk’s shouted orders and waving arms were bringing order to the chaos of the hill.


  “Here we stand! Do not fail your brethren. Look to your leaders, wait for my signal.”


  “Rusk,” I tugged at his sleeve, “I have to get down.”


  His eyes sought me. Weariness wore him like a skin.


  “Of course, Wild Girl,” he said, turning to nod to Edrixx and Astrex before slipping off of Graxx with me.


  I stumbled to the spot where the hollow in the circlet was. I fell to my knees, yanking moss out of the ground, and pulling back bushes and grasses. Rusk’s expression was flooded with confusion and worry.


  “Just one more minute. I know you need to lead, but just one more minute,” I said, my breath ragged. Was I still crying? I needed to be stronger, braver than this. I shook my tears off and pulled the scintellex from my pocket. It seared my skin so that I almost dropped it, but I ignored the pain, gripping it tightly so that it didn’t vibrate and spin its way out of my grip. It felt alive.


  There was only one place in the opening where it would fit. I had to do it now before I lost my chance. My hands were sweating and I had to stop to wipe stinging tears of out my eyes. I wasn’t ready for this. I wasn’t sure. I had no choice but to do it anyway or lose our one chance at salvation.


  I swallowed hard, summoned all my courage and plunged the scintellex into the slot carved for it so many generations ago.


  The scintellex slid into place with a flash of light before a whirring noise started and then light sparked out of it like lightning strikes.


  I covered my face with my hands, but it let out such a blast of force and sound that Rusk and I were blown back, landing like lifeless dolls on the ground. My head spun. Had I chosen poorly? Was this the wrong thing to do?


  I opened my eyes to see a blast of white light piercing the heavens and parting the black clouds. Across the battlefield, people stared distractedly at the light. Whatever else happened, at least I knew that something was happening. It wouldn’t all be for nothing.


  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  “TYLIRA,” KJEXX WAS TUGGING AT my clothes and I was in Ra’shara again. “We can’t stay here, come on! He comes.”


  My eyes flew open and I let him pull me up to my feet. Below us, nothing moved. Everything was white salt pillars and dark clouds. Amandera took my free arm, tugging and pulling. I followed them without question as we stumbled our way down the hill.


  I shifted back to Rusk.


  “Come on Wild Girl, wake up enough to mount Graxx. I can’t carry you any further. Come on!”


  I pulled myself together enough to scramble up onto Graxx and help Rusk tie me in. He looked at me with relief in his eyes.


  “You had me scared, girl. Catane is rallying his troops for another assault. This is our last chance. Please stay with me as much as you can.”


  He gave me a hurried kiss as I nodded, but I was already fading back into Ra’shara.


  “This way,” Kjexx whispered, pulling me around the curve of the hill. Amandera snuck along beside me, her usually perfect hair tangled and her delicate sarette torn in dozens of places.


  We rounded the corner and out stepped Catane.


  “And here we are at the end, little sister,” he said before he vanished like a puff of smoke.


  I awoke to the clash of swords. Rusk was fighting hard, sweat flowing freely and curses with it. Around us, our allies fought bravely. I blinked and swallowed, pulling myself together enough to send out a blast of unweaving at the foes ahead of us. They flew apart like the world had been ripped apart between them. But, as all fell still in the wake of my destruction, Catane stepped out into the empty space, his tattoos bright in the dull light.


  “And here we are at the end … again.” His golden eyes glinted like it was somehow a joke that we now fought on two planes at once.


  I lashed out at him, but he countered my attack easily, men on both our sides falling at the flailing ends of the threads we lashed at each other with.


  He vanished, suddenly, and I rushed to follow him back to Ra’shara.


  “Surrender and end this madness,” Kjexx was calling to Catane.


  Catane’s eyes lit when he saw me arrive and he sent out his own whip of power. I threw up a thread to block it, but I wasn’t quick enough and his thread snaked underneath mine. My eyes widened. I tried to unweave again. But my grip was too slippery, too frantic. My desperate eyes found Amandera’s and hers coalesced into something hard. It was the opposite of that moment in Al’Karida when she had watched helplessly as I plunged into the race. This time I was wide-eyed and helpless as she threw herself in front of me, taking the lash and crumpling into a heap at my feet that shot up immediately into a salt pillar. Her lovely features immortalized in unforgiving stone. I gasped.


  If I had been asked to list who might be willing to give their lives for me, the list would not have been long, and it would never have included Amandera.


  I heard a moan of horror and then I was sucked back to earth.


  Catane coalesced from Ra’shara before my eyes, mid-howl like a wolf mourning the death of a mate. His head arched back and his mouth opened wide as his howl filled the air. The battle continued around us, but he had eyes only for me – and they were so filled with revenge that my spine felt like water. I stood up in Graxx’s saddle, hands before me unweaving as many threads as I could at once. I didn’t dare let him attack first.


  His first weave was towards Rusk and I batted it away while Rusk fought the physical enemies below us with economical thrusts of his sword. His second was to me, but I met it, too, throwing the full force of my strength behind my counter-attack. We were hard at work now, and as Graxx maneuvered to get Rusk further into the fight, Catane and I battled.


  I’d never before noticed how much Rusk and Graxx were one in these moments. They worked like two halves of the same whole, Rusk stabbing an enemy while Graxx leaned in to shorten the distance, and then Rusk curving to the left to counter the charge of a mad elephant while Graxx danced to the side and plucked the Tazmin off his back. Their deadly dance was perfectly executed, and even while I battled Catane I wondered what it would be like to be so in tune with another creature. Even at our best, Alsoon and I were not like that.


  I coughed and concentrated again. I knew what I was doing. I was trying not to think of what Amandera had done for me. I was trying not to let the list of names scroll through my head again, An’alepp, Kjexx, Jakinda, Toure, Alsoon, Amandera…


  I whipped a strand at Catane, but the strand went out of control. What happened? I unfocused my eyes for a moment, and then I saw what was happening.


  Catane aimed his own thread at me, only for it to disintegrate the same way. Around us, the scintellex was laying a new pattern – a pattern of unweaving that sank into me and Catane. It was unweaving our power, our links to the Common.


  “We’ve routed them! Advance! Don’t let them regroup!” Rusk was calling orders from the back of Graxx, but I was too frozen to feel the weight of his words.


  I met Catane’s eyes and in that moment I realized what was happening to us. We were being unwoven by the scintellex. It was using us to cleanse Ra’shara of the destruction we’d wrought.


  My fist balled tight and my breath came too quickly. It was going to happen. It was going to unravel me. I wasn’t ready.


  Catane shook himself like a bear coming out of a river and then he lashed out again with the Common, unweaving a thread oh so close to me. I didn’t pull myself out of my sudden horror fast enough.


  His weave whipped through the air, smacking Graxx full on the chest, flinging the three of us through the air.


  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


  I TUMBLED BACKWARD, MY ARM jerking at the end of the tether and then I was swooping upwards dangling by that arm. There was a popping sound and a stabbing pain shot through my shoulder. I gasped, my vision filling with firefly light pricks. I screamed, my head spinning and the ground below swirling beneath me. Something was pulling on my arm, dragging me higher with agonizing slowness. Was my shoulder dislocated? It must be.


  I was jerked and tugged upwards, but my head was still spinning too much to look up. Nausea overwhelmed me and I retched. A moment later a strong arm wrapped around my belly and a second arm wrapped around my chest.


  “Are you alright, Wild Girl?”


  I shook myself and looked to the left and right. Massive translucent wings buoyed us up, swooping through the air. Rusk was flying again!


  “Yes,” I gasped, although I was certain that my shoulder was still out of place. There was nothing that could be done about that now. I’d just have to clench my jaw and work through the pain. Sweat beaded on my forehead and the coolness of the wind blowing against it helped ease my nausea. I sucked in a deep breath.


  “Graxx has fallen,” he whispered, his breath warm against my hair.


  Tears pricked my eyes and I felt the hot drops of his tears in my hair. Why did everyone we loved have to die?


  “Evanessa?” I asked, suddenly remembering that Rusk had more at stake here than even his beloved friend.


  “She lives. Helixx has her safe south of the hill we made our stand on.”


  “Catane?”


  “Fights on.”


  Far below us, his unweaving was erratic, but it was still deadly. I watched as he lashed out, his threads sometimes meeting their targets and other times disintegrating to nothing. He roared in desperate anger, and inside part of me was roaring with him because I could feel the edges of myself unweaving. I couldn’t remember what my bedroom at the Silken Gardens looked like. I couldn’t remember what grapes tasted like or why I liked Spring. It was happening. We were being pulled apart, both of us.


  I slipped into Ra’shara and I knew I was panic-sobbing. I couldn’t quite catch my breath, and when I did I couldn’t catch my thoughts. They raced beyond me so far from control that I couldn’t catch them.


  “Tylira?” Hope filled Kjexx’s voice as he scrambled across the rocky ground to me.


  I lay on my back, surrounded by pillars of white. Just past Graxx, I saw Catane on his back, too, not far away. His chest heaved like mine. Kjexx threw himself to the ground beside me, grabbing my hand.


  “It’s working. It’s cleansing Ra’shara. Just hold on.”


  “Kjexx.”


  “Yes, it’s me.” He gave me his lopsided grin. “I’m glad you came back. It’s lonely here, just me and Garedun left.”


  I coughed. “I think I’m dying, Kjexx.”


  His expression was grave, his lips firm and his eyes wells of emotion. “I know.”


  “I’m not ready. It’s taking everything from me.”


  “Death does that.”


  I tried to smile for his sake. “I think you promised you’d hold my hand.”


  He took my other hand in his so he was gripping both of them and raised them to his lips. “I did.”


  I couldn’t remember why he cared so much about me. But I knew he trusted me and I let that trust fill me.


  Beside me, I heard Catane whispering frenetically. “Not done. Never done. No time to rest.”


  I glanced at him and he reached for me, unweaving as he did so. Just as he was about to pull a thread loose he cried out and lost his grip. Beside him, Garedun froze suddenly, salt rushing up his body, leaving him a crystalline pillar.


  “No!” Catane screamed, his tone almost as wrenching as when he lost Amandera. I felt tears prick my eyes. I slipped back to reality, my vision swimming.


  “Are you back with me, Wild Girl?” Rusk asked. How long had I been out this time? “Can you try one more time to stop Catane? He’s stopped our advance.”


  “Get me closer,” I whispered, and somehow he heard.


  We swooped towards the earth, and before me, I saw Catane throwing lightning at a band of Eaglekin that had gathered back together and were chasing down fleeing Veen soldiers. How was he still fighting without the power of an ancestor to aid him?


  And there it was. His tattoos glowed blue, and I watched as he sucked power from them to fight. He’d kept a backup plan on him all along. I pulled on the Common and unwove a thread right in front of his face. He countered it with his own lash, but then it faltered and he sank to his knees.


  Below us, our troops surged forward, Veen fleeing before them. Cries of triumph filled the air and Rusk soared upwards to the heavens. I couldn’t remember any more why this battle had been so important, but I felt my heart soar all the same. We rose higher in a spiral and below me, I saw a man with golden tattoos fall upon the muddy ground, spreadeagled across it.


  Relief washed over me, and I blinked back tears. Who was he? Why did I feel safe at the sight of him still and lifeless in the dirt?


  “We did it, Wild Girl,” Rusk whispered. “But that tether of yours is sucking all the power from me. I don’t know…”


  We dropped, suddenly, like a stone into a pond.


  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  RUSK THRUST HIS WINGS OUT, and our plummet slowed. Ra’shara overlaid my vision so that I was seeing both at once. I was falling with Rusk, I was lying on the ground. He had his arms wrapped round me, Kjexx held my hands.


  “I’m scared,” I said, my voice trembling my lower lip shaking so badly that now I couldn’t stop the tears that blurred my vision and fell like rain.


  “I’m here,” Kjexx and Rusk said together.


  “I’m not strong enough,” I said.


  “Don’t lose heart,” Kjexx said. “You’re more than strong enough. You just don’t remember. I’m here to help you remember.”


  And then the pattern the scintellex had laid out over the world was complete. I knew it because flames engulfed everything. They must have been spiritual flames, because our troops were cheering in the distance, unaffected by the fire that burnt away the last impurities in Ra’shara and Everturn.


  Kjexx’s hands gave mine one last squeeze, and then he froze, a salt statue where he had crouched beside me. I felt a stab of pain, gasped and sucked in a long trembling breath. I couldn’t remember who that statue was supposed to be of. Was he someone dear to me? Why couldn’t I remember? What did I have left? I was losing everything! Had I lost something?


  We fell with a crash. Rusk’s wings were gone and only the gaze of his honey brown eyes was left to hold me. We lay side by side, dashed on the rocks, unable to stand, or even move.


  He reached a hand for me and with the last of my strength, I took it.


  “I love you.” My whisper was almost too faint to hear. I did love him. It was the only thing I could remember. The only thing I had left.


  “It’s not over, Wild Girl. The best is yet to come.”


  Tears filled my eyes. Was something else going to come? The fires rippled over us, feeding on my soul, unwinding and unweaving me in the terrible process of death.


  “I believe with all my heart, that there is more.” His whisper was almost too faint to hear. “That our love doesn’t end here. That there is something that comes after that will be enough to have made all of this worth it.”


  “I don’t want to lose you,” I gasped.


  His eyes flickered shut and then open, his breath growing shallow.


  “Tylira,” he said. “I love you, heart of my heart.”


  “I love you …” What was his name? I couldn’t remember. But the love I felt for him filled me, burning through me like the flames all around us, purifying me.


  His eyes fluttered shut and his last breath shuddered out before his chest grew motionless. The flames around us stopped. What were they doing again? Whatever it was, they must have accomplished it.


  A sadness deeper than anything I had ever felt before flooded me, and I let it wash over me, fighting with the fiery love until they become one. I closed my eyes, clinging to that fire until death took me.


  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


  Dead.


  Awake.


  Everything was darkness, great clouds of cloying darkness like billows of rams’ wool. A faint voice called in my mind. I tried to open my eyes, but they clenched a refusal. What if there was nothing when I opened them? I was dead, wasn’t I? Would I wake in Ra’shara, a ghost among ghosts never to live again? I needed time before that happened. I clung to the darkness, fear, and loss overflowing from me in every direction. It was long moments before I could find my center again.


  I steeled my courage and opened my eyes, blinking despite the low light levels. I was in a thick mass of yellow gel, in a glass and metal cylinder with readouts and seals all around me. As I slowly rose from the mass, a light liquid sprayed me down, sluicing the gel away. I held my breath, drawing it in, in, in, ready to scream. Autostasis, my mind supplied, and I let out the breath in relief. It was like I’d always known the foreign word. I allowed the jets of water to wash me, snatching at my memories, only to come up with nothing. When all the gel was gone, I climbed, wet and slippery, out of the autostasis, shivering in the cool of the dark room.


  Where was I? More importantly, who was I? I couldn’t seem to remember…


  I stretched my aching muscles. My shoulder was sore and difficult to move. Had something happened to it? I rolled my neck, stretched my arms, arched my back. I was whole, just very sore like I’d been through some sort of trauma. I couldn’t remember anything, not how I got here or even where else I should be. All I knew for sure was that I was supposed to be dead. Didn’t memory loss happen to people after a trauma? I’d heard that somewhere.


  The room I was in was mostly bare, containing only the autostasis, a single metal chair bolted to the floor with folded clothing on it, a door, and a few darkened windows. I opened the door just a crack and peered outside.


  The room beyond was large and everything in it was white and shiny, but the lights were dim and the air cool. The graveyard shift, my mind supplied, and I knew it was true. How did I know that on a starship - for that was where I certainly was - they cooled and dimmed everything during the night? Why could I remember that, but not who I was? Anxiety filled me. Did I have a reason to feel so on edge?


  I wrapped my arms around myself as if I could hold all my pieces together. Maybe I could if I tried hard enough. I bit my lip. Shouldn’t I be afraid of something? Shouldn’t I be fighting something? I just couldn’t remember what it was...


  I struggled against the fog in my mind. Think, Tylira! Think!


  I listened carefully through the crack in the door.


  Thrum. Thrum.


  I knew the steady sound was a starship’s propulsion drive. Wherever I was, I wouldn’t find answers in this room. I grabbed the clothing off the chair, struggling into the skin-tight molded suit. It was made from a thick material that was light and dense at the same time and clung to every curve of my body. A skinsuit, my mind supplied. Really? It was nothing like a sarette. I had a flashing vision of filmy translucent cloth and sand and then it was gone, a vapor in the wind of my memory.


  I slipped into the larger room, my feet bare and cold on the slick floor. Mounted on the door was a screen.


  Tylira Nyota. No admittance.


  I touched it in wonder at the clear lettering and brightness of the words. They glowed like they were fired from within. The display changed when I touched it and a medical chart appeared, with my name at the top.


  Tylira Nyota


  Dislocated shoulder


  Internal bleeding


  Dehydration


  Exhaustion


  Upon completion of stasis, subject to be transferred to reintegration center on Event Alura.


  Well, that explained the shoulder. Why did that name - Event Alura - seem so familiar? It carried with it feelings of hope.


  I rubbed my temples, willing myself to remember as I looked around the rest of the room. There were six other doors, just like the one I just came out of. Each had a chart on it but they were all blank. So, I was alone in a sick bay - somehow that sounded right. I must be the only occupant or the other doors would have names and symptoms on them. Someone had brought me here to heal.


  Quietly, I moved toward a bank of screens on the far wall. On one, a map displayed the technical blueprint for a starship - like a map. Probably, it was the one I was on right now. Another showed a planet; blue with long white strands streaming down to it and forming a pattern all around it. It was breathtakingly beautiful and my heart lurched at the sight of it. I placed my hands on the image and a name bubbled up from my memory. Everturn.


  I gasped. I remembered something about flying through the air like a bird over a world that looked just like this. There had been wide, translucent wings and we - we? - were buoyed up on the air over a sparkling waterfall. My breath caught at the memory. Had I been on this planet? Was that why I was being healed? What had happened to me there?


  I clutched my hands together, feeling somehow that I should be concerned for this place. I was so close to remembering … so close. Why did I feel a lingering sense of guilt when I tried to remember? Had I done something that caused everything to go wrong?


  The next screen showed a phalanx of starships hanging in the darkness of space together as one herd. They were in the same group as the ship I was on. I was sure of it. I was on the Event Alura. I could see her name over one of the ships in the image. Flashes of memory were returning and in my mind’s eye, I saw the same ship mostly submerged under a lake. I’d gone inside...


  It had been on that planet - my eyes tracked back to the screen showing the slowly rotating planet - Everturn. Home. A feeling of familiarity and longing washed over me at the thought.


  There were others there with me. I could almost pull up their memories… an elephant. There had been an elephant. My memory of him was warm and sad. He was dead, wasn’t he? And he’d loved me. I could remember huge brown eyes and a trunk wrapped around me, but not how he died. Was it me? Had I caused his death? There was a hole in my heart from where he’d left me.


  Wait, there’d been someone else. A stern woman, but watchful - Jakinda! I could see her slashing her sword and whirling in battle, sand flying up all around her and sparkling in the sun. She was dead, too. And so was my mother - I’d read that in a letter. Her large eyes, warm and safe sprung to mind. Another death.


  Tears came unbidden to my eyes, flowing freely down my face. I wrapped my arms around myself, protectively. Remembering hurt too much. All I saw was a series of lost friends. I tried to keep them back, but they poured out of my memory one after another. Toure and Jakinda, Amandera, An’alepp, and Kjexx. I choked on a sob.


  I had to stop remembering. I had to stop this, now! It was no use.


  Rusk! His hard-planed face, his honey warm eyes, and the musky smell of him filled my memory. We stood on a cliff and his lips met mine. We lay in a bed our limbs intertwined. My heart lurched as the last image filled me. We were lying there together, broken on the ground, and he’d told me… he’d told me… oh, Sweet Penspray, he’d told me it wasn’t the end and then he’d died for me. He refused to leave me over and over again only to die right beside me.


  I looked around the room - was it possible? - but the other sick bays were dark, their doors flung open, their screens blank. There was no one here but me. Was he dead, while I had survived?


  I collapsed to my knees, first sobbing, and then wailing in the realization. He’d thought there would be something more, that ‘the best was yet to come’ and here I was alone and he was gone. His vibrant life just missing forever. It wasn’t right. Oh, gods above - it wasn’t right! My hands were empty, my heart churned with pain.


  I couldn’t stop crying. I’d fallen to my hands and knees and I was coughing and choking on my own sobs.


  All along I’d thought I was going to my death and I’d eventually accepted that, but I had never expected that he would die with me. I had never expected to have to live without him.


  Rusk. Rusk. Rusk. My heart sang his name like a refrain that couldn’t stop. To escape the jaws of death should fill me with scalding joy too powerful to even hold. And yet, it wasn’t. It couldn’t be when he’d given all for me. This place could be perfection itself and never be enough without him here, too.


  I don’t know how long I cried, but when I finally shook myself, wiping my face with my hands, I was weak and wrung out like a rag.


  I stood up, trying to clear my nose and eyes enough to see. The last screen drew my attention. It displayed a large room. Along the edge, were a group of cylinder shaped objects. They look so familiar. There was something important about them… The Teeth of the Gods! They could fly! They could take me down to the planet and back to home.


  They were my only hope - that felt right! Maybe Rusk was down there. Maybe he survived just like me and maybe whoever had captured me and brought me here would have him, too. I could help him escape. We’d be together again.


  I should be careful, but I couldn’t suppress the red hot longing in me, driving me towards the planet. I needed to find Rusk, and I needed to leave right now before anyone noticed I was awake and tried to stop me.


  I scanned the map of the ship looking for the boat bay. There it was. Something twigged in my memory and I quickly plotted a course down corridors and ladders that would be empty during shipboard night. How did I know that? I didn’t care. I’d sort out my memory once I’d found Rusk again.


  I slipped out of the sick bay and crept down the passages. The Event Alura felt so familiar, like an old glove I’d worn until it fit my hand perfectly. There must be more to my memory of her than I could remember just now. The ladders and passages were empty and I found my way easily through the ship until I eventually reached the boat bay in the bowels of the ship.


  Deja vu hit me hard at my first glimpse of the boat bay. Rusk and I had entered a bay just like this. We’d climbed up the side of a Tooth, just as I was doing now. We’d slipped inside, and sat at these very controls. But I hadn’t been the one flying it, had I? I sat at the controls, my hands hovering over the holo screen. It lit up, data streaming in front of me, but I wasn’t sure what to do next. Rusk had flown the Tooth before. I had flickering images of him with his hands in the stream, twisting and flowing to control the movement of the Tooth.


  Well, I wouldn’t learn anything unless I dug in. In the corner of the stream, the words “Launch Door Open” were displayed. Oh, perfect. I should open the doors. After all, I wouldn’t get very far if I just stayed in the boat bay. My fingers hesitated over the words. Something told me I should think this through, but what was there to think about? Rusk was either dead or down there. If he was down there, I needed to get to him. If he was dead… I sucked in a sob.


  He was probably dead. After all, I’d watched the life drain out of him, but if I didn’t at least try to find him, then I had nothing left. Despair was heavy in my chest like a massive rock. I had to try. I had to.


  I flicked the words and they glowed red before fading out. Alarms sounded in the boat bay. I had minutes to launch this Tooth before it would be too late and I’d be caught. I remembered that much, at least.


  I tried to imitate what Rusk had done to start the Tooth, flicking through the data stream just as he had. There were a series of bangs and a rumbling sensation as the Tooth prepared for freedom. This was it. I clung to my actions as if activity could replace hope, fighting against the sinking feeling that threatened to drag me under every time I remembered anything about Rusk. Hollowness roared through me as I pushed the button that molded the seat around me and settled my hands in the data stream. All it would take to launch was a tiny movement.


  Tears pricked my eyes. Was there any point chasing after a dead man? I choked back a sob, refusing to let it out. No. This was all I had left. I didn’t dare let go of it, too. If you’re out there, Rusk, then I’m coming for you.


  I pushed the throttle forward.


  CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


  MY HAND HADN’T MOVED MORE than a sliver when another hand covered it, warm and strong. It pulled my hand back, arresting the thrust before it even began.


  “Maybe we’d better not try a full launch from inside the ship. It might tear half of it away – along with you and me. I’m not going to let that happen after everything we’ve been through.”


  My breath caught in my throat. My vision swam, my head feeling light all of a sudden and my heart racing so fast I couldn’t catch it.


  I turned to see a pair of honey-brown eyes looking at me in that bone-melting way that seared me right to the core. My eyes snapped shut.


  “Tylira?”


  That voice. It couldn’t be. He just had the same color of eyes, that was all.


  “Wild Girl, it’s me.” There was a hint of laughter in his voice. “When the Captain sounded General Quarters and all the alarms were screaming that the launch doors had begun to open I rushed down here. Only one person could cause so much trouble in just a few moments.”


  I was hearing things. That was the only plausible answer. I was living in a fairytale I’d written for myself to protect against the pain.


  “It’s me.” Warm breath tickled my cheek and then softness as someone kissed it, so gently.


  My eyes flickered open. His face was different and the same all at once. My eyes traced the chisel of his jaw - a little stronger than I’d remembered it - and the lines around his eyes, the thicker bulk of his arms under his uniform. The insignia marked him as a pilot first-class.


  “Rusk?” My voice shook, and I stretched my free hand to his face, cradling his cheek. If this was a dream, then I wanted to keep dreaming it.


  “Yes, Tylira. It’s me.”


  Memories flooded me. I remembered dancing with him in Al’Karida and when he rode with me in the pannier after he rescued me with Graxx. I remembered waking up beside him in Jakinda’s old room and in my bunk on the Event Alura, and when we met the day that we arrived on the ship for the mission to Everturn …


  Oh! I gasped as one memory rocked me after another. The first time he teased me while I was plotting the course under Captain Bhatia’s close eye. The time we snuck a kiss while we were changing out filters on the environmental deck - our first kiss. The day he put the ring on my finger in front of our friends and family as we said our vows. They came so quickly that I couldn’t quite catch my breath.


  “It’s really you,” my voice broke at the end. It couldn’t be. I didn’t dare hope … and yet.


  I clasped him around the waist, looking deep into his honey-brown eyes and something so electric filled me, that it made all our love in the past fade in comparison. I stretched up to him and kissed him as passionately and thoroughly as I could.


  I felt him gasp and almost sob under the force of my kiss. His hot tears burned my cheeks and lips and then mine were mingling with them and we leaned on each other for support. His arms wrapped around me, and his kiss was a promise and a certainty all rolled into one.


  It was a long time before I wanted to speak.


  “At the end, all I had was love. Love for you.”


  “In the end, it’s all any of us has.” He kissed my forehead right at the hairline. His kiss was reverent.


  “Somehow you knew that we would see each other again. How?”


  He laughed, and it felt actually real like his heart was light.


  “I’ll always be there when you wake up, even from death.”


  My eyes sparkled with tears of joy.


  “I think,” I said, “that I might believe that.”


  And with that, my last despair snapped and nothing was left but fullness and joy. He kissed me and sent sparks and lightning down my spine. I could remember all the kisses I ever had with the Prince of Hawks and I was beginning to remember the kisses I’d had with Rusk Hawkwing, pilot on the Event Alura and my very best friend. My lip began to tremble just a little as I realized that there were many more to come.


  “Thank you for giving yourself for me, Wild Girl.” His whisper was husky. “You saved us all.”


  “I did?”


  He laughed. “There are some people who want to see you, if you’re ready.”


  “There are other people here that I know?” my voice carried all my awe. His warm smile stabbed deep into my heart, warming me to the core.


  “How much do you remember?” He stabbed at the datastream, and the boat bay doors closed, silencing the alarm.


  “My memories are coming back slowly.”


  “That’s to be expected,” he said, releasing the locking mechanism on my chair and offering me a hand. I followed him out of the Tooth. “You were the only one injured in the process, so you were in stasis for a lot longer than the rest of us. You were supposed to be out cold for another week. You surprised us all by waking so soon - but we should have known. Nothing - not even dying - can keep you down for long.”


  Rusk led me across the boat bay, his warm hand surrounding mine. It was the most comforting feeling I could imagine.


  “Was any of it real? My whole life …”


  “It was all real,” Rusk said. “We’ve lived two lives, and it was all real.”


  “I don’t understand. Are we in Ra’shara?”


  “No.” He led me up to a lift and slid his fingers through the command codes in the data stream. “We’re before Ra’shara. I’d explain it all, but the Captain begged me to let her explain. I don’t think she’d ever let me fly again if I stole the honor from her.”


  He smiled as he gently guided me to stand on the lift. I remembered what it was just before the ceiling above us opened, blue light filled my vision, and I soared upwards, slowing gently, and then stopping just before the floor reformed under my feet.


  A transparent dome covered the broad deck so that it looked like I could step right off the edge of the floor and fall into the stars. They twinkled just outside my reach, the closer ones appearing to move in a trail of dust beside us. Ahead, a gem-like sphere loomed large: the planet I remembered. And all around it was a blue glowing haze wrapped in streams of interwoven symbols like the entire place was wrapped in its own ko.


  My emotions chose that moment to burst like a dam flooding the plain below. I fell to my knees, clutching my face in my hands, letting the overwhelming sadness of all I’d been through and shock of this new place wash over me like waves on a shore. The world below was so beautiful, why did it feel like it was a part of me?


  Rusk’s arms wrapped around me, and he held me tight, there on the deck, looking out across the stars and the glow of the planet.


  “It’s going to be alright, Wild Girl. We’re safe, and things are better than you can even imagine.” He kissed my hair.


  I stood with his help, letting the tears stream from my eyes, mingling with the overpowering beauty of the world beyond the dome. I realized, then, that the blue patterns coming from that world led to our ship by a tiny ghost thread. I followed the thread with my eye to its source – a raised dais in the center of the deck. I didn’t remember this at all.


  I drew close, stepping up on the dais. In the center was a pedestal and spinning so fast I could barely see the details of it, was the scintellex. I reached out, letting my fingers stop just inches away. I could feel the power, but I could also feel the connection to it. It unwove me once. Rusk put a hand on my arm, stopping me before I could touch it.


  “It’s returning your memories to you bit by bit, even as it spins a new world into being. Remarkable, don’t you think?”


  I spun, and there, stepping off the lift, was An’alepp. She was so much younger, in her late forties perhaps, and beautiful in her own way. Her uniform was topped with a peaked cap and she moved with the trained certainty that Jakinda had always moved with, like she knew how to use her body for deadly things.


  “Well done, faithful daughter,” her smile was glassy with emotion.


  My brow furrowed and then she embraced me with so much enthusiasm that I was knocked temporarily off my feet.


  We broke apart and she grabbed my shoulders her face full of pride. I glanced at Rusk, but his grin was broad and he just shook his head indulgently.


  “I was worried, I won’t lie. It looked almost unattainable before the end, and yet … here we are. You did it. A new world!”


  I straightened my shoulders, wiping my eyes hastily. “I need to say ‘thank you,’ An’alepp – for your sacrifice, for your trust.”


  “Of course, daughter.” Her face beamed with pride.


  “And now,” I said, clearing my throat around the heavy lump that still filled it. “I think I’d like some answers.”


  “Of course.”


  She led me to a bench and we sat, facing the planet before us. Rusk hovered at my side, almost as if we were still chained together. It felt strange to have the tether gone. It had linked us for so long.


  On the planet, wherever the blue weaving touched the surface subtle changes sprung up. I could see what it was doing, almost - if I crossed my eyes - but not quite.


  “Who am I, really?” I had to start somewhere, and that seemed safest.


  “You are Tylira Nyota, gifted astrophysicist, twenty-five years old and a member of the Event Alura crew. And a bit of a tough woman to lead, if you’ll forgive me saying so. Just like her mother.”


  “You,” I realized.


  She smiled.


  “Why me?” I asked.


  “All of you had the same goal, though none of you knew it. In the end, you were the one who succeeded.”


  “The prophecies,” I said.


  “Guideposts to show you the way. We couldn’t tell you outright or it wouldn’t work. Although you have a strong mind. It seems your conscious mind back here was communicating with your spirit despite being in stasis.”


  The voice I heard directing me! That was one puzzle solved.


  “What were we doing?”


  “You were birthing a new world. A hope for us all.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t understand … don’t remember.”


  She smiled and pointed to the planet before us. “We lived there in peace for thousands of years, but all things end, and we were … careless. An event … in your most recent life, you’d call it a cataclysm … destroyed our world. We fled to the Event Alura and her sister ships. Every living human is aboard them and they are monstrous in size – far bigger than the ones you encountered in your journey.


  “Our dead planet hung in space like a corpse. We couldn’t flee anywhere else and arrive in a time frame that would keep the people fed and alive. Not overfilled like we are. But it was you who had another idea. It was you who found a way to tap dark energy – a spiritual energy. But we needed someone to direct it. What you experienced as a life on that world was you - and your team - building a new world through your minds.”


  “So, all of it – the history I was taught, the cities I saw, the people I knew. They,” I choked, thinking of Jakinda, Kjexx, and Alsoon. “Weren’t real?”


  “They were real and not real, both at once.”


  I swallowed. “I don’t think I understand.”


  An’alepp looked out to the stars. “You will in time, when your memories and education return. In time, all this will make sense to you, and when it does you’ll realize there was no other way.”


  “It’s easy for you to say that.” I couldn’t keep the bitter note out of my voice.


  “Easy?” Her gaze met mine, bitter to equal my own. “I watched you die, daughter. I was with you all along the way, feeling your hurt, tasting your pain. It was not easy.”


  I bit my lip. Hadn’t I been willing to give anything to save my people? I just hadn’t realized who they were.


  “It built us a world for all these people?” I asked.


  “You birthed it with us, through pain and destruction, so that now others can live in peace.”


  I nodded. It felt right, somehow, although I didn’t really understand it all yet. When my memories returned, I hoped I would be as confident as she was.


  “And now?” I asked.


  “The final touches are almost complete. Our best pilot will direct us into orbit and in a few days our first team will land on the surface to reclaim this planet for humanity.”


  I looked out at the bright planet, letting myself really see it. Somehow, I’d birthed that through my pain. Somehow, I’d made something so beautiful. I’d thought my gift was to unweave, to destroy, but all along I’d been building something new and glorious. I felt torn between satisfaction and anguish. I reached out and took Rusk’s hand, gripping it tightly.


  “And the people I knew in that life?” I didn’t look at her. My eyes were full of our future home.


  “Some are with us.”


  “And the others?”


  “Give it time, and they will make sense, too.”


  I swallowed the tears that threatened to take me. I’ll never forget you, Alsoon. I’d never forget any of them.


  I turned from the glass to look hard into her eyes. The pride in them was overwhelming. It warmed my hollow heart.


  “Thank you,” I said, managing a bittersweet smile for her.


  An’alepp’s smile was unmixed joy.


  “I want to watch us fly to orbit. Can I watch the pilot?” I asked. I glanced up at Rusk. It’s what would have fascinated Rusk the most about this – a flying ship so far up it was in the stars. Nothing would have made the Prince of Hawks more giddy than that.


  “I thought you might want to,” Rusk said. “But before you do, I think there are a few people who want to be sure you made it out alive.”


  I followed his gaze to where the lift was rising through the floor. Three people in uniforms identical to my own stepped out.


  I knew the face of the first one. Jakinda.


  “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry for everything,” I said, as soon as she was close enough.


  “There’s no need for apologies, Tylira. We were … we were shadows of ourselves back there. And before your memories of your life on Everturn fade, I need you to know something.”


  I swallowed hard before looking at her and squaring my shoulders. She had every right to throw my actions in my face if she wanted to. I’d been terrible and selfish and she’d died for me despite it all.


  Jakinda smiled at my posture, and her expression seemed almost motherly. “It was a privilege to serve with you. Thank you.”


  My eyes widened. I didn’t have time to feel the weight of the surprise in the following tide of relief and absolution. She’d forgiven me, despite it all. What kind of person can give so precious a gift?


  Her smile broadened and she said, “Buhari told me to tell you that the same goes for him.”


  Buhari! The smile I gave her was filled with shared joy. If I could have chosen people who deserved a better ending, Jakinda would have been at the top of my list. Right alongside the next face.


  Kjexx stepped out from behind her, winking at me as if no time had passed since he was holding my hand and helping me die.


  “Kjexx!”


  “I should warn you.” He looked so odd without his ko shining above his head. “I’m not in love with you, and as flattering as that whole thing was, it was only our shadow selves.”


  “Listen,” I said, “I know that with everything I did, that it’s going to be hard to forgive me. I don’t know why I was so …”


  “...impulsive, headstrong and demanding?” Kjexx asked, but he winked again.


  “Yes.” I looked at him if daring him to say he was done with me.


  “Shadow self,” Kjexx said with a laugh. “You had to go through all of that to be who you are now. So did I. It was too important not to.”


  He embraced me, brother-like and stepped aside as the third figure stepped forward. She, alone, had red-rimmed eyes from crying.


  I gaped at her. I could remember laughing with her and running down the ship passageways with her beside me. She had none of her usual haughtiness.


  “Do you remember me?” she asked.


  “I remember High Tazminera Amandera Mubaru,” I said, but even as I said it a stream of memories of a perfect woman in a gorgeous sarette with piercing eyes, flooded my mind. Her face was cold, laced with something that made her eyes hard – disappointment? “And I remember something else…”


  “Yes?” Her eyes widened, her words coming just a bit too quickly.


  “Were we friends?”


  “Yes,” her face crumpled as she said it and she rushed to hug me.


  I gasped, and yet… it felt natural like we used to embrace before.


  “You look like your heart is breaking,” I said to Amandera as she broke out of the embrace.


  She choked on a sob, drew in a huge breath and then nodded. “ It’s just… I lost someone.”


  “Catane,” I said.


  She nodded and I hugged her again, feeling her shaking in my arms. To think that I was friends with Amandera! That I was hugging her because she’d lost Catane in a different life we had both shared. That all of us were alive and whole. I shook my head in wonder.


  “There will be time for more reunions later,” An’alepp said - or should I be thinking of her as the Captain? Or as ‘Mother?’ “We need to enter orbit again, and Tylira would like to see that. The rest of us can wait to talk everything through with her after that.”


  She led me to one side of the deck, slid her finger against a pad on a pedestal and the floor sunk into stairs that led down to a deck below. The same transparent screen wrapped around it, but there was a huge holographic array and a single pilot seat below.


  “We asked our best pilot to do the honors,” An’alepp said with a smile.


  Rusk took my hand and led me down the steps. I paused on the last one to look back at An’alepp over my shoulder. She smiled, and then as both my feet stepped on the floor she swiped a finger and the stairs and door disappeared.


  I was left with Rusk on the flight deck with the view of the planet. He sat down in the seat and his hands worked with expert craftsmanship in the display, piloting our ship. In the display, I saw the icons of the rest of our fleet fanning out behind ours.


  “So, you are our best pilot?” I asked, nervous suddenly.


  “Well, I am the Prince of Hawks.” His grin was infectious.


  On either side of us, out the windows, huge blue planes spread out from the ship. The astrophysicist in me remembered they were force fields used to catch solar winds, but the Tazminera in me thought they looked almost exactly like Rusk’s great blue spectral wings that had borne us safely down from the Rainbow Shrine.


  I looked over his shoulder, enjoying the way his hands moved with their familiar grace, exactly the way they had when he piloted the shuttle that we landed on Axum. The ship slipped slightly to one side, and then a pattern appeared on the holographic display that I remembered meant we were locked now into autopilot, orbiting the planet. Satisfaction crept up to join the ache in my heart.


  “It wasn’t a real job so much as an honorary one,” he said, standing again.


  I smiled. “I think you’ve earned the honor.”


  “The real honor is being with you, Wild Girl,” he said as he leaned down to kiss me.


  “What happens now, Rusk?” I asked looking out at the world beyond and linking my hands with his.


  “Now we discover a new world together. A world we built, but that we’re not done creating yet.”


  He seemed so much more ... whole … than I ever remembered him, like his soul had grown.


  “We’re not done?”


  “It won’t be complete until it’s been fully enjoyed,” he said with a smile.


  “Can we start on that tomorrow?” I asked, coyly.


  “Tomorrow?” his smirk told me this wasn’t the first time he’d seen that expression on my face.


  “We must have a cabin somewhere on this ship,” I said. “And I need you to help me remember a few things.”


  “Like this?” he asked, caressing my face with his thumb and then teasing a kiss from me.


  I laughed.


  “I can’t believe this is all real,” I said in wonder.


  “Believe it, Wild Girl.”


  And there was a promise in his eyes of a love that would last for many lifetimes to come.


  
    ~
  


  I ran up the hill, laughing as I went. At the peak I stopped, looking down over the verdant plains and the string of elephants that walked across the earth. I couldn’t feel Ra’shara anymore, although whenever I turned my head I thought I could almost see the threads that made the world in the corners of my eyes. I reached, unconsciously, to feel them and met a blank wall again. It was hard not to be disappointed when that happened every single time. Was An’alepp right? Had our magic just been in our minds as we recreated the world? If she was, it was lost to us forever.


  Rusk climbed the last few steps and stood beside me, his gaze roving over cloud upon cloud that stacked up to fill the blue horizon.


  “Still sad that the world has lost its magic, Wild Girl?”


  “I miss it.” I had been a part of me for so long that I almost thought I wasn’t me without it, but all it took was one glance into his eyes to remember why all this was worth it. “And it aches where it used to be, but I wouldn’t trade my life with you now to get it back.”


  He smiled and kissed me, the kind of kiss that you share when you’re almost one person. When we broke apart, he tilted his head to the side and a flock of tiny yellow birds descended like a cloud and landed on his head and shoulders.


  I gasped.


  “I’ve still got it,” he said with a wink and pulled me into a bear hug. “Don’t give up on your magic yet, Wild Girl. Our life here is only just beginning.”
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