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A vein of pink granite ran through the gray stone at the edge of the train tracks. Ilsa noted the color as a sign they had almost reached the city of Dal, just a few miles after taking the tunnel up to the Yrian Plateau. She laid her head against her seat, eyes still following the pink line in the barren ground where only sparse grass grew. 

A few small shacks passed in the distance, right where the ground fell away at the edge of the cliffs.

Train wheels roared. The whistle blew. They passed the end of the pink granite vein and began to slow. The train pulled into Eshak station, on the western side of Dal.

Fingertips brushed Ilsa’s arm as her traveling companion, Blue, sat forward and peered out the window past her. Black braids fell around Blue’s shoulders. Those braids shifted only a little as the train came to a full stop. 

Home. Ilsa took a deep breath. “This is it.” 

Gray stone buildings set with sparkling glass panes loomed over downtown Dal, visible in the distance above the long street outside the train window.

Blue grinned, eyes still focused out the window. “No fooling? I finally get to see the place you grew up.”

“Probably not. My mother told me they tore down our old building a few years ago.” Ilsa stood up and stretched her arms. She reached for the overhead luggage bins, where she had stowed her pack along with her red-painted wooden staff, a symbol of her office as a priestess of Hathani. 

Blue shrugged. “I meant the Garden.”

Ilsa raised her eyebrows. “You want to see Saint Banyeen’s?” The garden where she had been trained in Hathani’s clergy had once been more home to Ilsa than her mother’s apartment, but those days were passed. “I thought you didn’t care about gods?”

“I don’t care about gods in particular. I’m still curious.” Blue reached up with one long-sleeved arm and pulled down a travel case from the overhead compartment. She grunted with the effort of lowering the heavy case.

Ilsa knew from watching Blue pack, that the case contained her suit of composite armor. Blue did not like walking around in ordinary clothes, but security on the train naturally took notice of heavily equipped mercenaries. As agents of the Unification, both Ilsa and Blue traveled with a low profile, but habits like Blue’s insistence on wearing armor were hard to kick. Ilsa knew that from experience.

She slung her pack over one shoulder. Staff in hand, she followed Blue out of their compartment and through the brightly lit central corridor to the open exit doors of the train. They stepped onto the platform.

The street that led downtown was lined with food stands and travel vendors, operating out of the sort of small motorized carts common throughout the city. Ilsa breathed in the smell of city air, fuel mingled with spicy food, fresh in the cool air. For the first time since she had left Saint Banyeen’s Garden, she had returned home.

Blue hefted her travel case and slung its strap over one shoulder. “Which way first?”

“Saint Banyeen’s is on the other side of town, but Fountain Street Hospital isn’t far from here.” The bottom seemed to drop out of Ilsa’s stomach as she said the name of the place where her mother had been committed.

“I’m hungry.”

“You can eat while I visit my mother.”

Blue frowned. “You’re going right now?”

The void sensation in Ilsa’s belly grew. “I have to see her. I won’t be long.” She paced a few steps from the edge of the platform and set one end of her staff on the pavement.

Blue raised her eyebrows. “You have to?”

Ilsa nodded.

“If you say so. I’ll get you something to eat for when you’re done.”

“I can feed myself.”

“I’m starting to doubt that. You haven’t eaten since we left Ayoch this morning.”

Ilsa sighed. “Please. It’s only been a few hours.”

“Does your mother really make you this nervous?”

“Maybe.” Ilsa held up her free hand, palm open. Her loose coat sleeve fell back. The back of her hand bore a pale brand shaped like a ring with a single dot in the middle, the evidence of one of her weapon bonds. “Please, Blue. Stop.”

“I understand. I’ll eat, then meet you outside the hospital.”

“Thanks. And sorry.” Ilsa lowered her hand, letting the sleeve fall back over the brand. She didn’t like pointing an open palm at her companion. For most people the gesture meant resistance in peace, but for someone who knew Ilsa’s bond, the motion implied a threat. When she summoned the weapon bonded to that symbol, it would appear in that hand.

“Don’t mess with yourself over any of this.”

“Over what?”

“Take your pick. Your building. Your mother. Her condition isn’t your fault, you know.”

“I know.”

“If you don’t want to go, you don’t have to see her.”

Ilsa sighed. “Yes, I do.” It’s my place as her daughter, Ilsa thought, even if she is insane.

“If that’s what you think.”

She nodded to Blue. “It is what I think.”

“Good luck.”

“I’ll eat when I’m done. Then, we should get striders for tomorrow’s ride.”

“Deal.” Blue turned toward the food stands. “It’s a long way from here to the center of Tenlyres.”

Ilsa nodded to Blue. She hesitated and leaned on her staff for a moment. Then she started down the street toward the hospital.
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Fountain Street Hospital occupied an entire block one street south of the one that led downtown from the station. Ilsa followed a narrow lane around the western side of the building to reach the mind ward. Like the front of Fountain Street, the building was made of the gray granite common in buildings across the Plateau of Yr, from Dal in the west to Chogrum in the east. 

Behind a wrought iron fence with traces of snow at its base, the outer wall of the mind ward was painted with a peeling mural of white roses, another symbol of the goddess Hathani. The mind ward had been funded by contributions from temples and clerical gardens all over the city. Saint Banyeen’s had offered a sizable donation. Ilsa’s mother had been freely committed to the ward because of Ilsa’s previous affiliation with the garden.

Ilsa trudged through the open gate in the fence. She went up a patched blacktop drive to the four-doors-broad entryway of the mind ward. The place looked like Ilsa felt inside, like it was fighting a losing battle.

She stepped inside and crossed a floor of white tiles to the front desk. The nurse working there looked up at her. Dark eyes moved to Ilsa’s staff. “Good morning, priestess. How may I help you?”

“My name is Ilsa Barrett. I’m looking for my mother.”

The nurse nodded to her, then turned to the bright screen of a tablet where it sat upright on the desk. A ten-centimeter-long interface pin jutted from one side of the tablet and connected to the green and mossy side of a domesticated plant pile where it rose up through a hole carved through the desk.

Plant piles were easy to keep indoors. They grew wild the world over, each one capable of storing vast amounts of digital information within its genetic repository. The larger the pile, the more data it could hold. The one set beneath the desk was tiny by most standards, but it probably contained copies of all the patient records for the mind ward.

The tablet screen bore a news bulletin, warning of a Chogrumian force’s advance toward the center of the plateau. The desk nurse ignored the bulletin and tapped a few keys on her tablet’s touchscreen. “Is your mother Luca Barrett?”

“Yes.”

“She is on the second floor. Room 216.”

“Thank you.”

The nurse squinted at the screen. “She has another visitor at the moment.”

Ilsa frowned. Who would visit her maddened mother? For that matter, who else still living in Dal even knew her?

“Is something wrong?”

She forced her expression to return to a polite smile. “Nothing.”

The nurse smiled at her. Laugh lines crinkled at the corners of her mouth. “Have a good visit, priestess.”

If that was possible, Ilsa would not be so worried. 

She had not seen her mother in over seven years. Luca Barrett had spent a decade in this place, and Ilsa doubted that would help matters. Despite the care the facility offered to its patients they were still effectively prisoners.

Ilsa walked past the desk to the main hall of the mind ward. She found the stairway the same place she remembered it, near the elevator on one side of the hall. She climbed to the second floor, stepped into a low-security hallway, and then followed it straight to Room 216. Everything was where she remembered, though a fresh coat of paint may have gone over the interior walls, unlike the mural outside.

She stopped at the door. With the sound of her boots on the tiles silenced, she heard a voice from the other side. It belonged to her mother, soft, ethereal, and barely audible.

“I’m always happy to see you. But I’m afraid you worry too much, Cass.”

Cass. Ilsa’s breath caught. She knew that name all too well.

“I’d worry more if I didn’t visit enough.” The voice that replied took Ilsa’s mind back to Saint Banyeen’s Garden and years into the past, an old friend and a betrayer.

She had first met Cass at her initiation as a neophyte when they had both been thirteen years old. The short form of High Priestess Uopemm marched across a garden path, strands of gray hair drifting in a slight breeze. Ilsa and Cass stood beside a prayer altar at one end of the path, both with their long hair, traditionally left untrimmed for a month prior to beginning training in the garden, tied back into long ponytails. Cass’s hair was red-blond, Ilsa’s, so black the highlights could have been blue. Each girl held the stem of a white rose in both hands.

The high priestess looked Cass up and down, said the blessing of Hathani in old Yrian, which sounded completely different from the modern version of the language nearly everyone spoke on the plateau. Cass bowed to the high priestess. Uopemm gave her a curt nod, then turned to Ilsa.

Nervous under the high priestess’s gaze, Ilsa shifted the rose in her hands. One of the thorns cut her already-branded palm. The high priestess did not seem to notice the blood that flowed between her fingers. She said the blessing. Ilsa bowed, silent despite the pain. Then, Ilsa and Cass set their white roses on the altar to complete the ritual.

Cass’s had been clean, but Ilsa’s flower was spotted with blood.

Almost fifteen years later, Ilsa took a deep breath outside the door to her mother’s room in the mind ward. She pulled it open and stepped inside.

Cass sat in a chair by the head of the bed, pale red hair cut short now that she had the freedom of a full priestess. Her red staff was propped against a wall in the corner by a south-facing window, through which light filtered into the room. She wore a plain black shirt and trousers. Her long coat hung on a hook by the door.

Luca and Cass turned together to face Ilsa. Her mother looked surprisingly well, for a middle-aged woman who had been a prisoner since her mid-forties. Her formerly pure black hair had strands of gray in it, and her face was pale and lined, but she did not look like a miserable prisoner. Her eyes bloomed with recognition when she saw Ilsa’s face.

“Is that—?” She hesitated. “Is that you, Ilsa?”

“It’s me, mother.” Ilsa walked to the foot of the bed and let the door shut behind her.

Cass stared at her, eyes wide. She put her hands on the arms of her chair and pushed herself to her feet, eyes still on Ilsa. “I can’t believe it.”

“You thought I’d never come back?” Ilsa shook her head. “You were wrong.”

Tears began to build in mother’s eyes. She pushed herself to her feet, hospital gown trailing about her ankles, and then walked to the foot of the bed where Ilsa stood. They were the same height, mother and daughter, but her mother had not passed many of her finer features to Ilsa. Luca’s face in her youth had been the model of Dalite beauty, but Ilsa’s was far too blunt, too harsh. 

Luca opened her arms to embrace Ilsa.

Those arms were frail, all but devoid of muscle. Ilsa hugged mother back, still holding her staff. The emptiness she had felt in her stomach when she left the train remained, even in that moment. Ilsa stepped back from her mother and felt the beginning of tears in her own eyes.

“I’m glad you’re here.” Mother wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m so happy to see you, Ilsa.”

“I wanted to see you, mother.” Ilsa sniffed back a trickle of tears. 

Mother cried openly. “You haven’t written since the middle of summer. I worried you were dead. Your work is so dangerous.”

“You don’t need to worry about me. I’m a priestess of Hathani.”

“A mercenary priestess,” said Cass from the corner of the room, “Isn’t safer than any other mercenary, east or west of the plateau.”

Ilsa turned toward Cass, words she wanted to shout at her former friend already on her lips. She spoke softly. “Don’t forget why I went east, Cass. I sure haven’t.”

“I wasn’t the one who requested you leave Saint Banyeen’s. And I didn’t make you leave Dal, or Yr, either.”

Ilsa walked around her mother and planted her staff between herself and Cass. “You told them about my father. The rest followed.”

Cass grimaced. “The high priestess already thought she knew.” She took her staff from the wall and started toward Ilsa.

Mother stepped between Cass and Ilsa. She raised her clean, empty palms as if to hold them both back without touching them. “Peace, both of you. What’s done is done.”

“Yes. It is.” Ilsa gritted her teeth.

“Ilsa, please. Cass has been good to me. She’s helped me stay sane while you were away. The visions aren’t so bad when I have visitors.”

Ilsa lowered the end of her staff. “You still have them? You never mention them in your letters.”

“You don’t want to hear about them. The doctors call them hallucinations, and I thought you would agree.”

“Mother. I—” What could she say? She did not believe her mother had mystic sight. The ancient legends of those who could see spirits were nonsense. Even most of the Oshomi Nomads who lived in the center of the plateau didn’t really believe in them. Perhaps only the small band that lived around the Guardian of Tenlyres.

“I see them all the time. My parents. My brothers.”

Trauma hallucinations, the doctors had called them. Ilsa remembered from years ago when she had first had mother committed. Mother’s whole family, including both her parents and all her brothers, had died in the war with Dal’s rival city, Chogrum over twenty years ago. Ilsa’s father had been from Chogrum. Since her childhood, she had wondered how her mother could have loved him, knowing where he came from.

Ilsa put a hand on mother’s shoulder. She looked into mother’s eyes. “It’s alright. I’m here.”

“They aren’t my only visions, Ilsa. I see a horse with a girl’s face, white roses in her hair.” Mother’s eyes went wide. She trembled as she looked at Ilsa. “When she talks, she sounds like you, my daughter.”

“Mother, please try to calm down.”

“She has pale skin, pale like ours, but her face is shaped like a nomad’s. Why does she speak with your voice? Why does my beast daughter visit me?”

Cass approached slowly from mother’s other side. “Luca, your daughter is here, your real daughter.”

Mother blinked and turned to Cass. Ilsa kept her hand on mother’s shoulder and looked at her tear-streaked face. “I’m here, mother. Everything is safe.”

She nodded, and then wiped away her tears with her hand. “Thank you. Thank Hathani, and all the gods, for both of you.” She looked from Cass to Ilsa. “Ilsa, I’m so glad to see you. It’s just, my beast daughter frightens me.”

“A sight like that would scare me too.” Ilsa wished she did not have to tell mother the rest. “I wanted to see you, mother. But I can only visit you today. Tomorrow I’m leaving again.”

“You’re leaving?” Cass scowled. “You just got here.”

“I have something to do. I’m riding east in the morning.”

Mother deflated. All the excitement from first seeing Ilsa faded from her face. “Why do you have to go? Are you here to fight against Chogrum?”

“I’m not.” Ilsa sighed. “I can’t tell you where I’m going. It’s for the Unification.”

Cass’s scowl turned even darker. “Unification is never going to happen, Ilsa. Your mother needs you.”

Ilsa shook her head. “I’m going, but I’ll come back. I promise.”

“Is it dangerous, this mission of yours?” mother asked.

“I won’t lie to you.” Ilsa squeezed her mother’s shoulder gently, and then released her grip. She turned toward the door. “But I will be back. Saints preserve you, mother.”

Mother said nothing. Ilsa marched out the door, deliberation in every step. She made it most of the way down the hall to the stairway before Cass caught up with her. 

The red-haired priestess clapped a hand on Ilsa’s shoulder. “Ilsa, stop.”

Ilsa whirled and swung her staff one-handed. Cass blocked the blow with her own staff. Wood rebounded from wood. They glared at each other.

“What do you want?”

“We’re on the edge of war with Chogrum,” said Cass. “Why are you going east?”

Ilsa lowered her voice. “I’m going to Tenlyres. Cass, you can’t stop me.”

“I wish I could. But you’re right. I should never have told the high priestess about your father. She only suspected you, but she wouldn’t have dismissed you from the garden if I hadn’t confirmed what she thought.”

“An apology? You’re a few years late, Cass.”

“I regret it every day, Ilsa. You were my best friend. I would never have told her if I had known what she would do.”

“Whole lot of good that does me now.” Ilsa took a deep breath and drew her staff up, away from the lock with Cass’s symbol of office. “But I’ll remember this.”

“Be careful. Tenlyres is going to be even more dangerous than usual with war brewing.”

“I know. Thank you for visiting my mother. Saints preserve you, Cass.”

“Be red.” Cass nodded to Ilsa.

Ilsa turned and continued on her way out of the hospital. She recognized Cass’s words. They were the beginning of one of her proverbs. Cass always had been good at writing those little scripts.

Blue met her on the street outside the mental ward, dark hair and skin glowing in the light of midday.

“That really was quick,” Blue said. “You alright?”

“I’m fine.” Ilsa’s stomach growled. “But I’m hungry.”

“Good. You admitted it.” Blue smiled. “Let’s eat.”

“You waited?”

“Of course, I waited. You’re like my sister, even if you try to live like you don’t have a body.”

Ilsa smirked at her companion, hoping it did not seem forced. She had ridden with Blue so long, she did not know if she could really trust her as a friend. “Thanks, Blue.”

“Food, then striders. It’s over two hundred kilometers even to the Western Lyre.”

“It is.” Ilsa nodded. Her smirk folded in on itself. “And I hear there’s a war on its way.” She turned over Cass’s parting blessing, one only Hathani’s clergy really used. Be red, Ilsa thought, like blood on a rose. She clapped Blue on the shoulder.

They started down the street, heading to the east side of Dal.
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Ilsa and Blue made their way across Dal. That day they took less than an hour to get through town on the transit system, compared to the several alone and on foot when Ilsa had the last time she had been in the city. The wheels of the small transit car squealed, and it bobbed against the guidance wire overhead as the driver put on the breaks. The little round car began to slow.

She glanced at Blue. Her partner in the Unification chewed the last bite of the vegetable wrap Ilsa had bought back at the food stand. The paper napkin of another wrap Blue had already eaten lay discarded on the wrought-iron bench where they sat. Ilsa had only eaten half of her wrap, but Blue was always hungry and germs did not seem to bother her. 

Over the last two years, Ilsa had never seen Blue sick. Even on campaign in Morhoen when the rest of their company had been wracked by the seasonal afflictions that swept the eastern nations every autumn, Ilsa herself coughing on the edge of fever, Blue had been fearless of illness. Her immune system had not failed her.

They paid the driver of the transit car and left the tiny stopping station, built from little more than wood and wire, for a bustling narrow street. Just a few steps from the stopping station, Ilsa looked across the way and saw a high-but-narrow screen that stood on poles in front of a building, beside a two-meter-tall plant pile. 

The screen must be connected to the information stored in the pile, because it displayed a digitally animated image, two flags flapping in the breeze. One was the simple white ring of Dal on the traditional sky-blue field. The other flag bore an eight-sided white diamond at its center, cast on a darker blue field, the flag of Ayochian Royalty.

The two flags looked all too similar to Ilsa’s eyes, but her heart knew the difference. The flag of Dal represented a city-state just trying to survive an age of increasingly advanced technology. The other was far different. With their eastern border secured by the recently solidified alliance formed with Dal, the nation of Ayoch had been conquering territory in the far west, a thousand miles away from the Plateau of Yr. Ayoch’s royal court demanded conquest in all directions, and the Plateau of Yr held symbolic importance to them.

Some day, Ayoch would move to take over parts of Yr, especially in the center around Tenlyres.

Words in the common language of Yr coalesced between the two flags on the screen. Blue set down her travel case and followed Ilsa’s gaze. She read the words aloud in her mild Chogrumian accent. “Join the fight. Protect your home.”

Ilsa wrinkled her nose. “How many people is that going to sway?”

“Too many, I would guess.” Blue folded her arms. “Let’s go.”

The image shifted again, showing a flag patterned with three vertical stripes, one white on either side of a bright red. Beneath the flag words read: Burn the flag of Chogrum. The words flashed bright and the flag vanished.

Ilsa glanced at Blue’s face. Her companion’s expression darkened, but only a little. She unfolded her arms and picked up her travel case. “Let’s go, Ilsa.”

She nodded and they started down the street. People pushed and jostled each other all along the way, but  the few that looked gave Ilsa and Blue only the briefest of curious glances. Ilsa carried her red staff, making her office clear, but she doubted anyone would recognize her despite being just a few blocks from Saint Banyeen’s Garden where she had been ordained alongside Cass Kalteri.

She had changed since those days. Likely, the people here were different altogether or had simply forgotten her.

Hathani’s clergy was well-respected, but a priestess who went unrecognized was always going to be of far lower influence than one who people noticed. As a full-blooded Dalite and a locally honored priestess, Cass would surely have been known for her proverbs in this part of the city. Ilsa tried to tell herself none of that mattered in the face of war between Chogrum and Dal.

Ilsa and Blue made their way five blocks toward the eastern edge of town. In the center of the next block stood a set of high-walled stables. Outside the building, a man led a pair of great striders by their reins. The huge frames of the striders took up most of the narrow street and forced Ilsa and Blue to keep close to the buildings on one side as they passed.

At the open gate to the yard just outside the stables, there stood a burly man shouting at passersby. Ilsa did not recognize him, but as she and Blue drew close enough to hear his words, she immediately knew his type. An instigator.

“We must strike first! We must say that Chogrum has made war in the west for the last time!” He hefted one meaty fist. “Who is with me? Among all you people, who will stand up?”

A small crowd in front of him cheered, accompanied by some impolite murmurs. Despite the darkness of Blue’s skin being uncommon in Dal, Ilsa had a feeling her partner would pass unnoticed. There were other nations and cities of people who could have been Blue’s family besides Chogrum.

Still, Ilsa knew little about Blue’s origin beyond the city of her birth. Wherever her ancestors hailed from, Blue could keep a low profile when needed. Being from Chogrum was not something to raise to someone like this man.

They had almost passed the semi-circle of supporters when the man raised his voice to a scream that Ilsa hoped would leave him hoarse for all his drama. He pointed past the small crowd. At first, Ilsa worried he had guessed Blue’s origin, but then followed the instigator’s finger to another man who had been walking a short distance behind Ilsa and Blue.

“You there, what do you have to say about Chogrum?”

The lanky man wore a long-sleeved gray winter coat, with the high collar of a black jacket visible through the unbuttoned front. He had a pair of thin-rimmed glasses set on his nose. Ilsa glimpsed a pair of scroll cases, the sort used to transport paper documents without water ruining them. 

Most priests and priestesses of Hathani kept at least one such container to preserve their personal words. Ilsa only carried a smaller case because she rarely devised her own proverbs. This man had two of the heavy cylinders. Those could carry a lot of paper. Ilsa wondered why he would need so much space. Could he be some kind of bureaucrat or scholar?

He stopped and then looked up at the burly instigator. “Sir, I have nothing to say about Chogrum.”

However, his accent, so similar to Blue’s, but even more noticeable, said too much. The man must be from Chogrum.

The instigator’s lip curled. One hand clenched into a fist. “Don’t you care about the war that’s coming?”

The man with the black collar bowed his head. “What can I say? Clearly, you do.” He shifted his direction. His trailing sleeves caught a breeze and drifted as he turned to keep walking toward the stable. One of them trailed further than the other as if the arm it was covered was shorter than the one on the other side.

The instigator gave a roar of rage. He lunged out to block the man with the black collar, and in the process cut off Ilsa’s path forward. “I’ll show you some respect.”

Ilsa, Blue, and the man with the black collar stopped in front of him. His supporters fanned out on either side. Ilsa grunted. “Stop being stupid. Leave this man alone.”

The loud man rounded on Ilsa. “A priestess, too! How dare you stand against this city while you carry that red staff?”

The man with the high collar glanced at Ilsa. Blue raised her eyebrows. Ilsa took a deep breath. “I carry this staff, because of Hathani, not because of Dal. Out of the way.”

“I don’t think so.” The beefy instigator folded his arms. “I think the three of you need to be punished.”

Blue’s eyes moved to the dozen or so men and women backing up the large man in their center. Ilsa knew that gaze. Her companion sized up the people because her plan was to drive them back if a fight actually started.

Ilsa shook her head. “Punishment is between the just and the unjust, not between cities or peoples.”

“Spoken like a priestess. All you Hathanians do is talk!” The big man laughed, and then cracked his knuckles. “Tell me how your words feel when I jam them down your throat.” He took a step toward Ilsa.

She nodded to Blue. The big man shook his head. The man with the black collar held up both hands as if to hold the bigger man back. His sleeves fell down to his wrists. His left hand trembled, and his right looked slender and misshapen, as did the bony wrist at its base. 

The instigator surged forward and swung artlessly at the scholar’s head with a massive hand.

The man with the black collar took the blow to the cheek. He grunted and staggered to one side. Ilsa met the eyes of the big man as he pushed the scholar to one side. She raised her voice just slightly, “Do you only strike unarmed people?”

“Chogrum killed unarmed civilians when they shelled this district during the last war.”

“I know. I lost family in that war.”

“Don’t stand up for this idiot then! If you’re a Dalite you should be with us.”

“No. No one should be with you.”

“Hold your tongue! I’m the one with the people behind me.” He raised a clumsy fist to strike. 

He moved far too slow, but his strength could be dangerous if Ilsa got careless. She darted to one side. The force of his punch carried him past her.

Ilsa clenched her right hand into a tight fist, then unclenched it, triggering her weapon bond. Her brand burned on the back of her hand, turning the flesh a painful, angry red. Ilsa ignored the pain. The pistol fell into her hand and she trained it on the man beside her. Her free hand pulled a magazine from her pack and slammed it in to load the gun.

“I think now its time for you to be quiet.” Ilsa held the gun aimed at the big man. Her finger hovered over the trigger, but she hoped he would take the chance she had given him to back down. “I don’t like to threaten.”

His face turned red. “Magic. Damn it.” He backed away from her.

“Leave. Now. Stop gathering here. I think your friends will appreciate it.” Ilsa nodded past the big man to where Blue had driven his supporters. They stared back from one wall of the stable yard with wide, teary eyes. Blue had only used her mental skills in the most basic and least invasive way, but that appeared to be enough. The fight had gone out of every pale face.

The big man’s face darkened from red to maroon with rage. He glared at Ilsa. “I won’t forget this.”

“That’s a difference between us,” Ilsa waved her pistol at him. “Go.”

He glowered at her, but then turned and lurched away toward his supporters. Blue let him by, so he could lead the others away. Fools, all of them, if they thought another war on the plateau would solve anything.

When the group had all left the yard, Ilsa walked over to Blue. The Chogrumian scholar turned toward them. His pale face bore a growing bruise on one cheek. “Thank you,” he said.

“Anyone who doesn’t want this war is a friend,” said Blue.

Ilsa nodded. “No matter which city you’re from.” Or what that city has done.

He bowed his head to her. “Thanks. My name is Lemuel Chollush. I am at your service.”

“I’m Ilsa Barrett. This is Blue.”

“Blue?”

Blue nodded. “Just, Blue.”

“Alright, then.” Lemuel smiled broadly and then winced at the obvious pain in his face. “Shall we go inside?”

Ilsa nodded. She removed the magazine from her pistol, quickly ejected the unused bullet, and then returned the weapon to its insubstantial state. She stuffed the magazine and unused bullet back into her pack’s ammo pocket. Blue and Lemuel led the way into the stable office.

The great striders used for riding between Chogrum and Dal, on the plains without roads were valuable, but Ilsa and Blue both had plenty of money for them. Pay left over from the last battles they had fought in the eastern nations, in Morhoen. 

The manager gave them a weary glance, but they settled the deal quickly. Stable hands let out two striders, one with a weeping yellow mane for Ilsa, and a darker-colored straight-haired one for Blue.

The steeds were biologically engineered and enhanced. They walked on two powerful hind legs with a set of small forelimbs curled at the front. Their hair was shaggy and long, and in the case of Ilsa’s flowing like a willow tree, and they had hairy faces. Lemuel waved to them with his long left arm as they rode out of the gate and onto the street, headed toward the eastern side of Dal past Saint Banyeen’s Garden. Ilsa waved back. “Stay safe,” she called.

“You too.”

They passed the stony walls, the iron gate, the garden paths, and rode toward the edge of the city to find a cheap place to stay the night. Already the sun was rolling high over Yr, and they had preparations to do before leaving the city at the next dawn. Ilsa stroked the fur of her weeping strider’s mane, gently beginning her rapport with the animal.

“Goodbye, Dal,” whispered Ilsa as she prepared to ride east.
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The strider sprang over a stand of two-meter-tall tower grass. Ilsa sat high in the saddle. After a four-days-ride across the plateau’s steppe, Ilsa and Blue had left the driest part of the western plateau behind. Forty meters away, a set of cold geysers issued misty spray into the chill air of late winter, evidence of a Lotok pile formation beneath the soil.

Though Ilsa had ridden on the steppe near Dal as a girl, and later as a neophyte in Hathani’s clergy, she had never before traveled this far into the center of the plateau, this close to Tenlyres. Well over two hundred kilometers from the city limits of Dal, small wisps of smoke drifted over the Filami village of Korlom, clearly visible above the waves of wind-blown tower grass that concealed all but the very tops of the cluster of tiny houses.

Blue whistled as she and her strider caught up with Ilsa. She glanced at Ilsa. “Looks like the place is still standing.”

Ilsa nodded. “For now.” 

Once war struck, the Filami could well vanish. They had not faired well in the last struggle between Chogrum and Dal. Though neither side considered the native settlements as targets they also did not offer them shelter or give them distance. Unlike the Oshomi nomads of the plateau, and the Vogmem of the mountains, the Filami villagers were tied to their homes and the plant piles that sustained them. Already few in number, the Filami had barely survived the crossfire between city-states.

Ilsa sighed. Far too many people would be dragged into the war if Dal and Chogrum clashed again. The conflict seemed inevitable, but for the Unification’s sake, Ilsa hoped she and Blue would not be too late in reaching the Oshomi, the most powerful and numerous of the nomad peoples around Tenlyres. She shifted her heels to spur her strider. They rode into the village.

Blue looked around and sniffed the air. The village consisted of some twenty-five small houses, all of simple design but with small charms of carved animal bone hanging on strands of steppe grass around their doors. A young boy, probably not more than ten, looked up at Ilsa and Blue’s striders, the beasts themselves almost as tall as any house in the village. He gasped, his stare moving between Ilsa and Blue. An old man limped to the boy’s side from one of the nearby houses. He stood protectively in front of the child.

“Who are you?” he asked in the odd dialect of Yrian the Filami used which mingled the old and modern languages.

Ilsa turned and gestured to the red staff strapped sideways across the back of her saddle. “I am a priestess of the Unification. This is my partner.” She motioned to Blue.

The old man shifted his head. The wind rustled his mane of gray hair. His eyes were bright. “You work for the Unification? Can you help us with a dispute?”

Blue glanced at Ilsa. 

Ilsa kept her eyes on the man and the boy. “What kind of dispute?”

“You’re not the only travelers Korlom has seen lately.”

Blue closed her eyes and sniffed the air, a sure sign to Ilsa she was trying to reach out with her mind. The man and the boy didn’t seem to notice Blue’s change in demeanor, her distant gaze. They both kept their eyes on Ilsa. Good, it might make them less suspicious if they missed Blue using her powers.

“Can you tell me about the others?”

The boy’s eyes roved over the striders. The old man nodded to Ilsa. “First one rode into town yesterday. He rode a white strider and didn’t say anything to anyone. My grandson got a good look at him, but I didn’t.”

Ilsa shifted her gaze to the boy. His face flushed. “Miss Priestess, I saw him. He had dark hair, and wore armor. His white strider had a lot of saddle bags.”

“Thanks.” Ilsa smiled at the boy, who reddened further. “You said there were others?”

“Two more.” The old man nodded. “After the white strider, there was a man and a woman, both pale with black hair traveling together last night. Sounded Chogrumian when they asked for directions. Said they were brother and sister, out to study the lyre near here.” The old man snorted and shook his head. “They headed a kilometer south-east to the lyre. The brother had one arm shorter than the other.”

Blue glanced at Ilsa. “Lemuel?”

“Sounds like it. He was at the stables for a reason, and we circled around once we left the city to avoid being spotted on the direct route, so he could have gotten ahead of us.” Ilsa folded her arms. She turned to the old man. “You said there was some kind of dispute?”

“For some reason, the brother and sister don’t like the man who rode through first. We heard shots this morning. One of our hunters saw them in some kind of standoff by the old burial mounds near the lyre around noon.”

Blue frowned.

Ilsa nodded. “Thanks for the help, elder. We’re heading that way, so we’ll see what we can do.”

“Thank you much.” The old man bowed. “I fear there is worse to come.”

“If we can help it, we’ll see to that too,” said Ilsa. She glanced at Blue. “Come on.”

They urged their steeds to the northeastern edge of Korlom. The westernmost lyre came into view, a curved arch of dark stone that loomed over even the clumps of pale gray tower grass that dotted the plains here and there. They rode onward.
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Ilsa heard a gunshot as they approached the lyre over the steppe grasses. With her steed close to Ilsa’s, Blue turned to her. “You’ve got to be kidding me. A gunfight between strangers?”

“Don’t be so sure they’re strangers to each other.” Ilsa frowned ahead at the Lyre. Nobody was in view, but as they had drawn closer to the towering twenty-meter-high arms of the Lyre, the burial mounds had begun to present ample places to hide, in addition to the stands of tall steppe grass in the surrounding area.

Ilsa smelled the remains of a ballistic propellant on a cool breeze from the north. A metallic tinge permeated the odor. Her nose gave her far more information than her eyes. She always recognized that metallic smell in propellant. Whatever caliber or make the firearm might be, it had been loaded with western-style auto-launch bullets, the kind made in Ayoch and, even years ago, all too common in Dal.

“Let’s hope there are still two sides to talk down.” Ilsa tugged the reins and turned her steed toward the smell. “This way.”

“Aren’t we gonna talk about this?” asked Blue.

Ilsa hesitated, poised to drive her strider to a gallop. “If we can’t keep three people from killing each other, we can’t unify the plateau.”

“You could say the same thing if we get killed.”

“Since when are you afraid of a few bullets? You’ve got your armor.”

Blue grimaced. “We’re on a mission to find the Guardian of Tenlyres. That’s more important than some random folk in the middle of nowhere.”

Ilsa shook her head. “Fine, stay here. I’ll go ahead and see what the problem is.”

Blue urged her steed ahead with a motion of her heels. “No way, Ilsa. I’m watching your back.”

“Thanks. We’ll discuss our priorities again once we’re on our way.”

“Ilsa, that’s actually kind of reasonable. What brought that on?”

“Hey, I can be very reasonable. Let’s go.” Ilsa pressed her legs against her steed and the beast ran forward between two burial mounds that towered even over the head of the massive strider. Blue was close behind.

She rode the strider on a curving path that led her toward the north, sniffing the air for any more traces of propellant. She caught the tinny smell of shot again just twenty meters from the looming lyre. She was close enough she could see the metallic strings of the famous landmark. She wondered when last the huge instrument had been played, but knew from her studies in the Unification that it had to have been a century at least.

The smell of auto-launch propellant grew thick in the air at a place between four mounds. Ilsa used the guiding lines to slow her strider. The creature’s long mane blustered in the breeze. Strands threatened to obscure Ilsa’s vision, so she leaned to one side. 

The smell of the strider and the propellant did not make a good mix. However, the propellant here was older, its odor mingled with grass and dirt. She looked down and searched the short-grass for glints of metal. A few spent shell cases lay scattered at the base of the mound nearest the lyre’s stone base, evidence of the earlier shots.

Blue caught up with Ilsa. “Anything?”

“Someone shot from the side of that mound, but hours ago from the look of things.” Ilsa looked up at the lyre. A slim shadow flitted across the raised stone base of the monument, only visible for a few seconds, but long enough for the shape of a rifle to be clear. “Up there, under the arch. I think that must be the shooter.”

“I believe it, but who was she shooting at?”

“First things first,” said Ilsa. “Stop the shooting.”

“Good goal.” Blue’s eyes flicked toward the lyre. “Should we try to flank her?”

Ilsa nodded. “Good plan.” I’ll take the direct approach. Can you try to get closer?”

“Sure. I can’t stop what I can’t sense.”

“That goes for everyone.” Except father, I guess, she added mentally with a twinge of annoyance at her own memory. Ilsa nodded to Blue. “Head north. I’ll go east. Stay low.”

Blue closed her eyes and then twitched her lines. The strider squatted to lower its profile, then waddled between the northward burial mounds, moving awkwardly despite the additional joint in its legs that provided it additional flexibility while running. Ilsa turned her strider and rode east into the wind.

She hunched forward, close to the strider’s neck. She flexed her free left hand and produced the pistol from the bond there. The brand burned for a moment, but then the pain faded. 

At times like these, she wished father had insisted she bond with a rifle instead of one of her other weapons. Maybe someday she would have the courage to endure another brand so she would never be without a long-range option. She ought to do that, but she hated the idea of being burned again. The memories were too vivid, even nearly two decades later.

She kept her head down and loaded the pistol with the same magazine she had used back in Dal. She would be short the bullet she had ejected back then, which left nine shots. She doubted she would need more, but did not dare hope she would be able to avoid firing this time. 

She had pulled the trigger too many times to think she could avoid killing completely.

Her strider carried her up a black-stone ramp, pristine of steppe grass except where a few plants crept onto the edges, that led up to the lyre. The stones that made up the Tenlyres were unbreakable, and also completely unknown elsewhere on the plateau. Granite cracked and developed fissures in time. Plants broke granite. Nothing grew on or through whatever stone the lyres were made from.

Ilsa dismounted her strider using the climbing line on the saddle. She landed, cat-like, and sank into a silent crouch on the eastern side of the lyre’s thicker arm. Her eyes moved toward the open archway where the strings stood, looking as thin as any smaller instrument’s, and somehow stretched eternally taut. 

Her gaze drifted to the northerly burial mounds visible between the strings in the lyre’s archway. She saw no sign of Blue or her strider, but a dark cloaked figure stood between two sets of strings, shoulder-length black hair moving in the wind so it slapped a high collar. Lemuel held a long scroll in his deformed hand and wrote on it with the pencil gripped in the other. The sound of the pencil scratching was audible despite the breeze.

She crept forward, listening for any other sounds. Her soft-soled boots made no sound on the stone. Her heartbeat might have been louder, but if Lemuel had not noticed her strider’s breathing her heart would not give her away. She kept her gun’s barrel pointed downward and made her way to the edge of the wall by the archway. There, she stopped and looked back at the plains. Behind her, loud thumps of strider feet clapped the soil.

A white shape bounded around the side of the arch just five meters from the base of the ramp. Saddlebags hung on the creature’s saddle, along with a shovel and pickax lashed to the side closer to Ilsa. The strider carried a man with dark hair and tawny skin, wearing a suit of armor similar to what Blue wore, but much less well-maintained. Armor like that could stop blades and bullets equally. 

He turned his head and saw Ilsa, but didn’t look worried, or even surprised. He raised one open palm from mane. He carried no visible weapons, and short of the pickax on his saddle he appeared completely defenseless. Ilsa knew looks could be deceiving. Still, why had that woman with the rifle shot at him?

Footsteps under the arch made Ilsa turn. The woman with the rifle, a youthful face, and hair the same color as Lemuel’s stepped between two strings. She was slender, or she might not have fit. She looked down the sight of her rifle at the man on the white strider. Ilsa raised her pistol and stood up. “Don’t pull that trigger.”

The girl with the rifle whirled and aimed it at Ilsa. “Who are you? Talk fast.” Her voice bore the same unmistakable Chogrumian accent as Lemuel’s.

“I’m a priestess of the Unification. I met your brother back in Dal.” She slowly lowered the barrel of her pistol.

“You met him?” The girl lowered the barrel of the rifle. “Then you know he’s totally harmless, not like that man.” She jerked her head toward the man on the white strider, who had turned his mount and begun to ride toward them cautiously. The girl pointed the rifle in his direction. “Don’t make another move, Thoss.”

The man raised both hands leaving the guiding lines completely unattended as many experienced riders could. He said something soft that Ilsa could not hear. His strider stopped in its step, planting both of its thick, multi-jointed legs on the grass at the edge of the ramp. He nodded to the girl. “You’ve got me, girl.” His voice carried a Chogrumian accent heavier than that of either the girl, Lemuel, or Blue. “I surrender.”

The girl lowered the barrel of the rifle barely a centimeter. She furrowed her brow. “I don’t believe you.”

“Of course, you don’t.” The man bowed his head “But it’s true.”

“Get down from that strider,” said the girl. “Go on.”

Ilsa decided it would be for the best to have everyone on the same level. She glanced at the girl and then at the man. “The villager said they heard gunshots. What’s the problem here?”

The girl grimaced. “This man is Ferdinand Thoss. He’s a grave robber.”

“N-Now, d-don’t be rude,” said Thoss with a small but noticeable stutter. He steadied his voice. “I am a professional adventurer.”

Ilsa frowned. Footsteps approached through the archway. Lemuel stepped out beside the girl with the rifle. Side-by-side their familial relationship was, even more, obvious, pale skin and thick black hair. He rolled up the scroll he carried and glared at Thoss. “If you’re not here to rob these burial mounds, what are you doing here?”

The girl shook her head. “Why bother asking? He’s a liar.”

Ilsa glanced at Ferdinand. He gave her a small smile. “I think the priestess would like to hear what I have to say.”

She nodded. “That’s true.”

Lemuel turned toward Ilsa. “What are you doing here? Did you follow us from Dal?”

“I didn’t follow anyone,” said Ilsa. “My partner and I are on a mission to the central lyre. We heard about a dispute from the villagers and came to see if we could help.”

“It’s too bad. What my sister said is absolutely true. Ferdinand Thoss is a grave robber, petty thief, and most of all a liar.”

“P-Petty th-thief?” Ferdinand glowered at Lemuel. “C-Come d-down here and say that to me, cripple.”

Lemuel grunted and stepped past his sister. Her hand fell onto his shrunken forearm. “Don’t bother. I can kill him from here once the priestess is satisfied.”

A chill ran through Ilsa’s chest to hear such a young woman speak so callously about murder. “I won’t be satisfied if we can’t all leave this place alive.”

Lemuel raised an eyebrow. “Priestess, please.”

“My name is Ilsa.” She met his eyes. “And I won’t let you kill someone over treasure kept by the dead.”

Ferdinand smirked. “It seems she agrees with me, Lemuel.” His voice had steadied completely. He met the sister’s eye and winked.

She raised her hunting rifle in a fluid motion and aimed at Ferdinand’s face. Ilsa’s pistol flew upward to aim at the girl. “Don’t shoot him.”

“Or what? You wanted to avoid violence. Well, once he’s dead he won’t cause any more trouble.”

“And what about you? You think killing him won’t hurt you?”

Lemuel leaned toward his sister. He whispered in a voice barely audible to Ilsa, “She may be right.”

“What would either of you know? Brother, you’ve never even held a weapon.” The girl’s finger began to squeeze the trigger.

Ferdinand tensed, then sprang to one side. One arm extended. Whatever he was doing he would be too late. 

Ilsa shoved her pistol into her coat pocket, safety still locked. At the same time, she leaped toward Lemuel’s sister, also too late.

The girl’s aim shifted. A heavy crack rang in Ilsa’s ears. She rammed into the girl and knocked the rifle out of her hands. The weapon skidded down the ramp. A spent shell case rolled ahead of it. Ilsa grabbed the girl by the collar of her coat and shoved her down. Surprised or simply overpowered, Lemuel’s sister fell into a sitting position despite Ilsa’s lack of proper technique.

Ferdinand Thoss leaped forward, unhurt. Ilsa glimpsed a single flattened pancake of a bullet fall from his breastplate. A lance of gleaming black steel stretched from the end of his left arm. It’s basket-guard completely concealed his hand, including the brand Ilsa realized must be there. He was bonded to his lance like she was to her guns.

He raised the lance to thrust past Ilsa at the fallen girl. Ilsa pulled the pistol from her pocket and removed the safety in the same motion. Lemuel shouted a warning. Lightning fast, she aimed and fired at the lance’s steel blade. The bullet dented the weapon’s metal shell, crumpled, then deflected to the side. 

Ferdinand stepped sideways, obviously fearing Ilsa’s shot but too late to have dodged the first bullet if she had wanted to kill him. Lemuel’s sister threw herself out of reach of the blade. She landed with a grunt on her seat with her back to a set of unbreakable lyre strings clustered close together. 

Ferdinand’s lance sank away into his hand, reabsorbed by his weapon bond. He clawed at his temples with both hands and a horrified expression on his face. A soundless scream formed on his face.

Blue stepped out from the archway. “You heard the priestess. Nobody dies today.”

Lemuel dropped into a crouch beside his sister. “Tirica, are you alright?” she said.

Tirica glared at Ilsa. “I’m fine, brother. But it looks like we’re outgunned.”

Ilsa returned to her full height and removed the magazine from her pistol. She kept the bullet in the chamber, just in case. Her heartbeat seemed louder than before. “Is everyone alright?”

A dull moan issued from Ferdinand. He sank to his knees. 

Blue walked over to Ilsa. “He’ll be fine. There’s nothing worse than one’s own memories, though.”

Ilsa nodded to Blue and then turned to Lemuel and Tirica. “So, you two are here to study the lyre?”

“I am,” Lemuel said. “My sister is here to protect me from people like Thoss.”

Ilsa frowned. She turned to Ferdinand. “And I suppose you really are a grave robber?”

On his knees, Ferdinand nodded. “Th-The d-dead d-don’t need treasure.”

“And you don’t need to kill each other. Get back on that strider and go treasure hunting somewhere else.”

Ferdinand looked up at her from between strands of dark hair. “Alright.” His expression turned hard. “I don’t blame you, priestess. But tell your mind-eater never to get into my head again.”

Ilsa shrugged. “She’s my partner, not my servant. I don’t control her.”

Ferdinand Thoss pushed himself up from his knees. He turned his back on Ilsa. “If you don’t control a mind-eater then you can’t stop them from controlling you.” He walked over to his strider and then climbed the mounting line unsteadily back to the saddle. “Until next time, Lemuel Chollush.” He turned his steed and rode northward.

Lemuel shook his head. “Let’s hope this is the last time.”

“I wouldn’t be optimistic about that.” Tirica turned toward Ilsa. “Thanks for saving me.” She glanced at Blue. “You too.”

Blue shrugged. “Stay out of trouble, if you can.” She turned to Ilsa. “We should go back to the village. I bet they’ll show their gratitude with a hot meal.”

Ilsa smiled at Blue. After four days of nothing but dried food and rationed water, she hoped her partner was right.
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The dinner ovens in the grandfather’s house had been cold for an hour by the time Ilsa and Blue left to go to the lean-to on the edge of the town where their striders rested. Blue burped gratefully as they walked. The lean-to was dark, but despite the winter chill, Ilsa was grateful for its presence. 

Having to roll out her dry-mat and sleeping bag under a tiny tarp with her strider close by for added warmth had gotten old over the last few nights. No doubt she would sleep under the stars in the frigid air many more times in the coming weeks, but for now, she and Blue had a roof, if not a door. She took off her heavy outer coat, leaving her light shirt and tough riding pants.

She sat down cross-legged on her dry-mat between a large saddlebag and her pack. Blue unrolled her sleeping bag and then set to removing the composite plates of her armor. One of the striders outside grunted softly. The modified steeds slept heavily most nights and had been developed not to vocalize unless ordered. That grunt was a warning, like a dog’s bark. Ilsa unfolded her legs and stood up.

She walked to the entrance of the lean-to and looked out into the gathering twilight. The soft tread of large paws on the grass along the village path warned her of a different kind of steed approaching the lean-to. She stepped out of the lean-to and looked into the shadows, squinting in the fading light of the sunken sun.

Not one, but five riders made their way along the path down the center of the village. They rode, not striders, but smaller, four-legged hybrid creatures, called runners. Runners had cat-like faces, complete with fanged jaws, but they also had dog-like loyalty and animal cunning easily equal to striders. Built smaller and lower than striders, they could run faster over short distances, but tired more quickly. On the steppe, they did not make sense as one’s only steed, yet here were five of them.

Ilsa stepped onto the path. She tried not to look nervous as she faced the man who rode on the central runner’s saddle. He was huge, easily over two-meters tall, and wore a dark set of riding gear and winter coat. On one side of his creature’s saddle, stood a pole bearing a flag with a white diamond on a deep blue field, the standard of Ayoch. On the other side, another pole flew a black flag with a red-flame emblem on its field. Ilsa recognized that flag as well, a symbol of the Red Lector, one of Ayoch’s five highest priests.

She bowed her head to the group as they stopped before her. At the same time, she prepared herself in case she needed to draw a weapon. Then she realized she had left her ammunition in her pack in the lean-to. Stupid, careless. She had let herself relax too much. She raised her head. “Hello.”

“Who are you?” asked the huge rider who sat between the two flags. His accent was similar to a Dalite, but Ilsa caught the tell-tale tonal hints of an Ayochian native-speaker. As if she needed further confirmation of his origins. Those flags announced his allegiance more clearly than any words or accents.

“My name is Ilsa Barrett. I am a priestess of Hathani, from Dal.”

The man nodded. His severe features melted into a handsome smile. “My name is Kaij Haram. My brother, Yunn...” He motioned to the rider on his left, another tall man, but far thinner than Kaij. “...And I are the leaders of the Red Lector’s scouts.”

“The Red Lector? He’s here?”

“Not in Korlom. Not yet.” Kaij’s runner prowled forward a few more meters, leaving the rest of the riders behind in their line. “He will be here by sunrise, along with the rest of our forces.”

“Why has Ayoch sent troops so far across the plateau?”

Kaij smirked. “Have you been traveling this wild place, long?”

Ilsa shook her head. “No, I only left Dal last week.”

“I’m surprised you do not know, then. Chogrum has sent a force from the eastern side of the plateau. The council of Dal requested assistance from Ayoch, and here we are.”

“War.” Ilsa breathed in.

“Perhaps.” Kaij’s smile slipped slightly. “But don’t worry, priestess. The Red Lector will drive them back. For the good of both Dal and Ayoch, we march on the Central Lyre.”

“The Central Lyre.” The Guardian of Tenlyres and the Oshomi people dwelt too close to there for comfort. Could this be a coincidence? Regardless, a battle in that place would be a disaster for diplomacy and the Unification. She nodded to Kaij. “Thank you, Mister Haram,” she said. “My companion and I will keep clear of there.”

“That’s a bit of wisdom. Hathanians like proverbs, right? Perhaps there is one to be found there.”

“Perhaps. Good luck, soldiers of Ayoch.”

“Thank you, priestess.” Kaij turned to his scouts. “Secure the village’s perimeter. Meet up with the others on patrol and form pairs. We can’t have spies about when my father arrives.” 

The other scouts guided their steeds away from the path, intent on their new orders. Kaij and his quiet brother, Yunn, each gave another nod to Ilsa, then rode back toward the center of the village. Ilsa returned to the lean-to and found Blue sitting with her back to the wall by the entrance, eyes wide.

“War,” she whispered.

Ilsa nodded. “We’ll have to hurry to beat them to the Central Lyre.”

“Yeah.” Blue folded her hands. “We have to.”
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Sunrise arrived just ahead of the Red Lector to Korlom. Ilsa watched the western horizon from within a stand of tower grass northeast of the village. When she sighted the black flags with red flame emblems approaching, she lowered her binoculars and then glanced at Blue. Her friend chewed a scrap of dried meat from her day’s ration.

They had ridden out of Korlom before dawn. Ilsa had tasked her strider to wake them early before she had gone to sleep in the lean-to the previous night. The Red Lector’s scouts had not been moving around an hour ago, but Ilsa had seen them rouse themselves and their runners ten minutes before the flags of the Red Lector’s main force came into view.

Blue’s morning-dusted eyes met Ilsa’s gaze. “How are you so awake?”

“The Red Lector wants something in the east. He’s a religious leader, so he wouldn’t be leading an army just to fight Chogrum.” She frowned and turned toward the village. She raised the binoculars and looked through them. “What is he after?”

The column of the Red Lector’s forces did not look huge at a distance, but they moved into Korlom at speed. Ilsa guessed there must be about a thousand light striders, creatures similar in build, but smaller than the great striders Ilsa and Blue had ridden from Dal. Here and there she spotted the forms of low cat-like runners and taller great striders. 

Despite the rumors she had heard back in Morhoen, about the increasing mechanization of Ayoch’s military, this force seemed to be all riders. Ilsa saw no sign of autos or crawlers. She supposed that made sense, given the potentially treacherous terrain of the steppe and the speed of modified animals on the plateau. Plant-piles beneath the ground could create sinkholes but striders and runners were usually light enough to avoid, or agile enough to escape a collapse.

Blue put a hand on her arm. Ilsa lowered her binoculars. Her partner wore an expression of concern. “That’s a lot of troops to ride into a tiny village.”

“The Filami should be alright until fighting breaks out with Chogrum.” Ilsa hoped what she said was true, but she did not trust the Ayochian forces or the Red Lector. “We need to get ahead of them if we want to beat them to the center.”

“Ilsa,” Blue said. “What do you know about the Red Lector?”

“Of the five lectors that serve the royalty of Ayoch, the Red Lector is traditionally the most warlike. Still, I don’t know if it makes sense to see him in the vanguard just to fight Chogrum.”

“That explains why that’s the one leading troops here.” Blue frowned. “I can barely get my head around a priest leading an army.”

Ilsa shrugged. “Scripture from Ayoch tells that Tenlyres is important to the monarchy.”

“Hmm...” Blue shook her head. “They don’t really know a whole lot about the lyres, though, do they?” 

“Nobody does.” Ilsa did not want to delve into the lack of belief Blue had for any religion, especially when she did not believe in Ayoch’s religion herself.

“Somebody does.” Blue glanced over her shoulder at their silent steed, crouched behind the stand of tower grass. Blue gave a frustrated sigh. “We had better ride unless you want me to try to stop them here.”

“We can’t fight a thousand soldiers.”

“But I could control their commander. Have him lead them away.”

“If you could concentrate that long on him, maybe.” Ilsa shook her head. “It’s too risky. And besides that, if they have anyone with mind senses or any war magi, we’d be completely out of place.” And out of luck.

“War magi?” Blue frowned. “What makes you think they have magi at all?”

“Ayochian forces don’t usually go into battle without them. The Red Lector could well have more than one, or even his own mind eater.”

“Let’s hope not. This is gonna be dangerous enough.” Blue turned toward the striders. “We should ride east.”

“In a moment.” Ilsa raised the binoculars and looked through them. She looked among the troops riding all over the village until she spotted a man who rode a great strider onto the main street between two rows of little houses. 

He wore a deep blue coat with a red scarf hanging across his shoulders. The deep blue, the same color as the Ayochian flag gave him away as a nobleman, and the red scarf made Ilsa wonder at religious affiliation. Even through Ilsa’s binoculars, the man’s long white hair and weathered skin gave away his age.

She guessed he must be an officer, or even the Red Lector himself.

“Blue,” she said, still looking through the binoculars, “Can you sense the mind in the center of the village?”

“Barely.”

“Can you tell me about the men there?”

“The troops are in awe of the guy in the middle. They’re all focused on him.”

“He might be the Red Lector.” Ilsa followed the white haired rider as he slowed his mount. A light strider rode to his side and handed him a scroll case. At first, the soldiers around the main street stood at attention, but then as one, they fell to one knee. Ilsa lowered the binoculars. “Definitely the lector.”

Blue nodded. “Can we get moving, now?”

Ilsa turned toward their striders. “Let’s ride.”
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The Red Lector did not stay long in the village. Ilsa looked back an hour’s ride east of Korlom and saw the column of troops appearing to follow her and Blue. The scouts on their cat-like runners rode ahead. They moved fast, even faster than the pace of Ilsa and Blue’s striders.

Ilsa urged her steed forward, but knew already the runners could catch up if they ran at high speed for the next hour or two and paced themselves. She made a face as she considered having to explain to the Ayochians why she and Blue were riding east at speed. The Oshomi nomads might be able to ride away when they were in danger, but Ilsa was of the city of Dal, regardless of the fact that it was built on the plateau. If she and Blue could not find the Oshomi before the Red Lector did, completing the mission would be nearly impossible.

Blue shot her a glance as they barreled across the low grass flatland. Their striders accelerated and kicked up mud from the steppe as they went. The mud provided evidence to Ilsa the days were getting warmer. Spring was on its way. She hugged herself to the strider’s thick neck and turned her head toward Blue.

Her friend’s eyes shifted toward the column behind them. “They’re quick. Have you got a plan?”

“I think I fooled them last time, but that was back in the village.” And I never mentioned to them that my traveling companion was from Chogrum. She shook her head. “We have to outlast them.”

“How long before those runners get tired?”

“An hour, I would guess, maybe two. But if they sprint when they get close enough they could get us in rifle range in that time.”

“It’s three-hundred kilometers to Fort Sardul, and a hundred more to the lyres on the other side.” Blue frowned. “Can the striders get us that far without stopping?”

“That’s over four days in a straight line, so I doubt it,” said Ilsa. “And we can’t afford to circle like before, not with the army so close behind.”

“We can’t fight them either.” Blue grimaced over her shoulder. “There are too many, even if we got lucky and they were all useless shots.”

“Something tells me they’re not. We can’t let them get in range to start shooting.” Ilsa glanced behind her.

Eight scouts rode ahead of the column, all on fast and vicious-fanged runners. They looked to be a kilometer or more behind, but they were gaining fast. Someone with good aim might be able to hit a target with a rifle from that distance if stationary. The same shooter on a strider’s back could probably manage a similar range, but only the best and most experienced could compensate for the rolling gait of a runner.

Ilsa once saw her father make that sort of shot, years ago. His runner had been at full pace and his rifle hadn’t even had telescopic sights. She cursed the thought. Father was exceptional, maybe even unique, in his skill with all firearms. They called him Black Powder in the fraternity of mercenaries, still to this day.

Her eyes narrowed as she watched the runners gaining. A towering man on the back of one of the two lead cats raised a thick-barreled rifle. They were still hundreds of meters away. Ilsa thought she recognized the man by his build and height. Kaij Haram, the leader of the scouts, stood high in the saddle, cast in the light of morning. He leveled his weapon in their direction.

A red thought ran through Ilsa’s mind. The image of herself with a bullet-wound torn through her back and out her front surfaced. She offered a prayer to Hathani, though she knew the goddess only answered wishes with reality. At this point, her gamble for spying so long seemed foolish.

A gunshot cracked the air behind Ilsa. Both she and Blue looked back. Neither of them had been hit. Kaij had fired the weapon skyward, an ultimatum trying to convince them to stop fleeing.

Ilsa smirked. “He doesn’t think he can hit us from there.”

“I don’t know many who could.” Blue put a hand to her armored chest. “He sure scared me, though.”

Me too, Ilsa thought. She kept her eyes on the leader of the scouts. His runners’ chest heaved. The great cat began to slow. Other scouts caught up with their leader. Evidently the steeds lacked the endurance Ilsa had dreaded possible. 

The scouts began to recede, now only stalking the plain. She turned to Blue. A cold breeze picked up from the northeast.

She frowned. “That’s odd.”

“What’s odd?”

“The wind felt a lot warmer this morning.”

“It’s the weather. You can’t predict everything.” They urged their striders forward.

The temperature dropped fast. The muddy ground felt firmer under the striders’ steps. A faint whiff of propellant with a metallic tinge reached her nose. “Do you smell that?”

“Smell what?”

“Ayochian auto-launch powder.”

“I don’t smell any powder,” said Blue.

That did not mean there wasn’t any. Ilsa’s sense of smell was sharper than Blue’s.

Ilsa frowned up at the sky. The air temperature dropped even further. Above her, she glimpsed a tiny shape, perhaps the size of a hummingbird, gliding twenty or thirty meters overhead. She squinted to make out the shape more clearly. Her breath misted in the frigid air and the new chill reached through her coat. Ilsa shivered but kept her gaze on the solitary bird above them.

“Blue.” She pointed upward. “Can you sense that bird’s mind?”

Blue looked upward. “I can see a speck up there. You sure it’s a bird?”

“Humor me.”

Blue closed her eyes as they rode. Frosty white patches began to form in the long mane of Ilsa’s strider. Something about that bird was off. Blue opened her eyes. “There’s no mind up there. Can’t be a bird.”

“You’re sure?”

“Completely.” Blue frowned. “There is something odd up there, but it’s not a mind.”

Ilsa trusted her partner’s mental senses. She held the guiding lines in her left and then clenched her right hand, then spread the fingers wide. A brand burned. Her bonded shotgun appeared with its barrel pressed into her palm. 

She closed her grip on the weapon and began to carefully load the gun with three shells of bird shot. No sense wasting heavier ammunition on something so small. This would be enough.

Blue glanced at her. “What are you doing?”

Ilsa raised the shotgun and aimed it at the small form above them. “I’m testing a hypothesis.” She sniffed the air. The smell of auto-launch propellant remained, despite having ridden a few hundred meters since she had first noticed it. She aimed at the shape with its tiny wings. It was angling down. 

The air froze at her fingers and made her wish she could afford to wear gloves. But with gloves on she could not use her weapon bonds. She looked up the shotgun barrel, eyes almost closed to keep the little shape centered. She pulled the trigger.

The shotgun roared in its familiar voice. A distant ring of metal on metal followed an instant later, only audible to Ilsa due to her trained ears. Her airborne target lost a wing to the bird shot, but no blood came forth. She watched the shape of the target spiral down to the plain ahead of them. Immediately the chill in the air began to recede.

Ilsa watched the ground for the fallen shape as they approached. She slowed her strider. “Blue, I want to get a look at this.”

Blue glanced behind them. Ilsa checked as well. The scouts were still around a thousand meters away. 

“Alright,” Blue said. “But be quick.”

Ilsa spotted a glint of metal in the low grass. She kept her strider moving and slid part way down the mounting rope, legs pressed together to keep her steady, just like she and Cass had done as initiates years before. Her feet bobbed just above the mud and grass without touching any of it.

She snatched the hot, bird-shot-battered, form from the ground with one hand. It was small enough to fit in her palm. She stuffed the wreckage into her pocket and then scurried up to the saddle. Her steed had only slowed a little the whole time.

Blue raised her eyebrows. “What is it?”

Ilsa took the wreckage from her coat pocket. She turned it over in her hands and frowned. The shape resembled an overly-long bullet, but with a bent and broken wing of aluminum-like metal on one side and a groove along each edge, where the wings must have collapsed. The thing reeked of propellant with additional auto-launch fuel. It’s sides were etched with mystic syllables in high Ayochian, writing marred by furrows of bird-shot.

“It’s a projectile,” said Ilsa. “Based on an Ayochian magus round, I think.”

“So they do have war magi.”

The air felt warmer around Ilsa already. War magi powers had limited range, but symbols like those on the bullet could be used to extend that range. She frowned. “I’d say at least one ice magus, probably among the scouts.”

“This continues to get better.” Blue sighed.

“It doesn’t change our plan. We have to stay ahead of that army.”

“Fair enough,” said Blue. “But I don’t know if I can beat a full magus mind to mind.”

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that.” Ilsa stuffed the magus round into her pocket. We have to keep up our pace. She looked ahead. In the distance clouds hovered on the eastern horizon. Keep on hoping, Ilsa thought. Another memory of Cass returned, this one far more recent. Be red, Ilsa.

Be red. She urged her steed to full pace. Blood pounded in her veins.
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In days long gone, when The Three of Yr walked the world, the plateau was lush with life. White roses, primrose, and even the bird of paradise flowers abounded. When The Three returned to their hidden places most of Yr withered out of longing for their presence. So wrote the First Speaker for Hathani in one of the books Ilsa had studied at Saint Banyeen’s Garden, years ago.

In the present, the fourth month waned and winter’s chill was fading into the muddy hope of springtime, Ilsa guided her weary strider, Hailek she had decided to call the creature, around a broken patch of ground where a plant pile from a lotok formation had broken the surface. The dark green mound of memory cells climbed up through a crack in the soil. She was grateful to see any green. Over the past days of restless, riding there had been nothing to see except the occasional stand of tower grass. Only that morning had they reached this kilometers-wide swath of lotok.

A few yards away, a gout of cold water and mist erupted from the earth and startled Blue’s nearby strider. The normally unflappable creature bucked backward out of the spray. Blue held onto the reins and fought for stability, a Morhoen curse on her lips. “Tomorrow break you!”

Ilsa kept her eyes on the ground, looking for other points where cold geysers might erupt. The green on the surface of the plateau might have faded when the Three deities disappeared, but the plant piles beneath the surface remained thick in some places. Nourished through symbiotic connection to the steppe-grass above, the piles could well out-last human civilization. They had survived the fall of many nations in the past.

Blue steered her mount away from the geyser. Her coat and her strider’s hair dripped with icy spray, water forced to the surface by the plant piles shifting below the ground. She turned in her saddle and glanced at Ilsa. “Any sign of the fort around here?”

“We rode straight. Fort Sardul should be less than half a day from here.”

“If we actually rode straight.” Blue frowned at the empty horizon, then shook her head. “I don’t see it. That’s for sure.”

Blue might be gifted with an invincible immune system, but Ilsa knew her partner’s long-term patience was far more limited.

“I’ve never been to the fort.” Ilsa scanned the distant plains. No one could build directly over a lotok formation, but Ilsa was certain Fort Sardul must be near. The map certainly supported the fort’s location. She squinted through wafting mists from the occasional geyser eruption. Her eyes caught on a glint of glass.

Glass in the window of a house—What Ilsa had thought a formation of gray granite that rose from the ground on its own appeared to be part of some hidden settlement. She studied the area around the window as she fished out her binoculars from the saddle bag behind her back. She raised the lenses to her eyes. A crude, five-meter-high wall of thick granite circled the carved house a hundred or so meters out from its sides. 

It all looked derelict, and was built too close to the lotok for comfort, given the gradual creeping movement of the underground formation. Ilsa frowned at the thought. She had never heard of a primitive homestead like one so from Dal whether abandoned or not. Any families with holdings on the plateau would be wealthy enough to build something better.

She pointed with her free hand, toward the tiny glimmer of glass.

“Looks like someone used to live over there.”

Blue squinted at the point. “If you say so. Just looks like a pile of rocks to me.”

“Well, it’s not in good repair,” said Ilsa. “So it can’t be the fort.” She lowered the binoculars.

“Think we should check it out?” asked Blue.

“Better to be on the safe side.” Ilsa guided her strider toward the ruined homestead. She wished she had been able to find more information on the central region of Yr before leaving, but the plateau seemed very nearly to devour information. The Oshomi people and their herds of genuine horses were the most famous element beyond the Tenlyres themselves, but near the forts people could settle in relative safety, or so Ilsa had heard. She and Blue rode toward the ruins.
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The walls looked sheerer up close, and far from ruined. What had appeared crude now looked as architected as any structure Ilsa had seen in Dal or Morhoen. She peered over the wall, standing on her strider’s saddle, and glimpsed a finely crafted manor house that had looked like ruined stone from the distance.

Blue pressed a gloved hand to the polished surface of the wall. Lines from dripping water streaked the dark surface. “Seems a lot different up close.”

“Yeah.” Ilsa frowned. “Too different.” She looked along the curve of the wall. A gate was situated in the structure, high enough for a great strider to pass under it, and with slender watchtowers on either side. Ilsa guided her steed toward the gate.

She stopped before a pair of black-sealed iron doors with rust marks in places where the coat had peeled away. Ilsa looked at the tower window above. “Hey!” she called. “Anyone there?”

Blue rode to her. “What are you doing?”

“It definitely doesn’t look abandoned.” Ilsa kept her eyes on the window. A shadowy face appeared in the frame, looking down at Ilsa. She raised her arm and waved to the person keeping watch.

The face and in the window turned and said something Ilsa couldn’t hear through the glass. Ilsa saw the mouth move, but could not determine much else through the misted window pane. 

Blue glanced at her. “I hope they’re on our side.”

Ilsa shrugged. “It’s not like we’re criminals. Lots of Dalites on the plains support Unification.”

Both of the heavy doors clanked open. Ilsa rode into the gateway and then stopped, seeing three figures standing just a few meters inside. The one in the center was a man in a warm but well-tailored Dalite coat, with dark hair and pale skin. The other two were only vaguely humanoid, but distinctly not human.

Glittering glass camera eyes peered out from beneath the protection of metallic, domed, helmets. Long steel arms hung at their sides. Even longer legs of the same material carried each of the sentries forward toward the gate. A glint of a blade was visible along each of their forearms, and Ilsa spotted gun barrels on the opposite side of each limb. The man raised a hand and the mechanical sentries halted.

“I am Raheb Suel, the chief guard. What business do you have with Lord Palend?”

Ilsa frowned at the sentries. “Lord Palend? Since when does a lord of Dal live in Tenlyres?”

Raheb shook his head, face grim. A handgun flashed from his sleeve into his hand. “You women owe me an answer, not the reverse.”

“Look,” said Blue, “We don’t want any trouble.”

The man’s eyes widened. “You’re from Chogrum.”

“Shit.” Blue raised her hands. “We’re not here to fight.”

Raheb moved fast. He raised his pistol and took the safety off in the same motion. He aimed at Blue. 

Ilsa seized the small bag of ammunition and then leaped from her strider, a warning shout on her lips. Blue’s steed leaped forward without any audible command, vaulting one of the metal guardians. A shot rang out, but not from Raheb.

Blue’s armored shoulder took the impact of a rifle round. From the clang and whine of the shot, Ilsa guessed the armor had just saved Blue’s life. The force of the shot knocked her friend backward over her saddlebags. She fell from the strider onto the grass inside the courtyard walls. With a groan, Blue struggled to stand up.

Ilsa landed on the ground, her strider between herself and Blue. One of the sentries swung a rapidly-extended blade straight at her face. Ilsa dodged to one side. Air whistled past the weapon’s edge. 

She clenched her right hand. A brand burned. A pistol appeared in her grip. 

She loaded it in an instant, as she darted away from the sentry, following the curve of the wall away from Blue and the gate. One of the sentries followed her. The other rushed toward Blue. Both sets of forearm blades extended to the length of short swords.

“Suel, call this off!” Ilsa shouted. “We don’t mean any harm.” She smelled powder wafting from the manor house behind the well-dressed man. A glint of a scope’s reflection told her whoever had hit Blue was lining up another shot.

“I can’t. The master will not deal with Chogrumians.”

Raheb paced toward Ilsa. Blue found her feet. The sniper’s glinting scope angled toward Ilsa. The metal sentry swung a blade at Blue, but she was out of its way, moving out of its path away from Ilsa. Ilsa’s mechanical opponent lunged at her. She fired twice, smashing the eyepieces of the glass cameras in the helmet. The sentry continued forward.

Ilsa dodged to one side and the sentry plowed into the wall behind her, evidently not knowing to stop itself now that it was blinded. Blades clanged as they struck stone. Ilsa turned to face Raheb.

“I don’t want to hurt you, or anyone here.”

Raheb scowled. “You rode here with a Chogrumian.”

“We’re with the Unification. Both of us.”

“Even worse.” Raheb kept his pistol trained on her. 

The sniper would definitely have a shot lined up by now. 

Ilsa ducked low and rushed at the man, then leaped to one side. He squeezed off a shot, well wide of her. The rifle cracked from the great house rooftop. A bullet seared across Ilsa’s shoulder, drawing blood. She winced in pain, but brought her gun to a stop under the man’s chin. He backpedaled in time to avoid a potential shot, but she used the moments of cover his retreat provided her to produce her other pistol and load it. The magazine clicked into place.

She aimed the newly summoned weapon at the clanking sentinel following Blue and fired twice. The machine’s head burst in two places and sparks issued from the back of its dome. The sentry collapsed. Ilsa gave her partner a glance. “Blue, can you stop that sniper from here?”

Blue nodded to her, eyes closed. Ilsa kept her first pistol on Raheb. His hands shook as he fought to keep the gun aimed at Ilsa.

“Who are you?”

“Ilsa Barrett. Priestess of the Unification, and of Hathani.” The pain in her shoulder built, despite the damage from the wound not seeming serious otherwise. “Please, put down that gun.”

His wavering hand steadied. His eyes flicked toward Blue. “What is she doing?”

“Eating your sniper friend’s thoughts probably. Don’t count on someone else shooting me anytime soon.”

He gritted his teeth. “You bitch. How dare you!”

“Got her.” She turned to Raheb. “Sniper’s aimed at you now, man.”

His eyes widened. A clunk of wood on a paved path drew Ilsa to glance toward the main entrance of the house. The slow shape of a man leaning on a black staff of wood made his way toward them from the covered porch round the front.

“That’s enough,” called the old man. “Raheb, put away your gun. I believe what they say. These women are with the Unification.”

Raheb grimaced. “Lord Palend,” he lowered his pistol to his side and bowed to the old man. “Whatever you command is my call.”

Palend nodded to him and then turned toward Ilsa as he approached them. “Catch those striders of yours. Then, I want to talk to both of you.”

Ilsa glanced in the direction of Hailek and Blue’s strider, who had both run along the outer wall, away from the gunfire and were looking cautiously back at them. 

She nodded toward the old man, grateful for his sanity. “As you wish.”

He glanced at Blue. “You too, miss. Release Jia as a show of good faith.”

Blue hesitated with an intake of breath. She glanced at Ilsa.

“Trust me,” said Palend. “She won’t shoot.”

Blue breathed out. “She is released.”

The scope’s reflection vanished from Ilsa’s sight. She unloaded her pistols and then withdrew them into their seals. Blue’s will had already reined in the two striders. Ilsa turned to Palend. “Let’s talk.”
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Ilsa’s coat hung draped over the back of an elegant chair, her shirt folded on top of it. The shoulders of both garments were torn where the bullet had grazed her. She sat in the small dining room of Lord Palend’s manor house. Blue, across a carved wooden table from Ilsa, drummed her fingers on the tabletop as a groundsmaid who worked at the estate quietly stitched the wound. 

Behind Blue, Lord Palend kept his eye averted from Ilsa. His craggy face had gone pale when Ilsa had removed her coat. Evidently he did not like the sight of blood. And there had been blood, despite the relative shallowness of the graze.

What surprise Ilsa had felt at Palend’s open squeamishness was overshadowed by the pain of the needle and thread moving through her skin. She grimaced, having refused the pain medicine Palend had offered. No matter the pain, she could not afford to sacrifice her clear head in this situation. She did not know if she could trust Palend or his servants.

She turned her gaze toward Palend where he stood, leaning on his blackwood staff. “Is Fort Sardul near here?”

He waved his hand through the air but did not turn toward her. “Yes, very near. Just a few kilometers away.”

Blue raised her eyebrows. “We didn’t see it.”

The needle moved. Ilsa gritted her teeth. How much longer?

The groundsmaid squinted through thick glasses, intense in concentration.

Lord Palend frowned at Blue. “If you are with the Unification why are you going to Fort Sardul?”

Blue sucked her teeth. Her eyes flicked toward Ilsa. There was a question implied in her glance. Blue didn’t need her mental powers to convey it. Should we tell him about the Red Lector? An obvious question, but not easy to answer. Judging by his servants he might actually support the Ayochian offensive.

Ilsa started to nod. The needle moved. Sensation flared. She let out a hiss of pain, then bowed her head toward Blue and Palend.

Through clenched teeth, she said, “A force from Ayoch is heading this way.”

Palend turned toward her with a gasp. “From Ayoch? Has the war begun already?”

She looked up at his face. Strands of hair, loosed from her once-tight tie, drifted at the edges of her vision. He paled further. She wasn’t sure which of them was swaying more. “Between Dal and Chogrum, not yet. But the Red Lector is leading these Ayochians, so it may be near.”

“The Red Lector?” Palend’s lips trembled. Gnarled fingers clenched around his black staff.

Blue’s hand flattened on the tabletop. “You sound like you know him.”

“I’ve met him. Unless Goji Haram has been replaced since I was last in Ayoch.” A scowl deepened the wrinkles in his face. “That man has never seen eye to eye with me.”

The needle came out of Ilsa’s shoulder. The groundsmaid used a fine-pointed scissors to cut the thread. Ilsa gave a grateful sigh, despite the continued burn of the wound. The groundsmaid stepped back from her, carrying the needle and spool of thread, as well as the bandages she’d used to soak up the blood.

“Haram.” She remembered the name of the leaders of the scouts, Yunn, and Kaij Haram.

“You know the name.” Palend met Ilsa’s gaze, face darkened. “You should, being that you’re with the Unification. Goji and his wife are known as conquerers in the west of Ayoch. She is a general, and he is the lector who justifies her wars within their national religion.”

A chill ran down Ilsa’s spine, and it had nothing to do with wearing only a bra for a top. She leaned against the back of her chair. “I’ve heard of the Red General of Ayoch, but I never knew why she was called that.”

“It isn’t just her husband’s status,” said Palend. “My partners in the lands she has conquered have spoken of her tactics. She spills too much blood in the name of her queen.”

Be red. Be red. Cass, did you know what was going on in Ayoch when you told me that?

Ilsa frowned. “I didn’t see a female general back in Korlom.”

“They’re already in Korlom?”

“They were a few days ago,” said Blue. “We just barely outpaced them on the way here.”

“It was a close call.” Ilsa grunted. “They have war magi with them. Enough to send one with the scouts. Does Goji Haram have children?”

“Three that I’m aware of. Twin sons, and a younger daughter.”

Ilsa pressed her palm to her forehead. She brushed her hair back from her face. “I think his sons are riding with the scouts. Will they come here?”

Palend shook his head. “Likely they will camp by Fort Sardul. They probably radioed ahead and requested the veil be lifted. I bet that’s why you couldn’t see it on your way here.”

Veils produced by war magi usually formed as side effects of other magic and consisted of chaotic illusions that muddled reality’s appearances.

“A veil?” Ilsa stood up and walked to the chair where her shirt and coat lay along the back. “Does the fort have war magi too?”

“As far as I know they have some means to replicate the illusory effect. It’s quite a new invention, only added this year.”

Ilsa’s scowled. “A means to produce veils like a magus? Is that even possible?” She glanced at Blue.

Her friend shrugged. “It could be possible with digital assistance, but plant-piles definitely wouldn’t work because they don’t have muscles to control gestures. An animal-pile might be capable of that, though.”

Ilsa wrinkled her nose. Animal-piles could be used to store data, but they were difficult to feed and maintain because of their size and waste products. Plant-piles nourished only from water and sunlight captured by other plants connected to them. 

Animal-piles were like other animals. They needed to eat, drink, and pass waste. On the Plateau of Yr, they lived mostly in human captivity and were usually considered more trouble than they were worth by normal people. On the other hand, animal-piles could provide mobile databases and networks, the kind an aggressive army might find very useful.

She stopped by the chair and frowned at Blue and Palend. “If they have this kind of ability and share it with the Red Lector, our mission could get complicated.”

Palend walked to the table. The base of his staff thumped on the hardwood floor. “What is your mission, priestess?” He glanced at Blue. “And who is your traveling companion?”

“My name is Blue.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m a mind eater, but I fight for the Unification too.”

Ilsa nodded, still unsure if she could trust Palend though he obviously had no love for the Red Lector. “We’ve worked as mercenaries in Morhoen until recently.” She glanced at Blue. Her partner shrugged. Ilsa picked up her shirt and looked at the filthy, bloody garment. She turned toward Palend. “I’d like to know if you have a stance on the Unification before I tell you what we’re doing on the plateau.”

“Very well.” Palend bowed to her, then turned and dipped his head to Blue. “In all honesty, I admire the philosophy of Unification, despite growing old in the light of Vada.” He closed his eyes for an instant, as followers of Vada often did when they mentioned their deity by name. Vada was one of The Three, so Ilsa was familiar with many of her related ritual gestures. “After all.” Palend turned to Ilsa. “A peaceful world would be a better world.”

Blue kept her eyes on Ilsa. She did not look convinced. But what choice did the two of them have?

“Alright,” said Ilsa. “We’re looking for the Guardian of Tenlyres who lives among the nomads. If there is a war, the Oshomi could be caught in the middle, and we mean to keep the heart of their religion safe.”

Blue nodded.

Palend took his staff in both hands. He looked very old. The electric light from above made the lines in his face seem deep as the darkest rivers of Morhoen. “A worthy goal. Perhaps I can assist you. I have little reason to help Ayoch or the Red Lector’s family.”

“Your guard said Unification was worse than Chogrum,” said Blue.

“Raheb has my safety in mind. He knows I will act in the cause of peace, even if I risk this life of mine.”

Blue frowned.

“I believe you.” Ilsa looked up from the shirt in her hands, surprised to realize the words were true. “Do you have any suggestions?”

“I can offer you a place to rest for now. And when the Red Lector’s army arrives, I can help you get into Fort Sardul to investigate things. My wealth and lands afford me special protections from the Dalite military.”

“We could use more information,” said Blue.

Ilsa reached for her shoulder and touched near the stitches with a ginger hand. “We could use real rest, no matter how little.”

“That’s definitely so.” Blue nodded.

Palend smiled. “I will tell my staff to prepare accommodations.” His eyes moved to Ilsa’s torn and dirty shirt. “And we’ll see if I can find you some clothes while we wash what you’re wearing.”

Blue chuckled. “Are you a dirty old man?”

“No. But I’m looking at two filthy young women.” Palend held his nose and grinned.

Blue laughed. “You know what? You’ve got a point, old man.”

Ilsa smiled. A chance to bathe almost made her wounded shoulder worth it. She dropped her shirt onto the back of the chair. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Thank you for your mission. But may I ask you one thing?”

“Sure.”

“Why would servants of the Unification fight as mercenaries for money?”

“We have taken money from many commanders, but we only ever fought for one cause, our own.”

“That could be a good proverb,” said Blue. “Write it down, Ilsa.”

She shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

“That’s what’s so good about it.”

Ilsa rolled her eyes but Blue’s praise still felt good.

Palend looked from one of them to the other. He nodded absently. “I will have my people draw each of you a private bath.” He left the room for the larger adjacent dining hall. His staff thumped on the floor as if he were forcing it down with every step.
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Steam still rose from the bath as the water drained. Ilsa had carefully avoided getting her stitches wet. She walked to the sink by the door, still trying to dry her hair with a towel, and looked down at the clothes folded under the mirror beside the basin.

The shirt was pale blue, almost gray. It looked a little small for her but was finely woven. Ilsa found herself grateful for fresh clothes, regardless of either of those facts.

Light streamed through the high window in the wall over the tub and shone off the mirror in front of Ilsa. Her reflection looked tired, even to her own eyes, despite being newly clean. Her eyes moved down to her shoulder. The stitched wound looked so small with the blood around it washed away, but the residual pain went deeper than the surface.

Ilsa finished drying her hair and folded her towel beside the basin of the sink. She took care as she dressed in the warm clothes left by Lord Palend’s servants. The day had been strange so far, and replacing her worn and battered clothes with oddly comfortable new garments did not make it feel any more normal. 

She fastened her old belt around the waist of a pair of dark-colored riding pants. The belt carried two magazines of pistol ammunition in the pockets on either side. She slipped her black hair into a fresh tie to keep it back from her eyes. She buttoned up her new shirt and it found it was indeed a bit smaller than the old one. She left the top button undone, pulled on a light jacket and then left the steaming bathroom for the hallway that led along the first floor of the house.

Somehow, Palend’s estate had been off her radar when she had been thinking about crossing the plateau. At the moment, it was a stroke of luck, a gift from Hathani perhaps. 

A short woman, blond hair tied into a ponytail, stood in the hall with her arms folded. She leaned against the wall opposite the bathroom door. “Priestess.” She bowed her head. “Forgive me.”

Ilsa took a deep breath as she looked at the woman with her head bowed s her chin rested against her gray-green camouflage shirt. “For what?” She had guesses, but it would be better to know for sure.

“I shot you.”

Ilsa’s stitches were too fresh for her not to feel an instinctive flash of temper. She controlled the feeling and nodded. “You were doing what you thought was right. I can forgive you for that.”

“Thank you for sparing my husband. I don’t know what I would have done if...”

“That man out front?” Ilsa thought of Raheb and remembered her weapon under his chin. Words from Hathani’s ancient book returned to her mind. “Always fight alongside those you love. Those you love are those you trust.”

“Thank you, priestess.”

“My name is Ilsa.” Ilsa held out her branded right hand, sideways to not threaten with the marks of her weapon bonds.

The woman looked up at her face, surprised. “I’m Jia.” She took Ilsa’s hand cautiously. “Still, Jia Suel, thanks to your restraint.”

Ilsa frowned. While some Dalite women returned to their maiden name when widowed, she had thought that tradition might die out. If there were children in a marriage the combined name almost always stuck. She pulled Jia close and clapped her on the back with her free hand. “Good to meet you, Jia Suel.”

Jia pulled back, tears in her eyes. She dabbed at her face with a white handkerchief. “Thank you, Ilsa.” She took a deep breath. “Lord Palend sent me to ask if you would be ready to go to Fort Sardul this evening.”

“I should be, as long as Blue is.”

“Blue.” Jia’s shoulders slumped. “The mind eater.”

“Yes.” Ilsa met Jia’s damp gaze. “She’s my partner in the Unification, Chogrumian or not.”

“Do you think that’s wise? Going to the fort with her, I mean.”

“She can find things I can’t.” 

Jia touched her forehead with her fingertips. “I think I know what you mean.” 

Ilsa nodded to Jia. “I’m sorry she had to hurt you. Tell Palend I’ll be ready.”

The woman bowed her head. “I’m a hunter. I thought shooting people would be the same as shooting animals. I guess I was wrong.”

“The action is the same.” Ilsa closed her eyes. “The consequences are different.”

Jia did not reply, but turned and walked away. Ilsa let her go. She thought of the people she had killed, both with her bonded weapons, and by other means. In war, such actions were encouraged. Thoughts about the consequences were punished by one’s own mind. Those were memories not even someone like Blue could devour completely, not that Ilsa would ever ask for that. She had to remember her own actions to forgive others.
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At dusk, the illusory veils around Fort Sardul parted and Ilsa and the others approached. Her weeping-haired strider, Hailek, covered the cooling ground without complaint. Ilsa, Palend, Blue, and Raheb circled the fort toward the gates. 

The walls were higher than those of Palend’s Manor, surmounted by parapets and crenelations. Fort Sardul’s stones were gray granite, lined, cracked, and streaked with pink veins that reminded Ilsa of blood vessels.

Iron gates bore the same circular emblem as Dal’s flag wrought into their center. Double doors opened, separating the sigil’s two sides. Ilsa followed Lord Palend, who rode a dark-haired great strider of his own. They passed through the open doors and into the courtyard of the fort.

Designed like an ancient castle, Fort Sardul was one of the oldest forts on the whole plateau. However, the people who had built it seemed to have known as little about Tenlyres as Ilsa did in the present. The fortress walls had withstood over eight centuries of weather as well as countless wars. The same could not be said for the nation that hard ordered it constructed. Ancient conquerers from what was now Ayoch had occupied the central plateau, but where nomads still roamed the remains of their settlements were difficult to find.

Oh, the settlers had fought wars to hold the land, just as all nations did. Just as all nations, they eventually failed. Ilsa looked up at the central citadel of Fort Sardul, six stories high and built of material far newer than the walls. The citadel had to be tall, to get the best view of the land. During the latest war with Chogrum, the fort’s commander had leveled the original citadel in an attempt to destroy his attackers after the enemy breached the inner gates.

Cracks and scars marked unfeeling walls by the gateway where the fighting had been the fiercest during the most recent siege. 

Ilsa halted her steed alongside Lord Palend, just inside the courtyard. The broad space was full of tents and small striders. The banner of Ayoch flew in the center of the Red Lector’s camp. Blue caught up with Ilsa, closely followed by Raheb Suel, the manservant who acted as Palend’s bodyguard. From the open doors of the citadel came a party of soldiers in the pale blue cloth and black armor-plated uniforms of the Dalite garrison.

A sturdy woman with a lined face and thick gray hair held up a hand and halted the group’s advance on the gateway. Her gaze moved over the four striders and the people on their backs. Ilsa thought she could see the woman’s eyes linger on Blue, but eventually, she shifted toward Lord Palend.

“Chakeb Palend. Good to see you, old friend.”

“Commander Sevett.” Palend bowed in his saddle. “I have brought my friends—” He motioned with one hand to Ilsa and Blue. “—To meet the Red Lector.”

Commander Sevett raised her eyebrow. “Are you sure you want to go down that road? Lector Haram may not be happy to see you.”

“And I won’t likely be happy to see him. But I need to see him, commander, as do my friends.”

The commander turned to Blue, then glanced at Ilsa’s red staff, sticking out sideways from her saddle. “Are you a priestess of Hathani?”

“I am,” said Ilsa. “My name is Ilsa Barrett.”

“And you.” Sevett nodded toward Blue. “What’s your name?”

“Call me Blue.”

“Blue?” Sevett wrinkled her nose. “That’s your name?”

“Same today as it will be tomorrow.” Blue smiled. “I’m at your service.”

“She’s from Chogrum.” Sevett scowled. “How do you know this one, Chakeb?”

Palend raised his eyebrows. “Commander, I have friends from all over the world. I assure you, the Red Lector’s plans are safe with Blue.”

Sevett motioned to her escort. “You will all be under guard until you leave the fort.” 

Ilsa nodded but didn’t like the implication, even if they were just scouting. Palend waved a hand. “Of course. Any level of security you like, commander.”

They dismounted their striders. Ilsa took her staff with her. She patted Hailek’s flank once she dropped to the ground. Flanked by guards, they walked toward the citadel. The Red Lector’s encamped forces surrounded them. Clusters of troops surrounded small fires.

Up close the people of Ayoch could have been Dalites. In the gathering gloom, they could also have been monsters. Ilsa knew all soldiers had that ability. All people contended with sides both good and evil.

Even so, Ayoch’s imperialism made these soldiers, sheltering from the cold breeze, tending fires, cooking food, the enemies of Unification. The monarchs of Ayoch seemed to love their new lands more than their subjects. Ilsa set her jaw as she walked past fire pits where most of the soldiers didn’t even seem to notice her or Blue and the people around them. Their group moves slowly, with Palend and Sevett in the lead, flanked by Dalite guards.

She had never been in a war this personal before, a war like the one that had destroyed her family.

They reached the fire pit closest to the center-most tent, a tent that bore the unmistakable insignia of Red Lector’s rank and a brightly illuminated script in High Ayochian on a pole by the entrance. Two guards, both big men with rifles propped to their shoulders, stood beside the banner pole. One of them, a whole head taller than the other, raised a gloved hand in motion to halt Sevett.

“Commander.” The giant guard’s gaze shifted to Ilsa, then to Blue. “Who are your guests?”

“Two women in the service of Lord Chakeb Palend,” said Sevett. “And they have my trust.”

This meeting had become so simple, with Palend’s help. Too simple.

“Names?” asked the guard. His eyes moved back toward Ilsa. Dark brows bent inward.

“Ilsa Barrett,” said Ilsa.

“And I’m called Blue.” She smirked. “I think your Lector will want to meet us. He knows Lord Palend already.”

The guard nodded to Blue. “I recognized him, myself, Chogrumian.” 

Blue gave an unhappy hiss. “Don’t judge me by where I was born.”

“Regrettably, that is part of my task.” The guard wiped a glove across his sweaty forehead, visible through the raised toothy visor of a full helmet. “I am a Lectoral Protector.”

“You got a name, protector?” Blue asked.

The other guard grunted and clenched a fist tight.

“Ozleji Sammhar.” The guard’s eye glinted in the firelight. He clapped the other guard on the shoulder. “Leave it.” The huge man motioned to the tent. “You may enter, but first, leave your weapons here.”

Raheb handed over his pistol, Blue the knives she kept at her belt and in her boot. They were all allowed past the guards and into the tent. Ilsa moved to follow them. Ozleji Sammhar’s heavy glove fell onto her shoulder. She looked up in surprise. Her gaze met his dark eyes and her breath caught.

His lip curled. “Your weapons, Barrett?”

She scowled at him, staff clenched in one hand. “I’m not carrying any weapons.”

“Not on the outside. But you are a weapon bond, aren’t you priestess?”

Ilsa pulled away from his hand. “How did you guess?”

He let her step back from him without complaint. “Each style of bond is noticeable to a tutored nose. I’m surprised you didn’t notice mine. From your presence, I think we have the same form of bond.”

Her glare locked on his smile. “What are you talking about?” But even as she spoke she began to smell the powder-dust aura of her father emanating from him. As unmistakable as the Red Lector’s standard, the aura of weapons bonded to human spirit by fire.

His grin widened. “I never thought I would have the chance to meet another like me, someone trained by Black Powder.”

Her eyes widened. “Black Powder?”

“My teacher.” Ozleji Sammhar nodded, then pulled off one glove. “He taught me how to bond weapons to my spirit with fire.” A pale crescent brand became clearly visible on the man’s palm. “But I can tell he taught you more.”

Ilsa stared at him. “He didn’t teach me much.”

“Then why did you seek him out?”

“I never sought out that man.” She made one hand into a fist. She felt her brand begin to burn anew.

“Pardon me for not believing that,” said Ozleji. “Only he has mastered the technique of bonding weapons without the need of a shrine to keep the original. Only he teaches how to bind firearms to the very spirit of a human.”

“I didn’t say I’d never met him.” Ilsa felt her lips pull back into a savage snarl. “He is my father.” She clenched her fists and produced both pistols, but held the empty weapons at her sides.”Do not mention him again. And don’t let those go untouched for over a minute unless you want them to return to me.” She handed the empty firearms to the guards, followed by the shotgun and submachine gun she produced next. She did not trust them with all her weapons, but she saw no other choice. “Now, let me through.”

“With pleasure.” Ozleji Sammhar bowed to her. “An honor to meet you, as well.” He motioned her to follow the others into the tent. She walked after them, shaking in anger with every step.

[image: image]

Inside the Red Lector’s command tent, a ring of halfway shuttered lamps cast their light onto a central table. Shadows crept from metallic markers indicating locations on the flat steppe, stuck into the table’s ports at the appropriate places. Small lights flickered up the sides of the marker at the center, one of ten shaped like tiny versions of the Ten Lyres.

Two men looked up from the table as Ilsa stepped into the tent. Lord Palend and his bodyguard Raheb Suel stood on one side of Blue just within the entrance. Ilsa stopped on the other side of her friend and looked at the two men by the table. A familiar smell of cured meat wafted from the table.

The tall man with long white hair and thickly woven red scarf folded his arms and looked at Ilsa. Despite his faded hair and creased skin, he did not look as old as Lord Palend, but he was probably past sixty. Ilsa remembered him from her spying in Korlom and everything added up. He must be the Red Lector. 

The man on the other side of the table was shorter than Ilsa, and a few years younger than the Red Lector, but still well into middle age judging by the strands of silver in his red hair. He had a heavy paunch but was not so flabby as to lose his facial features completely to the fat in his cheeks. Beady brown eyes shifted from the Red Lector to Ilsa.

“Is this all of them?” the heavy little man asked.

The guard from outside, Ozleji Sammhar, spoke from behind Ilsa. “Yes, General.” 

She grimaced. Somehow she had missed him following her inside. Ilsa planted the end of her staff on the carpet that made the bottom of the tent. “My name is Ilsa Barrett.”

“The priestess who ran from us at Korlom. A pleasure.” The Red Lector smirked. He spoke Yrian without any noticeable accent, which alone was fairly normal for an Ayochian with a strong education. “It suits you to meet us here, but not there?”

Blue’s gaze flicked toward Ilsa. She looked like she wanted to speak up, but Ilsa knew all too well that Blue was already in a tough enough position. Dal had been allied with Ayoch for years out of necessity, but Chogrum had never been on good terms with the western monarchy.

Ilsa dipped her head to the Red Lector. “Your eminence,” she said using the formal Yrian word for a high priest or priestess. “I regretted not meeting you in Korlom, but my partner and I could not be sure of your understanding, given the situation with Chogrum.”

“Ah yes, the brewing of war.” The Red Lector’s smirk did not slip but became even more smug. “A frightening thing for many to see, but not you, I’d wager. You two have experience in these matters.” He nodded to Ilsa, and then to Blue. “My sons tell me you shot down a magus round. Quite impressive.”

Ilsa snorted. “It seemed necessary. Your scouts did not appear willing to let us go.”

The short general glared at Ilsa. His Yrian was rougher, intermingled with harsh-sounding signs of his Ayochian origins. “What makes you think the Lector will let either of you go now? You may be Dalite originally, but we know your true nature now, priestess.” 

A cold stab of fear crept into Ilsa’s chest. She did not let it spread out to become visible. She raised her eyebrows. “I am not proud of my work in Morhoi. That is one reason I returned to Yr.”

“Interesting.” The Red Lector steepled his long fingers. “I do have to wonder why a priestess from a prestigious Dalite Clerical Garden found the need to become a mercenary in the east, let alone consort with a Chogrumian Mind Eater.”

Blue closed her eyes, arms folded. A short series of thoughts lashed from Blue and snapped into Ilsa’s mind. They’ve done their research. What now?

Ilsa frowned at the Red Lector. “How did you contact Saint Banyeen’s?”

His smug smiled looked so broad as to be painful. He picked up a small device that looked like a small tablet with a speaker attached. “Ayoch does not live in the past, priestess. I have been in contact with my forces in Dal since the day we left the city. It was not difficult to get in touch with High Priestess Uopemm using the pile networks. She told me you were quite a troublemaker but did not elaborate.”

“I have not often been on good terms with the High Priestess.” Ilsa seethed with frustration but tried to keep the feeling internal. She had not realized the Ayochians had mobile pile access so far across the plateau. If she had known she might not have given the scouts her real name when she first met them in Korlom. The habits of both a priestess and mercenary, both careers reliant on reputation, had betrayed her.

The Red Lector’s smile finally slipped a little. “No need to be upset. General Kanan is a bit overzealous. I see no reason not to let you go your own way.”

“But they spied on us!” Spittle flew from the general’s lips. He turned to the Lector. “Eminence, please reconsider.”

“I have a deal to offer you and your partner.” The Red Lector’s expression returned to full leer. He motioned to the board. “The forces of an Oshomi tribe have been spotted just east of here, by the Ninth Lyre. We are to engage them in the morning if they stand in our way and would appreciate your assistance if we encounter them.”

“You want us to fight?” Blue started.

“You are mercenaries, are you not?” The Red Lector did not even look at Blue. His gaze remained on Ilsa. “One battle in my service, then I will pay you and you may go on your way.”

Ilsa took a deep breath and tried to slow her heart rate. His offer would give them leeway to get away if they actually fought the next day and he kept his word. She had no illusions that between his war magi and his troops they would not get away from the fort tonight if the Red Lector did not allow it.

Lord Palend thumped his black staff on the carpet. It hit with a dull sound and left a dent in the ground beneath. Ilsa glanced at him, a bit surprised the old man could muster enough strength for that. He glared at the Red Lector. “I will not allow this coercion, Goji.”

“Goji?” The Red Lector’s nostrils flared. “You would do well to watch your tongue when choosing to address me, Palend.”

General Kanan took a step toward Palend and raised a hand, palm open. He swung his arm. Raheb caught his slap before it could strike the old lord. “Manners, general,” he said. “My master is too old for you to strike him.”

The general’s face reddened. He pulled his hand way. “Why, you!” he reached for the pistol at his belt.

Ilsa’s world dilated as the man seized the grip of his pistol. He began to raise the weapon, a worn and common nine millimeter with an extended magazine jutting from the base of the grip. An inch out of the belt, Ilsa tensed to leap at him. She would not let the man kill for such a stupid reason.

“Kanan, stop.” The Red Lector shrugged his shoulders. “The servant has the right of it, no matter how rude Palend has been by addressing me by my given name.”

Kanan slammed the pistol back into its holster and glared at Raheb. He turned so his face fell into shadows, but Ilsa could tell he had turned crimson in complexion. Red. Too much red.

She relaxed her stance and then turned to the Red Lector. “I think your terms are almost fair.”

“Almost?” The Lector’s smile returned, but nowhere near as broad as before. Compared to his prior expression he looked thoughtful. “What can we do to even terms?”

“Tell me,” Ilsa said. “Why are you taking this army to the central lyre? Answer that and you will have us for one battle, free of charge.”

The Red Lector raised on eyebrow. “Very well. We have a mission to capture the Keeper of Tenlyres who lives among the Oshomi.”

Ilsa’s heart skipped a beat. A chill ran down her spine and she stiffened. Ozleji Sammhar laughed.

“You appear to have struck a nerve, your eminence.”

Blue turned to Ilsa, eyes wider than Ilsa ever wanted to see. Her friend’s thoughts were muddled as they mingled with Ilsa’s own.

Tenlyres.

Oshomi.

The Keeper.

He knows too much.

Does he know our mission?

Ilsa took a deep breath. “Thank you, your Eminence.” She dipped her head to the Red Lector. “We will ride with you to the Ninth Lyre.”
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Palend returned to the manor that night. Ilsa and Blue set up at the edge of the Red Lector’s troops and rested until morning. Then, restless in the early light, they rode out of Fort Sardul with the scouts and the Lector’s twin sons. 

Kaij took the lead on his runner but kept his pace slower than the great cat-hybrid could go at its quickest. Ilsa and Blue rode just behind him, but ahead of the rest of the scouts. 

Ever since Sammmhar, the Lectoral Protector, had returned Ilsa’s weapons and she had reabsorbed them, the brands had seemed to itch.  That made one reason she had not slept easy, but not the main one. She scowled at the faint rays or rising sun, filtering through a layer of pale gray clouds. The Red Lector really had known too much the previous evening.

A few kilometers distant, the silhouette of the Ninth Lyre loomed over the land, looking much like the Westernmost Lyre by Korlom. Ilsa wondered where Lemuel and his sister, and even the grave robber, Ferdinand, were now. She offered a silent prayer to Hathani to keep them. The prayer felt redundant when left unspoken.

The Three deities kept everyone, in one form or another.

Through the hazy morning sky the glistening form of a locust cruised over the plateau, several kilometers overhead. The hybrid sky creature looked nothing like a bird, bearing more resemblance to an immense sting ray Ilsa remembered from books about the southern seas, but with thousands of small flight tubes blossoming in clusters from the center of its back. Those tubes inflated with lighter than air gas to carry the creature as high as the clouds. A passenger compartment hung beneath the creature and swayed on its tethers as the beast banked in flight.

Ilsa and Blue had taken a Locust from Morhoi to Ayoch on their way to Dal. The creatures could only land in water, and such pools were  not seen in Dal because of the prohibitive cost. She did not like that form of travel, but she would take it compared to riding with possible enemies close on every side. 

Kaij looked over his shoulder at her. “You two gave us the slip quite well, leaving Korlom.”

Ilsa shrugged, trying to ignore Kaij’s lingering eyes. “Doesn’t matter much now, does it?”

“We’re all riding together for the moment,” said Blue. “That much is a fact.”

“You understand that our Eminent Father has been quite generous to both of you.”

“Oh, yeah. Really generous. He only surrounded us with thugs.” Blue laughed with false mirth. “I tell you, he truly burdened us with options last night.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” said Kaij. “But one option is one more than the Chogrumian forces will get from us when we meet them.”

Ilsa raised her eyebrows. “You’re confident.”

“Of course, I am.” He snorted, then turned to face forward in his saddle. He tilted to one side and wheeled one arm in the air. Most of the other scouts spurred their runners and caught up with Ilsa and Blue. Only Kaij’s brother, Yunn, and one other of the dozen riders hung back.

Blue glanced at Ilsa. The thought she sent her asked if she knew what they were doing. Ilsa shrugged. She didn’t know much about Ayochian military signaling, having spent most of her mercenary career east of the opposite side of Yr.

She looked back to the skinnier but all too similar Haram brother, Yunn, and the scout riding beside him, whose form was bundled up so heavily it could have belonged to anybody, man or woman. A kilometer behind the scouts, the Ayochian column advanced. Yunn’s yellow hair trailed in a braid from the back of his tall hat. He wore a pair of black gloves, which he kept on the reins of his runner. The expression on his handsome face was uneasy, and his eyes appeared unfocused.

He didn’t seem to see anyone else in the party, not his brother, not his comrades, and certainly not Ilsa nor Blue.

Blue frowned at Ilsa. “He seems to have detected my sending to you. He could be looking for someone to suppress.”

“Right,” said Ilsa. “He’s a war magus.”

“An ice magus,” said a hiss of a voice from behind them. “I am an ice magus.” 

Ilsa glanced back at Yunn. 

He urged his runner to catch up with Ilsa and Blue, a grimace on his face. “My powers are good for more than war.”

“That’s good to know.”

Blue shrugged her shoulders. “All magic has more than one application. In in Morhoi people bond to their favorite tools, after all.”

Yunn scowled at her. “And the ability to eat others’ thoughts is far worse than even freezing the blood in someone’s veins.”

“Say what you like. I’ve never stopped someone’s heart with my powers.”

“No, but I wager you’ve made someone take other lives.”

Blue sniffed and turned in her saddle to look forward. Ilsa had to acknowledge to herself that Yunn had a point. She had seen Blue command people to fight for her more than once, not to mention the hammer blows Blue could deliver with the adrenaline boost provided by nourishing off the thoughts she stole.

Ilsa grunted. Blue closed her eyes, perhaps because she could tell Ilsa did not fully agree with her. A tiny smirk curled Yunn’s lip, a contrast to the way his father’s grin seemed to split his whole face in half. 

He nodded to Ilsa. “You see, we’re all guilty here. Right, priestess?

“I don’t know.”

Yunn looked like he wanted to say something, but his eyes grew distant in the next moment. His hands trembled. He shouted, “Oshomi are close!”

Kaij turned in his saddle to look back at Yunn. “Are you certain brother?”

Blue’s eyes flew open. “Just listen, you idiot. I sense them too.”

Kaij twitched toward Yunn and then glared at Blue.

Ilsa turned this way and that, searching for any sign of nomadic warriors. A shout louder than either Yunn or Blue roared from a hundred voices ahead of the scouts, in the shadow of the Ninth Lyre. She turned just in time to see a hundred riders spill out from behind the monstrous instrument.

Though cast in the shadow of the lyre, the Oshomi were unmistakable. Feathers fluttered in the hair of humans and horses. Hide and cloth, braids and beards, bows and rifles. Wild-born horses were far shorter than striders, but a hundred of them sounded like thunder. Hooves unlike the paws of runners or the feet of striders crashed over the ground.

Ilsa stared at the nomad warriors and realized she could be near meeting the Keeper of Tenlyres.
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A hundred Oshomi riders circled the scouts at a distance, and then charged towards the Red Lector’s column. Kaij shouted an order and the scouts turned their steeds to ride back toward the main column. Ilsa and Blue rode with them.

Her heartbeat accelerated as first shot cut the air, a single echoing clap from somewhere near the column. She could not tell who had opened up first, the Ayochians or the Oshomi. In the next moment, the resounding crack of the first shot was lost in the roars of the fusillade that followed.

Bolts of electricity shot from a few Oshomi, the ones who carried lances with straight metal prongs instead of angled points. Those lightning catchers rode ahead of the rest of the nomads. The sound of their weapons rumbled across the plain. Men and striders pitched to the ground from within the Red Lector’s formation.

Ilsa grimaced and clenched her branded right hand. She drew her submachine gun from within the bond. Her hands worked automatically and she loaded the forty round magazine under the weapon’s sleek barrel. All of this without Hailek breaking his stride.

The sound of gunfire and thunderclaps died away for an instant as the Oshomi skirted along the hastily forming lines of the Red Lector’s forces. Ilsa and Blue on their striders fell behind the accelerating runners of the scouts, but they made it to within a hundred meters from the head of the column before the shooting resumed.

Uniformed and armored Ayochian soldiers on light striders still taller than horses, returned fired on the Oshomi. They lacked the thundering lances wielded by Oshomi lightning catchers but made up for the absence of the terrifying weapons with sheer numbers and the discipline of their engineered steeds. The blue and red line wavered along its length, but at no point did it break.

In the lead of the scouts, the Red Lector’s sons outpaced even the others on runner-back. Ilsa watched Kaij level a rifle as he drew alongside the front his father’s troops. He slowed his steed and fired. An Oshomi lightning catcher who had been lining up a shot on the Red Lector’s command party fell from the saddle.

Yunn pressed his palms together and the ground rapidly iced over beneath the hooves of a group of galloping nomad horses. The animals whinnied in surprise, skidded, and several of them fell.

The other scouts began to catch up with Kaij and Yunn. They readied guns and slowed their runners. Another great shout went up from the Oshomi, and half the riders swept around in a ring to encircle the Red Lector’s command party at the front of the column. The Ayochian line behind the Red Lector’s group broke. 

Ilsa turned in her saddle to follow the path of some dozen more Oshomi stringing themselves out to attack the scouts at the head of the column. She raised her submachine gun and traced the route of the lead rider, a big woman who almost casually fitted an arrow to her towering bow at full gallop. Ilsa flicked her weapon’s selector to semiautomatic, to improve her aim and not waste bullets.

She looked down the iron sights of the machine gun. The lead rider loosed an arrow toward Ilsa and her steed. Ilsa drove her heels into Hailek’s flanks. The strider lurched forward. He grunted as the arrow slashed across the back of his head and made blood flow into his mane from a cut behind his ear. Ilsa did now want to shoot, but she knew in that moment she would not have the choice for long.

Wind whistled in her ears, audible even over the sound of screams and shots and thunder. She squeezed the trigger. She smelled the powder ignite inside her weapon.

Speed of movement. Judged by sight.

Distance. Estimated with precision.

Cover. Nonexistent.

Only the shifting steppe winds could interfere. Half of Ilsa would not have been surprised if the Oshomi had the wind on her side.

Wind or no wind, the rider tumbled from her saddle. Ilsa trusted the aim her father had taught her those years ago when he had first branded her to bind her weapons to her spirit. The woman she had shot would not rise, thanks to the bullet in her heart.

“Hathani keep you,” murmured Ilsa. She turned Hailek toward Blue. The sound of the battle faded into the background as her friend met her gaze.

Blue nodded to her.

Ilsa shivered. She had taken another life. All too quick. Far too easy. She rode toward the Red Lector’s troops. 

Blue’s eyes lost their focus as she devoured the courage of the Oshomi riders behind Ilsa. The string of riders that been trying to outflank the scouts broke and retreated from the battle. Ilsa watched them go, numb to the scene.

Ahead of her, she glimpsed Ozleji Sammhar, the Lectoral Protector trained by Ilsa’s father, brandish a massive hand cannon of a pistol in one fist as he hefted an ornate shotgun in the other. The fanged visor of his helm was down, hiding his face. The few Oshomi who had closed with the Lector’s command party lay broken and bloody on the ground before him, shredded by shot along with their horses.

Some Oshomi were still close by, but all of them were in retreat.

Blue turned to Ilsa. “I’d say this was the battle he talked about.”

“Yeah.” Ilsa lowered her machine gun to her side and flexed her free hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

Blue nodded. Then she flinched. A tremor ran through her whole frame. She swayed in the saddle. 

“Blue?” Ilsa asked.

Blue grimaced. “There’s a mind eater here.” Sweat ran along her brow. “Whoever it is, is taking a swing at me. No problem. I can handle—” Her last word became a scream of pain. She shuddered and then slid sideways. 

Ilsa reabsorbed her machine gun and urged Hailek sideways. She caught Blue before she could fall completely from her saddle. Her friend looked up at her face with dull eyes.

“Shit.” Ilsa’s grip on Blue’s shoulders tightened.

“That’s what I was gonna say.” Blue went limp, but her heartbeat remained audible.

Ilsa pulled her friend sideways onto Hailek’s saddle, then grabbed the reins of Blue’s strider. She glanced in the direction of the Red Lector, then down at her friend’s slack face. She turned the two striders back toward Palend’s Manor.

“Just a few kilometers,” she said to Blue. “I’ll get you some help.”
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Ilsa supported Blue along the front of the saddle as the two of them rode through the gates of Palend’s Manor. Blue’s strider loped in behind them. Her friend looked up at the great house as they entered the yard. At first, Ilsa thought Blue was still unconscious because she had thrashed and shifted at different times on the ride back.

Then Blue said, “This place again?”

“Yeah.” Ilsa sighed. “At least, they aren’t shooting at us this time.” The stitched wound in her shoulder throbbed as a reminder of their last entrance to the building. 

She halted Hailek and in the yard, a few meters from the front of the house. “Can you get down from here?” she asked Blue.

“Sure. Don’t worry about me.” Blue twisted her waist and then lurched into a sitting position. “Don’t worry.”

“Excuse me if I do.”

“No thanks. You gotta relax a little. Some Oshomi mind eater just dropped a bomb in my mind. I’ve done that to too many other people to whine now.”

Ilsa grunted and swung her legs over one side of the saddle. She dropped the line and descended it to the ground. 

She looked around the yard and found no sign of any people or even the metal sentries that had greeted them last time. With Oshomi forces clashing with the Red Lector only a few kilometers to the east, Palend may have ordered most of his people inside, or they might be sheltering at Fort Sardul, not far away.

Blue groaned and started to climb down the line from Hailek’s back. Ilsa waited below, looking upward, ready to catch her friend if she slipped. 

The wind whistled over the walls. Ilsa scanned the parapets from the inside. She finally spotted a shape, barely humanoid, on one wall, looking east. One of Palend’s plant-brained metal guards, she could tell from the silhouette. Everyone else seemed to be indoors if they were in the manor at all. But someone had opened the gates for them.

Ilsa frowned and glanced back toward the gatehouse. A man with long hair and ballistic armor stepped out from the gatehouse, all too familiar. Ferdinand Thoss, a man the Chollushes had called a dangerous bandit, looked down from the wall at Ilsa and Blue in the yard. Ilsa frowned up at him, one question circling in her mind.

What is he doing here?

Blue struggled to the bottom of the line. She slumped against Hailek’s leg. “Who is that?”

“The grave robber from the Western Lyre.” Ilsa shook her head. “Somethings wrong.”

“Definitely.” Blue grimaced and sank to the ground, still pressing against Hailek’s leg. The strider paid her no attention.

“Blue,” said Ilsa. “I’m gonna go talk to him.”

“Be careful. He has a weapon bond.” Blue scowled. “And I’m not exactly up for stopping him.”

“I’ll see what he’s doing here. Hopefully, it won’t come to that.” She began to march back toward the wall. She considered producing one of her guns, but she had already taken one life today. Blood she had not even truly seen with her own eyes now spread across the steppe grass beside the Ninth Lyre. Ilsa stopped a few yards from the gatehouse.

She looked up at the spot where Ferdinand stood. He met her eyes. “Priestess Barrett,” he called. “It’s good to see you again.” His gaze shifted to the garden on the south side of the manor house where black-trunked trees completely unnatural to the steppe stood, cultivated by Lord Palend and his servants.

Ilsa returned her eyes to Ferdinand’s face. “I hope I can say the same. What are you doing here?”

“I’m a guest of the old lord of this manor. Besides, I hoisted this gate for you and your mind eater, so shouldn’t you be grateful?” The corners of his lips turned upward in a small smile. “What ever happened to not looking a gift-horse in the mouth?”

Ilsa glanced at the gates, still standing open. Something was off about what Ferdinand said, and he was Chogrumian despite the traces of Morhoen ancestry she guessed he had in his past, judging from his unusual facial features.

“That a Chogrumian saying?”

“Nah,” said Ferdinand. “But when you grow up on a farm you get used to the concept.”

“A bad gift is a bad gift.” Ilsa grunted. “You still heading east?”

“That I am.” Ferdinand paced along the top of the wall. “Charming though you are, I have a feeling I should leave sometime today.”

“Oh? Could it be you aren’t as welcome here as you said before?”

“What an odd accusation. I assure you, priestess, I am in good stead with the lord of this manor.”

“Interesting. His servants didn’t want to trust Blue just because of her accent.”

“Interesting is right. Pr-priestess. Y-you have c-cut right to the h-heart of th-this.” His stutter grew obvious despite his apparent attempt to suppress it. Ilsa recalled the way he had muddled his speech back at the Western Lyre when upset.

She clenched her hand to produce a pistol, just in case. Once she opened her hand she would be armed, but she hesitated. Ferdinand stared at her for a moment. His eyes narrowed for an instant, then he bolted along the wall that encircled the manor, heading toward the garden.

Ilsa cursed. She opened her fingers and then locked the gun that appeared in her hand in a tight grip. She swiped a magazine from her belt and loaded the pistol, but did not thumb off the safety until she hit her stride. Her finger hovered outside the trigger guard as she ran.

Ferdinand did not look back. About ten meters from the garden he dropped into a low crouch, still moving at a high pace. A sound like a tree branch whipping against stone rang through the air. In Ferdinand’s next stride he leaped off the parapet, gripping a wooden javelin in each of his fists. He launched farther than would be possible for an ordinary human. He flew into the garden of gnarled black trees and vanished from Ilsa’s view even with the branches bare from winter.

Ilsa looked after him with a cold expression, but kept her pace up and ran toward the garden. Her heartbeat became loud to her as she reached the tree line on the outside of the dense copse at the center of the plot of cultivated soil.

She searched between the trees with her eyes, seeking any sign of Ferdinand. Evidently the large lance with the basket guard was not the only weapon he had bonded to him. At range her guns should have a significant advantage over his javelins though the small spears were designed to be thrown, so he would not be completely defenseless.

Best to be careful. If Ferdinand was sneaking around the manor, where were Palend and his servants? Had he hurt them? 

Ilsa took a deep breath. It did little to slow her heart. Good, because I may need the adrenaline if he has any more tricks up his sleeve. She stalked to one black tree trunk and then pressed her back against it. The smells of fertilizer, moss, and fungus mingled in her nose. 

Ferdinand’s soft footsteps crunched slowly over the stiff grass and traces of snow and moved toward the center of the copse of trees in the garden. Then his footsteps stopped. “W-well, th-this could be inconvenient. I’m gonna need new boots.”

Ilsa peered around the tree trunk. Ferdinand paced around one side of a plant pile where it emerged from the earth in a clearing at the center of the garden. The pile looked like a mound of dark green bulbs piled about a meter over the ground, but with small tendrils creeping out and upward, reaching toward the pale sun. Behind the pile, a fuzzy white mountain shifted.

The heavier sound of a strider rumbled to Ilsa’s ears as Ferdinand’s steed stood up from behind the pile, shocking white against the deep green bulbs and yellowish tendrils of the plant pile. Ferdinand reabsorbed his bonded javelins into his bare feet and then patted the strider’s side with an open palm.

Ilsa held her breath and watched him reach up and take a tablet from a saddlebag that hung down his strider’s white flank. He knelt down beside the pile and extended the connector pin from the tablet. He turned to look over his shoulder. Ilsa darted back behind the tree. She took the pistol she held in both hands and double-checked the safety. It was still locked. She thumbed it off but kept her finger off the trigger.

He might be quick to draw, but judging by his movements earlier, she was faster.

She stepped out from behind the tree trunk, barrel of the pistol down. “Ferdinand Thoss.” She walked forward with careful, deliberate steps. “What are you doing?”

Ferdinand looked up from his tablet with a start. He turned toward Ilsa with a grimace on his face. “I’m checking up on Lord Palend. Looks like he’s been busy networking.”

“Networking?”

“Yes, quite a bit of networking.” Ferdinand’s eyes moved to the gun in Ilsa’s grip. “I think you may interested in this.”

Ilsa scowled. “So you’ve hacked into his connection logs?”

“It’s not difficult to do if you know where to look.” Ferdinand bowed his head. “Ilsa, you may want to hear this.”

“Alright.” She took another step toward him. “What’s interesting?”

“Lord Palend contacted an animal pile on the plains west of here this morning. Turns out, that plant pile is registered to some Ayochian General called Boraij Kanan.”

“General Kanan.” Ilsa remembered the heavyset angry man in the Red Lector’s command tent the night before. She frowned. “But he’s already riding east with the Red Lector.” She walked to Ferdinand’s side and looked down at the tablet he crouched before. 

He nodded. “The message is to his second in command, some captain whats-his-name. Who cares? The message was to be relayed to the General, according to the log.”

“What did he say?” Ilsa peered down at the screen.

“Not so fast.” Ferdinand quickly shifted to hide the screen from Ilsa with his back. “I want you to promise to let me go before I share.”

“That depends. Why were you here in the first place? Something tells me you didn’t come here to help me spy on the Red Lector’s general.”

Ferdinand took a deep breath. “Maybe Chollush was right about me being a thief. I’m here to skim some funds from Palend’s account before I head east. Dalite credit can be useful in Chogrum, you know.”

Ilsa frowned. “I believe you. If it’s just money, I can let you go.”

“Good.” Ferdinand smiled. “You’re very reasonable, especially for a priestess.”

“Don’t push your luck.”

“Alright. Alright.” He shifted so she could see the tablet.

She read the transcription of the digital message from the screen. Her lips began to murmur the words as her gaze moved down the screen.

“General Kanan should know that I have his back against the Red Lector. When the time comes I will see Haram beaten, one way or another. Tell him I’m happy with his performance last night, and I think I played my part for Haram to put more trust in him. I may not pay homage to your religion but you may trust my alliance with your Gray Lector. One last thing. Be careful should you choose to move too soon. An honor bound priestess of Hathani is traveling with Haram at the moment. I have a feeling she may interfere though I cannot fully predict her actions. Please inform the general. Respectfully yours, Lord Chakeb Palend.”

Ilsa scowled. “Lord Palend is working with the general? But he threatened to kill Palend last night.”

“The performance, perhaps?”

“Looks like it. The general must have been faking.”

“But he connected with someone who worked for a Gray Lector. Ayoch has five high-up Lectors, right? Each one named for a color?”

“Yeah.” Ilsa’s breath caught and she paused with realization. “But none of them are called Gray.”

“Yeah,” said Ferdinand. “Looks like they’re planning something against the Red one.” He yanked the pin from the plants, leaving a small hole in the bulb he had stabbed to access the memory of the pile. Without information to process, the tablet’s screen immediately went blank, showing the pattern of a leaf beneath the glass cover. He stuffed the device into his saddle bag and turned to Ilsa. “Time to go. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“Thank you, priestess. Hope your friend is alright.”

Ilsa nodded. “Blue should be fine. But she’ll need a day or two of rest. I was hoping Palend would let us stay here.”

“Then you’ve got one more problem. Thanks to his sentry’s logs, Palend’s gonna notice I was here, even if you let me go.”

She frowned at him. “Do you have any ideas?”

He nodded to her. “If you look like you tried to stop me, he’ll definitely let you stay.”

“You’re right.” She clenched the grip of her pistol against her palm brand.

“We’ll look like we fought.” He extended one arm away from his steed. “That work for you?”

She frowned. Deceiving Palend would not have felt good just an hour ago, but he had deceived her and Blue, if only for an apparent personal vendetta against the Red Lector. She took a deep breath and then nodded to Ferdinand.

He smiled. “Good doing business with you.” He produced the steel lance in a flash. The edge of the blade sliced along her outer thigh.

Ilsa gasped with pain and thrust her arm out. She fired her pistol skyward. The gunshot roared and Ferdinand’s lanced slipped back into his bond. He leaped onto his steed and rode out of the garden and toward the gateway.

She looked down at her leg. Blood ran from the cut in her slashed pants, shallow, but painful. She swayed, dizzy, and then started to limp after Ferdinand. She would tell Blue the truth, and they would make plans on how best to talk with Lord Palend. She blinked at the pain and kept limping forward.
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Morning light poured through the window of the manor house and fell onto the bed and woke Ilsa. She opened her eyes, felt the three fresh stitches in her leg were Ferdinand’s lance had cut her, and grimaced. He could have just punched her. On the other hand, the blood made her story to Lord Palend more convincing. She could hardly complain much. It had worked.

From what Ilsa could tell, Lord Palend trusted her more now than he had before. A pang of guilt ran through her stomach. But all of this was necessary.

One of Palend’s groundsmaids had bandaged her leg the previous afternoon and later made sure to change it before Ilsa slept. Ilsa climbed out of bed and glanced at the white bandages on her thigh. Fighting as a mercenary in Morhoi, an occupation where men and women were lucky to have a full single set of clothes, she had gotten used to being filthy. For the short term, she considered a cut a day for a bath a day a reasonable trade. She was no stranger to cuts and burns.

Ilsa walked toward the window where she had left her clothes. Her wounded leg twinged as she reached the chest of drawers. She dressed, but her leg’s nerves complained more and more as she did. Fully clothed, she buckled on her ammunition belt and walked to the door.

She stepped out into the hallway on the second floor. Hardwood gave a slight bounce under her step. A jolt of pain ran through leg from the wound in her thigh to the back of her knee. She grunted and shifted to lean against the wall plaster. Once the pain subsided she continued down the hall, ginger on her feet and one hand pressed to the wall for balance.

After limping down the stairs, she made her way to the dining room. The smell of cooking meat greeted her from the kitchen on the other side of the long hall that stretched along the Eastern outer wall of the mansion. Sunlight poured into the room and cast Lord Palend’s shadow from where he sat in his chair at he head of the long table.

He turned and smiled at Ilsa as she entered the room nearby him. “Good morning, priestess. How is your leg?”

She bowed her head to him. “It’s a bit painful. Looks like he may have cut deeper than I first thought.”

“Hopefully it’s not an infection.” Palend scowled. “I wouldn’t doubt the blackguard who did this does not keep his blades clean.”

“He is a weapon bond. I’m not entirely sure why, but once summoned, the weapon arrives completely clean.”

“Completely?” Palend raised his eyebrows.

“It would be difficult to find a more sanitary blade than one conjured through a bond.”

“Well, that is good, I suppose.” Palend shook his head. “How is your friend, the mind eater?”

“I haven’t seen her this morning.” However, Ilsa had told Blue the truth the previous day, before Lord Palend and the Suel’s returned from Fort Sardul, and after Ferdinand’s escape from the manor.

“I hope the Oshomi did not hurt her too badly.”

Ilsa shrugged. “She isn’t used to meeting another mind eater who can match her. Blue is very skilled in her art.” She knew what she said was true, but unimportant truths did not help her feel better about her lie to Lord Palend. However, he still had not mentioned the Gray Lector or his conversation with the Ayochian rearguard. Though he admitted to hating the Red Lector, supporting some sort of assassination attempt otherwise seemed beyond him.

“I see. You know, I’ve only met a few mind eaters in my life. And none from Chogrum.”

“They are the rarest form of magi, from what I understand. Chogrum trains more than Dal, but they’re colleges are almost unknown in Morhoi.”

“Interesting.” Palend drew in a deep breath through his nose and then sighed happily. “Well, it seems the lighter meat is about done.”

Ilsa sniffed, following the smell of the cooking meat. “Lighter meat? You eat them out here?”

“Why, of course. Our old generator here at the manor began to fail last winter, and once the new one arrived, I had the old one slaughtered. Of course, given the size of our generator, my staff and I have been eating the meat we from one lighter for over a year.”

Ilsa smiled. “I’ve never had lighter before. In Morhoi they have a taboo against it.”

“But you’re not from Morhoi.”

“I wasn’t preparing a lot of different kinds of meals either. On campaign, things get very stretched, even if you’re on the winning side.” Ilsa did not want to go into the other hardships of war, but if the Red Lector died Ayoch might well step in to fight Chogrum more seriously. “You were never a soldier, were you, Lord Palend?”

“Never,” said Palend. “But I’ve seen death on this plateau.”

Not enough death to keep you from plotting against an enemy, evidently, Ilsa thought. She limped to the table. A woman appeared from a door on the near wall behind Lord Palend’s seat, carrying a serving platter of steaming slices of meat that ranged from dark to light in color. The woman set the platter before Lord Palend, just in front of his own large dinner plate.

“Please, have a seat, priestess. I don’t believe Hathani forbids meat, am I correct?”

“True.” Ilsa pulled out the chair nearest Palend. She sank gratefully into the seat. “How can I refuse?”

From the passage behind Ilsa, a squeal of excitement announced Blue’s arrival. She stepped into the room wearing a long white dressing gown she must have borrowed from someone on Palend’s staff. “I knew I smelled lighter meat! Lord Palend, I would be infinitely grateful if you would supply me with a few slices of this delicacy. It has been years since I’ve had any!”

“Of course, of course.” Palend’s lined face split into a grin. “You seem far more excited than Priestess Barrett.”

“Never mind, Ilsa. She doesn’t know what she likes, and if she does, she seems set on denying it.” Blue walked to the table, grinning wide and sniffing at the air.

Ilsa grunted. “I know what I like.”

Blue pulled out a chair and sat down.

Palend called for two more plates. As the server brought out plates for Blue and Ilsa, Jia Suel marched into the room from the entrance leading to the front of the house. “Lord Palend,” she said. “Your other guests have arrived.”

“Ah, good.” Palend smiled. “Send them in.”

Ilsa looked at Blue in surprise, unable to keep the cold sense of fear from creeping down her spine. Could the Ayochian rearguard have made it to the manor so soon? Did that mean the Gray Lector, whoever that might be, was here too?

Palend chuckled. “Don’t look so alarmed, priestess. I have a feeling you are familiar with both of these guests. Blue told me you encountered my friend Lemuel and his sister on your way here.”

“Lemuel Chollush?” Ilsa could have laughed with relief, but held it in. “The scholar from Chogrum?”

“Indeed.” Palend smiled. “I made his acquaintance in the summer when he passing this point on his way west.” He turned to Jia. “Please, direct them in here. I’m sure they’ll appreciate the food as much as Blue.”

Blue laughed so loud, the server stepped back from her in surprise. “I doubt that they’ll match me, Lord Palend.”

“Perhaps not.” Palend shook his head.

Jia ducked out of the room, and then returned a few moments later with the Chollush’s following her.

Lemuel looked unruffled, especially for having traveled across the central plateau for at least another few days. Somehow, his pale face remained free of stubble and his long dark hair could have been washed that morning for all Ilsa could tell. He wore a coat as dark as his face was pale.

His shrunken right hand folded into his ordinary-sized right palm. He carried his two scroll cases on his belt, perhaps, Ilsa guessed, containing rolled data screens as well as rolls of paper for notes. A calligraphy box hung behind them on the belt.

Plant piles needed plants to interface with inside every device humans used to view the data stored in the genetic code of each one. Ilsa stood, though her bandaged leg twinged with pain, and turned toward Lemuel and his sister.

The younger Chollush looked almost as put together as her brother. She wore the same dark traveling clothes and black cloak and an empty holster on her hip. Her eyes flashed as she met Ilsa’s eyes. Their gazes locked.

Lemuel might be a scholar, but his sister fancied herself a killer. Ilsa did not like that in someone so young. Tirica did not break her gaze from Ilsa’s, stubborn eyes but with little else to indicate defiance.

The room was silent except for the sounds of Blue eating. Her fork scraped on the plate. A knife rasped as she carved a piece of meat.

“Ilsa Barrett.” Lemuel bowed low to Ilsa. “It is good to see you again, priestess.”

“And you, Lemuel.” Ilsa nodded to him and Tirica.

Lord Palend motioned to the table. “I see we are all acquainted. Sit, my friends. We have breakfast to eat.”

Lemuel smiled. Tirica turned toward Palend and dipped her head. “Thank you, Lord Palend.”

“Please, all of you, call me Chakeb. On this plain, as everywhere, the point of status and money is to do good, not demand respect.”

“With respect, Chakeb. That makes me less than comfortable,” said Lemuel.

“And you should know, that is no argument at all. Take a seat, my friend.” Palend laughed and waved at the table. Tirica and Lemuel followed his motion and walked around to the far side of the table and then sat down across from Ilsa and Blue. Palend turned to the server. “Two more plates, please.”

The server bowed and then bustled out of the room. Ilsa sat down again. She faced across the table at Tirica.

Lemuel coughed to clear his throat. “I regret to say this.” His Chogrumian accent seemed thicker as he slowed his voice. “I have to warn you, Chakeb, there is another Ayochian force heading this way. I don’t know their intentions though they fly the banners of the Red Lector.”

Lord Palend’s eyes widened slightly. “More Ayochians?” He frowned though he had already known about the Ayochians, being that he had sent them a message through his plant pile. “How are they traveling?”

“Armored vehicles,” said Lemuel, “A column of forty or fifty crawlers with some striders and runners as outriders. There must be at least five hundred soldiers, but there could be a lot more.”

“Could be twice as many, depending on the crawlers.” Ilsa glanced at Lemuel. “You’re sure they have crawlers?”

Tirica scowled at Ilsa. “My brother wears glasses, but he has eyes like you and me.”

Blue spoke through a mouthful of food. “She’s got you there.” 

“Fair point.” Ilsa sat back and took a deep breath. “But that only makes our mission more urgent. If those crawlers get to the central Lyre first, the Oshomi will have to flee, and then who knows where they’ll take the Guardian of Tenlyres.”

“The Guardian of Tenlyres.” Tirica’s scowl darkened. “What’s so important about this person?”

“Sister—”

“I’m serious, Lemuel. Why bother protecting one person when there’s a war about to begin?”

Blue gulped down her food and frowned down at her empty plate.

“The Unification believes the Guardian of Tenlyres might have the divine authority to end a war, but that won’t happen if Ayoch captures the guardian.”

“The Unification is bullshit.”

Ilsa glared at Tirica. Blue looked up from her greasy plate with a grimace on her face. 

Lemuel raised his good left hand. “Tirica—”

“No, Lemuel. They don’t have a real reason, just superstition.”

“You’re wrong.” Ilsa closed her eyes. “The Guardian is a powerful figure in Ayochian lore. Historically, the Lectors owe their existence to this place. Five Lectors. Ten Lyres. Each Lector is officially the protector of two Lyres, and Ayoch has always wanted to possess them, as well as the Guardian. If the Guardian pushes for peace, most of the Lectors will too. Without Ayoch’s support, Dal will want peace with Chogrum.”

“Lectors don’t rule Ayoch. The queen does.”

“Sister.”

“Lemuel—”

“No, this time, I know you’re wrong. Without the authority of the Lectors, even a supposedly divine monarch does not control the Ayochian people.” Lemuel took a deep breath and turned to Ilsa. “Please, Ilsa, let us help you get to the Guardian.”

“But brother, what about your research?”

“If there is a war the future could be at stake.” Lemuel sighed. “I do not usually like to admit this, but we have to live in the same world as everyone else, regardless of any knowledge we have of the past.”

Palend raised his eyebrows. “Lemuel, my young friend, you have grown since I last spoke to you.”

“I should hope so.” Lemuel looked down at his shrunken right side. “I have to make up for the things I cannot change, somehow.”

Palend nodded.

Lemuel turned to Ilsa. “Will you accept help from my sister and me?”

She frowned at him. Blue put a hand on Ilsa’s forearm. “We’ve fallen behind. We need all the help we can get.”

“You’re right.” Ilsa folded her hands beside her plate. “I don’t like to admit that, any more than you like to admit history isn’t anything, Lemuel.”

He smiled weakly at his sister. 

Tirica shrugged. “I’ll protect you, whatever you choose, brother.”

“Thank you, Tirica.”

“Just tell me one thing,” said Tirica.

“Alright,” said Ilsa.

“Are you willing to kill for your mission, priestess?”

Ilsa’s eyes narrowed. The memory of killing the Oshomi rider during the fight near the Ninth Lyre returned, as did the numbness in her heart and mind that followed. She set her jaw. “I will do what I have to do.”

Tirica nodded. “Glad to hear it.”

Palend whistled. “You three are all so serious. If you want to reach my age, perhaps you should be more like Blue. Please, let us eat.”

Blue laughed. “I’ve been trying to tell Ilsa that all along, old man.”

“Blue,” Ilsa muttered.

“Just accept something for once.” Blue burped. “Enjoy yourself.”

Ilsa rolled her eyes but refused to argue. “We have to leave later today,” she said, “but for now, I’ll try to relax.” She dished up a slice of lighter meat with her fork. She took a knife and carved the food for her breakfast. 
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One day’s ride west of Palend Manor the sun rose behind an illusory haze, evidence of the Red Lector’s war magi in action against the Oshomi. Ilsa glanced at Blue from her saddle, as Lemuel and Tirica climbed onto their striders. The scholar and his sister had not slowed them down the previous day, but they moved slower in the morning.

Tirica shot a disgruntled look in Ilsa’s direction. “Hey, I’m not used to getting up at the ass-crack of dawn.”

“Fair enough,” said Ilsa. “But we are in a hurry.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“I think you’re dragging your feet.”

“I am not anywhere to close that.” Tirica’s face flushed. “You should watch yourself, priestess.”

“I try to,” said Ilsa. “That’s why I’m worried we won’t get to the central lyre in time.”

“Alright, cool it.” Blue rode her steed between Ilsa and Tirica. “If it’s any consolation, you’re both wrong. We need their help, Ilsa. And we also can’t be at each other’s throats’, Tiri.”

“My name is Tirica. Don’t try to get familiar.”

“I once knew a girl with the same name as you.” Blue grimaced at some memory she had never shared with Ilsa. “She was stubborn too.”

Ilsa frowned at her friend. “Alright. I’ll leave it there.”

Tirica glared at Ilsa, then at Blue, and then rode her steed ahead of them toward the rising sun. Lemuel caught up with Ilsa and Blue on the back of his own wooly black strider. “I apologize for my sister. She is not always happy with my decisions even when she goes along with what I want.” 

“Really?” Blue smirked. “I couldn’t tell.”

Ilsa couldn’t help a small smile. “I wish it was that easy. The way you two argue makes me think she respects you.”

He sucked his teeth. “More than I deserve.”

“Maybe so,” said Blue.

“Maybe not,” said Ilsa.

“Oh this is gonna be a good day. We can’t agree on anything this morning.”

“Seems that way,” said Ilsa.

Blue grinned. “Gotcha. Sweet irony, am I right?”

Ilsa released a bark of laughter. “You are.”

Lemuel smiled. The sunlight glinted on his glasses. He guided his strider into a lope after Tirica. Ilsa and Blue did the same.

They rode east at speed. They had passed the ninth lyre the previous afternoon, but the central lyre was still not visible, even with the vast distances one could see on the steppe.

Ilsa rode on one side of Lemuel, with Blue on the other and Tirica in the lead by a few great strides. For her part, Lemuel’s sister kept looking around, scanning for danger. As they moved further east and away from the Lotok formation that curved around Palend’s manor tower grass became more common, sprouting up so high it could block the view. Luckily, few of those clumps were dense enough to hide anyone from a distance if one kept her eyes on the stand while moving forward.

They followed the trail of footprints and broken grass left by the Red Lector’s troops.

At about ten in the morning, Ilsa smelled increasingly familiar Ayochian powder, borne on the eastward breeze. She looked back and spotted a line of six runners with riders in Ayochian Blue uniforms also galloping along a trail left by the Red Lector’s column, less than a kilometer back from Ilsa and the others.

They were not scouts from the Red Lector’s force, and they did not carry a standard. Ilsa had to guess they were from the rearguard, and thus owed their allegiance to Boraij Kanan. And through their general, they were controlled by the Gray Lector.

She turned to Blue. “Ayochian outriders. Behind us.”

“That nose of yours is damn useful.” Blue glanced back at the scouts, then turned to look at Lemuel. “Can you fight?”

He raised his shrunken right arm. “I’m afraid I’m rather useless in physical altercations.”

Ilsa nodded. She looked back. Each of the riders behind them looked to be on a fresh steed, judging by the pace of the great cat-like beasts. “We’re not going to get away from runners if they keep that pace.”

Blue shook her head. “Well, Lemuel. Best get your sister. This is gonna be up to the three of us.”

“There are six of them, and three of you.”

“Truly a scholar. You can do math.” Blue took a breath. “I can try to even the odds, at least, a little. And Ilsa doesn’t miss.”

“My sister is a good shot,” said Lemuel. His eyes looked watery with nerves. “Fine, if we have no choice.”

“There’s always a choice.” Ilsa sighed. “I’ll try to negotiate first.”

“If they really are with this renegade Gray Lector, what good will that do?” said Lemuel. “We don’t even know this person’s true goal.”

“We should, at least, try to find it out.” Ilsa folded her arms.

Blue turned to her with a furrowed brow. “I hate to say this, but they’ve got us outnumbered two to one. If we let them get close enough to talk, that advantage becomes a lot bigger.”

“I understand.,” said Ilsa. “I also don’t think—”

“No, priestess.” Tirica must have slowed her steed because the three of them had caught up with her. “We’ve got you outvoted. Shoot first, and see if we can take any of them alive afterward. That’s what I say.”

“You’re too eager to kill.”

“And you’re too reluctant.” Tirica pulled her rifle from the straps that held it to her saddle. She loaded it with a fresh magazine. “Am I wrong?”

Ilsa grunted. “One can never be too reluctant to kill.”

“Unless you die because of it,” said Blue. “We have the advantage now. Let’s not waste it.”

Tirica checked the slide and safety of her rifle and turned her strider toward the scouts. She looked through the telescopic sites of the weapon. “They’re riding with weapons out.”

“I smelled them because they’ve got ready powder somewhere in their group.” Ilsa sighed inwardly. “I admit it, but it’s likely they’re probably not planning to let us talk either way.”

Blue and Ilsa turned their striders.

Ilsa turned to Lemuel, then motioned to the nearest stand of tower grass. “Go, hide over there. We’ll find you once the fighting is done.”

“Good luck.” He rode his steed toward the tower grass. He had almost reached the tall grass, when Tirica’s first shot cut the air and polluted Ilsa’s nose with the smell of burning Chogrumian powder.

One of the riders approaching from the west rocked in his saddle though the shot must not have been immediately lethal. The Ayochians shouted warnings to each other. In seconds, they all had weapons in hand and were slowing their runners. A hundred meters away and the shots quickly began to buzz and whistle through the air.

They shot without any real hope of accuracy. Blue’s eyes were unfocused as she mentally reached out toward the scouts. Ilsa gave her friend some distance. She rode toward the scouts.

Clenched fists.

A pistol appeared in each hand. She braced one on her hip and loaded the other, then repeated the process for the second weapon. She thumbed both safeties off. She kept Hailek going westward with her knees, and leaned around him in the saddle. She took aim, despite the thirty or more meters between her and the scouts. 

The pistols felt light in her hands, and she was grateful for their small caliber, a rare insight of her father’s that still helped her. Damn it, you may have tied me to the name Black Powder, but I am not going to follow your path. Her lips drew back in a snarl.

Ten meters from the scouts. Behind her, Tirica’s rifle sounded again. She must have missed this time, for the scouts focused on Ilsa. One of them twisted a shotgun toward her. 

She squeezed one trigger. The man with the shotgun fell. Blood leaped into the air as he tumbled from the saddle.

Ilsa shot another scout as the man scrambled for a machine gun. His arm snapped back, but he got a burst off. The shots stitched into the air over Hailek’s head. Her pistols barked again. The machine gun fell silent.

A third scout spurred her runner to leap at Hailek’s neck from one side. Ilsa whirled in the saddle. She fired her first shot underhand. Pain flared in Ilsa’s wrist from awkward recoil position, but she fired again. The second shot hit the runner in the foreleg. The riding cat sprawled out of Hailek’s path, claws flicking through the air with no flesh to rend.

The rider screamed and went down under the wounded steed. Still she reached for a pistol. Ilsa beat her to the draw, and the scout fell limp. Red trails ran up to her uniform’s collar.

Ilsa turned and came face to face with a fourth scout. This was the one already hit by Tirica’s first shot. This close, she could see the man had suffered a broken collar bone from the bullet. He swayed, one hand on his chest while the other clawed toward a pistol. Ilsa shot him in the hand. He screamed and lost his balance. He fell from the saddle and lost his pistol in the fall.

She turned toward the last two scouts. A shot rang out from Tirica, and one of them fell from the saddle. The other ducked her head and then dropped to the grass of the steppe below, dragging a redwood staff from her saddle in the process. She threw back her hood in a flash of strawberry blond hair. A submachine gun materialized in her hand.

Cass Kalteri trained the weapon on Ilsa.

“Hold your fire,” The red-haired priestess said through gritted teeth.

Ilsa stared at her. She heard herself yell to Tirica. “Stop shooting. We’ve won.”

Cass looked up at her from the ground. “I told you to be red. Should have known that wouldn’t be your problem, Ilsa.”

Trickles of blood ran down Ilsa’s forehead. More spattered cover her sleeves, with speckles of red on the shirt she had taken from Palend’s manor. She lowered her pistols, breathing hard.

“Cass. What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you, damn it.” Cass looked around at the fallen scouts. None of them moved, except for the blood leaving their wounds. Ilsa gasped for air. She had done this. Again, she had killed without care. Never mind that she had protested Tirica and Blue.

This kind of killing was always within her.

She nodded to Cass, feeling light-headed. 

“Ilsa.” Cass looked toward Blue and the others. “If I’m correct about your mission, we need to go.”

“We?” Ilsa scowled. “Those days are long gone, Cass.”

“Maybe. But today, I’m here to help you. Just didn’t think I’d have to keep you from killing me first.”

Ilsa grimaced. “Let’s ride. You can explain why you’re here on the way.”
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Cass led the group of runners from the Ayochian scouts from the back of her own steed as night began to fall across the plateau. Ilsa watched her and the great cats at the corner of her vision. She could not help the feeling of disgust with herself for killing their former riders. Yet she had only mortally wounded one of six runners in the process.

Spots of blood still clung to the sleeve of her coat. The moon began to rise in the eastern sky, opposite the setting sun. Orange light cast long shadows from the party so they stretched out before them with black emptiness. The shadow shows one side of every spirit, the side that cannot help but do harm.

Ilsa remembered her father with a flicker of annoyance. He bore a rifle across his shoulder, the butt resting in his palm. His shadow stretched across the low grass of the plain. His black and marble-furred strider stood parallel to him, facing a sunset in another time and another place.

She could practically feel the rough grass beneath her young toes, practically smell the powder from her father’s shots. To say one thing for him, he had not killed anything they did not need to survive, but at the time, she had not appreciated that fact. His imposition to take her from the edge of the plateau and further onto the steppe had left her mother in tears.

Mother had, even before her visions began to intrude, lacked the strength to stop father from taking Ilsa with him. He had told her he wanted to help her, not harm her. In the end, that had been a lie.

Later, with powder smell in her nose and the echoes of shots still ringing in her ears, father had built a fire. He had burned the weapons he would bond to her one by one, and he had branded each of her hands twice. Ilsa had not been able to resist, and it had cost her a place at Saint Banyeen’s despite her best attempts to hide the truth.

The bonds were of his style, connected to the spirit, with weapons contained by eternal fire rather than the traditional shrines used by most of Hathani’s clergy. And they showed the evidence of her father’s corruption, which would see Ilsa expelled from the garden, years later.

By the time she had joined the garden, however, Father had been gone for another four years. And she had not seen him since. The fault for her expulsion fell not fully on the monstrous shadow the sun cast from him the day he had bonded her to her weapons. No, the fault fell on Cass Kalteri and the High Priestess.

In the present moment, Ilsa turned from Cass and squeezed her eyes shut. She could only barely recall the events without tears. 

Blue’s voice reached her. “So, she is the one who betrayed you.”

She looked at her friend’s concerned face. “You don’t need to be a mind eater to know that.”

“Absolutely true.” Blue guided her strider alongside Hailek. “Can you tell me if she’s really on our side?”

“I can’t.” Ilsa scowled. “But she’s been caring for my mother back in Dal. I don’t know if that means much.”

Blue frowned. “If I had enough family to know, I’d tell you.”

She nodded. “Blue. You never talk about your family.”

“Because far as I know I don’t have one anymore.” Blue smirked. “Sometimes it’s convenient, but usually, it isn’t.” She looked behind her to where Lemuel and Tirica rode behind Cass and the runners.

Ilsa followed her friend’s glance. Tirica still carried her rifle openly but had relaxed her grip over the hours so it now hung from the sling around her shoulder, unattended at that moment. They had not seen any sign of other outriders from either side. But they would have to ride all night to catch up with the Red Lector’s forces before the Ayochians reached the Central Lyre.

Tirica nodded to Ilsa, finally silent. Her face had been pale when Ilsa had caught back up after killing the scouts. She sighed. Tirica had shot two of them herself, but what kind of woman her age had seen that kind of bloodshed before?

Lemuel patted his strider’s neck with his good hand but did not look in her direction. If Tirica had been shocked by the sight of Ilsa’s actions, Lemuel could well have been horrified depending how much he had witnessed.

She did not blame him if that was the case.

She took a deep breath and turned back to Blue. “We’ll see what happens.”

“We always do, I suppose.” Blue dropped her pace and fell back on her strider.

Cass caught up with Ilsa, lower to the ground while riding on her runner’s back than any of the others on their tall striders. She turned to Ilsa. “I’ve never seen anything like that, back there.”

Ilsa’s lip twitched. “Anything like what?”

“Like how you fight.” Cass frowned. “There was a time I never thought I’d see you shoot again.”

Ilsa faced rising moon up ahead and grimaced in the diminishing orange blaze from behind her. The only times before that quickly diminishing day when she remembered shooting around Cass were nearly eight years gone, and the vast majority of them had been simple targets.

She shook her head. “I don’t like to fight.”

“That’s odd, coming from a mercenary.”

Ilsa put laid her palm on the red staff that crossed her saddlebags. “I fight for Hathani and the Unification and for that I will do things I don’t like.”

Cass frowned. “Dal is in chaos just thinking about a fight with Chogrum. You think you can stop a war?”

“I can do my duty and hope for the best.” She sighed. “I trust my leaders.”

“Who are these mysterious leaders. I’ve only heard of Koor, the priest out in Morhoen.”

“Koor is the one I’ve met when I joined as a full member.”

“Koor can’t be the only one, though. Is he?”

“I’ve spoken to others. Mostly they don’t make themselves known to outsiders.”

“So you’re not going to tell me?” Cass frowned. “Not very friendly of you.”

Ilsa shrugged. “I didn’t kill you. That doesn’t mean we’re friends.”

“But we were.”

“Too long ago.” She scowled into the distance as the sun sank away behind them.

Hailek snorted. His woolly muzzle released a stream of condensation. Ilsa shivered. The sunset brought with it a drop in temperature. 

The silver moon cast only slight shadows. Twilit steppe grass raced beneath them. They passed out of the region dotted with tower grasses and continued the ride east. 

Every few minutes, Ilsa released a breath into her cupped hands. The wind picked up, blowing dust and rivulets of snow. Ilsa wondered how many kilometers they were from the Central Lyre. The Keeper of Tenlyres would likely still be near the timeless landmark. Oshomi tradition dictated the keeper stay close to that place for some mysterious reason. Ilsa had studied them, but she knew little of what to make of their strange religion, focused as it was on animals and plants left unmodified by human hands.

They rode expertly bred, but not otherwise engineered, horses. They trained horses, dogs, and birds without the aid of the signals used in civilized cultures to condition animals. In some ways they were intentionally primitive, but Ilsa had the feeling what they adopted from the settled societies was more pragmatic.

Striders might be virtually tireless compared to horses, and runners could out pace any normal animals, but the advantage of each was slight over a horse in many circumstances, and the Oshomi tradition revered the horse first. Ilsa frowned as she recalled her mother’s vision, the one she had told Ilsa about when they had last seen each other. Body of a horse, face of a nomad woman, and a voice like Ilsa’s. The human mind could play tricks on itself, and those tricks could often be less than funny.

Mother’s mind was no exception.

Ilsa urged Hailek forward, pushing the strider toward the silver beacon of moonlight on the horizon. Beneath the moon, a shadowy shape flickered in gray and white, riding ahead of Ilsa and Blue and the others. She frowned at the distant rider, but there was no mistaking the tall shadow belonged to a strider with a human on its back.

Who would be out here, riding by night on a white strider? Ferdinand Thoss rode a white strider. Ferdinand Thoss had been moving east. Ilsa fished in her saddlebag for her binoculars. She retrieved the double lenses with cold fingers and then peered through them as Hailek continued forward at his steady, disciplined pace.

The figure on the strider’s back belonged to man in a heavy coat with the bulk of ballistic armor beneath. No mistake from the hair and build, though Ilsa could not see his face. The thief and grave robber, Ferdinand Thoss was riding ahead of them. The slight pain of the stitched cut on Ilsa’s leg reminded her of the sharpness of his bonded lance.

She lowered the binoculars and looked over her shoulder at the rest of her group. Cass and Blue rode ahead of the Chollushes, side by side. Ilsa had to wonder, if they had been talking, what had they said to each other. She frowned at the two of them.

“We’ve got company up ahead.”

“Friend or foe?” asked Cass.

“A bit of both.”

Blue raised her eyebrows. “You recognize them?”

“It’s just one rider. Ferdinand Thoss.”

Lemuel pushed his strider forward. He caught up alongside Blue. “Thoss is heading our way?”

“He’s riding the same direction we are,” said Ilsa. “I just saw him.”

Lemuel squinted into the distance. “You can see anything in this?”

Ilsa tilted her binoculars to indicate them to him. “It’s definitely him.”

“Who is he?” asked Cass.

“A thief and outlaw from Chogrum.” Lemuel scowled. “He steals from the living and the dead equally.”

Ilsa could not disagree with that. “He’s also a weapon bond. A lance and two javelins, at least.”

Blue nodded. “Could be dangerous.”

“I don’t think he’d be against us.” Ilsa recalled Ferdinand’s trade with her back at Palend’s Manor, information for his freedom. “He owes me.”

Cass glanced at Blue. “Do I want to know why?”

“He overspent his side of a trade of favors.” Ilsa put her binoculars back into a saddlebag. “Trust me.”

“I can trust you, if you can trust me.”

Ilsa grimaced, and then turned to face forward in the saddle. She urged Hailek forward, choosing to chase down Ferdinand rather than reply to Cass. She gripped his furry hide with her bare hands, letting his wool shelter her fingers from the cold. Hailek, ever reliable, found the strength to accelerate. His feet pounded over the plain.

Ferdinand’s strider must be slowing, for she began to catch up quickly. She closed the distance to less than a kilometer. He did not look back, evidently unaware of her approach. 

Ilsa pressed her legs into Hailek’s side to urge him to quicken his pace, sacrificing ease of the ride for speed. He obeyed. With every spring of Hailek’s legs the moon bobbed. She caught up within fifty meters. Ferdinand turned and looked back at her.

When he spotted her, he tugged on the reins of his strider. The animal wheeled to face Ilsa and Hailek. Moonlight cast them in cold light. Reflections of the same light danced on the glassy patches of snow frozen to the ground.

She drew in Hailek’s reins until he stopped, just ten meters from Ferdinand and his white strider. His face split into a white grin beneath his dark hair. “Priestess. It’s good to see you again. Eager to speak to me, are you?”

The sounds of runners and striders approached from behind Ilsa. She kept her eyes on Ferdinand as she sat back in her saddle. She folded her arms, reins still in one hand, and wished she could wear gloves without rendering her bonds unusable.

“I suppose I was. We’re deep in Oshomi territory. What are you doing out here?”

“Still trying to get back to Chogrum.” He frowned and fished in the pocket of his coat until he retrieved a battered compass. He looked at the device as he shifted it in his bare hands. “Damn thing must be broken, I thought I was headed southeast.”

“You’d better turn that way, then.” She pointed to the south. “We’re getting pretty close to the Central Lyre.”

“Sh-Shit. Th-that’s n-not good.”

The others caught up, Cass first with her runners in tow, followed by Blue, then Lemuel and Tirica. Ferdinand raised his eyebrows. “Seems you’ve grown, priestess.” His gaze roved from Cass, to Blue, to Lemuel, and then came to rest on Tirica. “I see you’ve recruited some old friends.” He did not sound unhappy to see them, though, because he spoke without a stutter. 

Tirica glared at him. “Where are you going, Thoss?”

Ferdinand raised his compass. “The wrong way, apparently.” He shook his head. “Look, I’m not up to anything unlawful. Just trying to get home.”

Tirica put one hand on her hip while the other moved toward the pistol on her belt. “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe it or not. It’s the truth.” Ferdinand raised both hands. “And to be honest, girl, I’m getting tired of you trying to pick a fight.”

She grimaced at him. “You seemed ready for one, last time I saw you.”

“Yeah, but its the middle of the night.” He jabbed the hand with the compass at the moon overhead. “Can you at least wait until morning. Pistols at dawn, maybe?”

“You’d lose that,” said Tirica. “I’ve never seen you even hold a gun.”

“I think you’d be surprised.” Ferdinand shifted his gaze to Lemuel and grinned. “Tell her to ease up, Lemuel.”

Lemuel clenched his reins in his gloved left hand. He looked to Ilsa. She met his gaze and then nodded to him. Lemuel took a deep breath. “Tirica, there’s been enough killing for one day.”

“I’ll leave him ‘til tomorrow, then.” Tirica shot a glare at Ferdinand. “Tomorrow, Thoss.”

“Tirica,” said Lemuel in a firm voice.

“No, brother. If we let him go we’ll just have to deal with him later, when we may not have the advantage. And I’m sick of taking orders from this priestess.” She turned her glare toward Ilsa. “This mission of hers doesn’t matter to me, and besides, she’s a Dalite. For all we know she’s been lying to us all along.”

Ilsa matched Tirica’s glare. Blood ran hot through her, threatening to ignite into outright rage. She unfolded her arms, breathing deep. She did not have time for anger. Still, one hand clenched, halfway to summoning one of her pistols. Lemuel was right though. Enough blood had been shed today.

Blue closed her eyes, but spoke firmly. “I think you’ve all said enough. Now listen to me.”

“Why should we?” Tirica rounded on Blue. “You’re a traitor to our city.”

“A city is not separate from the rest of the world.” Blue spoke softly. “All things connect to each other, and when they fight, they all suffer.”

“Unification bullshit,” Tirica said. “Give it a rest, mind eater.”

“I won’t.” Blue’s eyes opened a crack, but appeared unfocused. “Please, keep your voice down.”

“Blue?” said Ilsa, “What do you sense?”

Blue’s eyes closed again. “Horses.”

Ferdinand’s eyes flicked to Blue. “H-Horses?”

Blue’s eyelids pressed down tight. “And riders.”

“Oh no.” Lemuel’s face went pale. “Oshomi outriders?”

Ilsa looked around, searching the darkness for any sign of the riders. Her breath misted before her, maddeningly obscuring her vision. “How far.”

A flicker of blue-white electricity crackled to the northeast, behind Ferdinand. The whole group fell silent, listening for the riders Blue had detected. At first the sound of hooves seemed soft in comparison to their arguments, but then Ilsa smelled powder traces, old-fashioned, maybe even primitive. Burnt ozone stench reached her nose.

She scowled in the moonlight. Lightning without clouds. A bolt of electricity shot from the night, booming with instant thunder. The lightning bolt struck Ferdinand and his strider, then leaped in an arc to Ilsa and Hailek. 

Searing pain exploded through her nerves. Her ears rang with the thunder and she shuddered in the saddle. She could not hear her own agonized scream.

Ferdinand slumped forward against his strider’s neck as the creature bucked and whined with pain. The bright scar of the lightning bolt upon Ilsa’s vision began to fade. Hailek shook. She held on with her one good hand as her strider released an involuntary whimper.

The thunder of the lightning bolt reverberated in the air. Ilsa’s head jerked to the left and she glimpsed Tirica and Lemuel circling behind her to meet up with Cass and Blue. Ilsa shuddered with another agonizing shock of electricity leaping through her muscles. She swung her head back in the deafness left by the thunder.

Moonlight illuminated a dozen Oshomi riders spreading to encircle her and the others. They looked gray in the moonlight. The one in the lead rode on a huge horse and carried the two-pronged lightning lance, now dark with its electricity expended. He rode up to Ilsa, big and old with a heavily scarred face. She blinked at the pain, but could not unlock her jaw to speak. More hoof beats drummed behind Ilsa’s back.

As her hearing returned she heard the big man speaking from the back of the horse front of her. His words were in the language of the Oshomi, but she caught most of their meaning. “They are not from the west.” He turned to another rider who caught up beside him. “For now, keep them alive. They could be useful.”

Then he yanked Hailek’s reins from Ilsa’s numb fingers and pulled the strider with him as he turned his steed toward the moon. Ilsa gritted her teeth as the Oshomi led her, and Ferdinand and the others, toward the Central Lyre. One way or another, she had to get there, but at that moment, it was all she could do just to stay in the saddle.
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Ilsa regained the sense of her hands and arms as the Oshomi led her and her captured companions to the east. In the dark, she smelled the powder of weapons, especially once the stench of burnt ozone faded and she regained her hearing after the defining lightning attack. For his part, Ferdinand seemed rattled, but otherwise relatively unhurt. Hailek, as usual, made no complaint. They rode to the east.

The sky had begun to brighten by the time they approached a small cluster of tents ringed by horses and dark-cloaked sentries, an Oshomi campsite. Ilsa hoped the Oshomi would give them some chance to explain themselves. For that, still being alive had to be a good sign, but nothing was certain. Only she and Ferdinand appeared to have been it the by the lightning but the Oshomi who had attacked from behind must have numerous, for she could not remember hearing so much as a shot from Tirica or Cass before they had surrendered. 

The big and scarred Oshomi, who still carried the lightning lance he had blasted Ferdinand and Ilsa with, rode close to her side, one weathered hand clenched on Hailek’s reins. The man carried only a few long knives for additional weapons, but Ilsa’s roving eye spotted a strange scar on the back of the hand holding the reins, the kind of scar that looked deliberate. Brands were not the only way to make weapon bonds, scars and tattoos could be used as well. Likely he had a more flexible weapon, such as a rifle, bonded to that hand. Ilsa sniffed out the powder whiffs and detected a few from him. Probably a gun bond.

She sniffed again, seeking the location of the nomad’s ammunition. The scarred man glanced at her. “Smell something good?” he asked in Yrian, the language common both within and between the cities of Dal in Chogrum. His tone was amused, but his dark eyes looked harsh in the cold morning light.

“You’re a weapon bond,” she said in the same language, one many people, even off the plateau, would understand. “Guns, right?”

“Yes.” He motioned toward her with the lightning lance. “You are too.”

“Right,” she said. “Can you tell me where you’re taking us?”

“We are there, already.” The man snorted in a nasal laugh. “This is my war camp.” He motioned to the cluster of tents around them. “Here I will decide your fate.”

“So, you’re the leader here.”

“My name is Duruko. I am the chief of my tribe.”

“What is the name of your tribe?”

“You ask too many questions, woman.”

“You’ve given me answers so far.”

“Do not push me. I can make things worse for you.”

She assumed that meant he had not decided their fate yet. Good. “I’m a priestess of the Unification,” she said.

He poked his lightning lance at one end of the red staff that stuck out from her saddle. “That is a Hathanian symbol.”

“I was trained as a priestess of Hathani. But I serve the Unification.”

He snorted again. “You city-dwellers will say anything when you’re trying to save your lives. Cowards.”

Her face flushed with anger. She took a breath. “Call me a coward if you want—”

“I just did.”

“—I am here to help you.”

“Funny.” But this time, he didn’t snort or chuckle. “I saw you riding with the westerner. The red banner.”

“My friends and I were just trying to get closer to the Central Lyre.”

He looked at her and their eyes met.

“That’s where the Ayochians are going, chief.”

“Don’t make this about them. This is about you.”

Ilsa kept her eyes on his. “But you don’t trust them because you saw me riding with their column.”

“You can try to push me, but you people who live in cities will never know how to argue with an Oshomi.”

“I’m not trying to argue with you.” Ilsa looked toward the large tent at the center of the camp. “Look, I want to protect the Keeper.”

His brow creased for the first time. “Say something more. Prove it.”

“Koor of the East sent my friend and I find and protect the Keeper of Tenlyres because we think that could be a way to prevent war.”

“War is here already.” The man’s scarred face furrowed.

“It will be worse once Chogrum and Dal start to fight. The weapons the cities have now won’t care if you’re Filami or Oshomi. The people of the plateau will see worse slaughter than last time.”

“Last time, the Keeper did not need protection from the Unification.”

She frowned at him. He raised a hand to stop the party. Their gazes locked once again. “The Red Lector wants to capture the Keeper. I want to help you stop him.”

“If you are telling the truth, there would be no need to destroy you.” He set his jaw. His eyes appeared distant, dull with what might have been remembered grief. “But I have seen too many liars to trust any city dweller.”

Ilsa nodded. “If there is a way to prove our intentions, please, allow us the chance. My friend is a mind eater. Let her send the memory of Koor’s orders to you.”

“What good is a priest’s word? He does not know the plateau. He has never seen the tower grass or the Lotok geysers. He has not fought Vogmem or touched a lyre’s endless stone or unbreakable strings. And neither have any of you.”

An excited sound came from behind Ilsa. The leader of the Oshomi riders turned and glared past her at Lemuel. She followed the scarred man’s gaze to the scholar. “Speak,” said the Oshomi. “What brings you into this, cripple?”

Lemuel stared at the man, a mixture of outrage and fear mingling on his face. He swallowed visibly but did not look away from the scarred leader. “You seem to know the true value of the lyres, sir. In that case, I think I have something that may interest you.”

The leader’s scarred face split into a mirthless grin that twisted the scars on his cheeks into ragged, spiraling patterns. “What could you know that I do not?”

“I know why the lyres can’t be broken.” Lemuel grinned and slowly held up a scroll case. “If you like, I can share this with you.”

The Oshomi outriders that surrounded the group exchanged glances. The leader’s eyes moved from the scroll case to Lemuel’s shrunken arm. “You are a cripple. Had you been born among my people you would not have survived your first winter.”

“Yet here I am.” His gaze moved to the Oshomi leader with confidence. “Do you want me to tell you what I know, or not?”

Ilsa doubted Lemuel could know much about the Lyres. The mystery of their pristine material was millennia old. The Oshomi leader nodded to Lemuel. “Do this, and if it pleases me, I will show you to the Keeper.”

Ilsa’s eyes widened in surprise. She would not have guessed this Oshomi would care enough to ask.

Lemuel nodded to the leader. “Thank you, sir.”

“Talk.”

“Right. You see, most people who have studied the lyres study their physical properties to divine their purpose.” He glanced at Ilsa. His hands were trembling.

She hoped she kept the worry she felt from showing on her face. He had to be confident, or this would not work. “What is their purpose?”

He brightened a little. “I’m not entirely sure. But one thing is certain. I discovered last year, using a geometer that each lyre goes far further down into the earth than we ever theorized. What we see on the surface is less than a tenth of the full height of the structure.”

“How is that possible?” Ilsa frowned. “Moving that much material?”

“How is any of it possible?” Lemuel grinned at her, then turned to the Oshomi leader.

“Get to the point,” said the scarred man. “Why are the lyres unbreakable?”

“Yes, of course.” Lemuel rubbed his small hand into his larger, left hand. “Because of their size, I was able to use a resonator to measure their frequency. The lyres are never still. They vibrate at a subtle, frequency, inaudible to humans. To be honest I don’t fully understand the way it works. But the frequency is what keeps plants from growing on them, keeps wind and rain from eroding them and so on. The geometer also indicates that the lyres have large hollows somewhere beneath the surface.” He bowed to the Oshomi leader. “I suppose I could say more, but I’d rather your guarantee our lives before I continue. Sir.”

The scarred man grunted. “My name is Duruko, and I am the chief of this tribe. You, Chogrumian, have my attention.”

Lemuel raised his head. “Really?”

“My people and I may not live in cities or have fortresses, but we are not fools. Your findings will be of interest to the Keeper.” His face twitched into a smile. “You, cripple—Pick one of your comrades to accompany you to the keeper. The rest will be safe here.”

Lemuel glanced over his shoulder toward Tirica. His sister nodded to him. Then Lemuel turned to Ilsa. “The priestess should go with us.”

Tirica gave an irritated grunt from behind them.

Duruko slipped his lightning lance into a loop on one side of his horse’s saddle. “Very well.” He turned to Ilsa. “Follow on foot, and do not attempt any treachery.”

“I understand.” She exchanged a nervous glance with Lemuel.

Duruko dropped from his horse onto the flattened steppe grass. Lemuel and Ilsa dismounted. She patted Hailek’s foreleg. The weeping strider pushed gently back against her touch. She turned, and followed Lemuel and Duruko toward a tent at the center of the camp. 

Blue sent her a thought as she walked. “Don’t mess this up. I can’t help you if something goes wrong.”

Ilsa looked over her shoulder at Blue and then nodded to her friend.
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The tent of the Keeper of Tenlyres was the largest in Duruko’s camp. Ilsa stood just inside the entryway, Lemuel at her side. The tent was without light, except for a single small and halfway-covered lightning lamp standing on a pole pounded into the ground in the center of the circular enclosure. On the opposite side of the lamp from Ilsa and Lemuel and Duruko sat a woman on a meditation pad, legs folded into a lotus position. 

Lamplight cast the woman’s shadow behind her but illuminated pale hair, unusual among the Oshomi. A gray veil covered her face below her eyes, and her eyes were closed. Ilsa felt the urge to step forward and bow to the woman because she knew she had to be the keeper, as no other Oshomi women wore veils.

“Keeper,” said Duruko, the scarred Oshomi chief, “My scouts captured a group of city-dwellers.”

“Where did you find them?” asked the woman in a flat tone, eyes still closed.

“West of here. Riding toward the Central Lyre. This man has studied the Lyres. You may be interested in his knowledge.”

“Perhaps.” The woman’s eyes opened slowly. Her irises were pink but flecked with specks of darker color. Her red gaze fell upon Lemuel. “He is a cripple.” She spoke without inflection, stating a fact and nothing more. “That is interesting.”

Her red eyes moved to Ilsa. “Duruko. You did not mention you brought me a woman as well.”

“A priestess, Keeper.” Duruko bowed his head. “Forgive me, but she told me she is on a mission to protect you.”

“You do not trust her.”

“How could I? She was born in a city and rides a strider.”

“Trust her.”

Duruko’s head jerked up from his bow. “Keeper, she could be lying.”

The Keeper’s eyes remained on Ilsa’s face. Ilsa froze under the red gaze. Her breath caught as the woman studied her impassively. Their eyes met and Ilsa held the gaze of the Keeper for a silent minute. She felt no tendrils in her mind, only her heartbeat and breathing.

The Keeper’s gaze did not waver Ilsa. “She is not lying.”

Duruko nodded. “That is good news, Keeper.”

“You were right to bring her to me. There are others.”

“Indeed. Three more women, and one more man, with runners and striders as steeds.”

“You are a priestess.” The Keeper’s flat tone never changed.

“I—I am.” Ilsa found herself stammering like she never had, even as a girl in school or at Saint Banyeen’s Garden years ago. Had she not been in such awe at the Keeper’s strange presence and finally meeting the holiest nomad leader, she might have been annoyed at her own cracking voice.

“You belong to Hathani’s clergy, the white rose, the red staff.”

“Yes, Keeper.”

“There is another priestess with them, another white rose.”

“How did you know?” Ilsa asked.

“I saw a small hand pointing down a path between two white roses. And that path led toward the sunrise.”

Ilsa frowned. “Where did you see this? How?”

“I have dreamed it more than once. Always I have remembered it. But one cannot say a dream is true until it unfolds.” The Keeper looked to Lemuel. “Your arm is shrunken, yet you have knowledge of Tenlyres.”

“Yes.” Lemuel straightened his back but did not return the Keeper’s gaze. “Yes, I do.”

“Let me meet you with joy.” The Keeper’s eyes fixed on Lemuel’s arm. “Tell me what you know.”

“Every lyre is larger than it appears. They go deep into the earth.”

The Keeper nodded once. “Continue.”

“I have studied the resonant frequency of every lyre but the central one. Though they are all different, they all protect the lyres from erosion and other damage.”

“Curious. You know a great deal.”

“I have studied the lyres my whole life.”

“That is good. Chogrumians must not forget they were once a village of the Filami people.”

“The Filami?” Ilsa had never heard of a direct relationship between the plant pile farmers who dwelt in villages on the steppe and the people of Chogrum.

“Once the people of Chogrum lived among the lyres and knew of the maze. Memory is good.” The Keeper continued to look at Lemuel. “Do not confuse yourselves. The divide has grown deep.”

He nodded, but still kept his eyes averted from the Keeper. “I will remember that.” 

“As you should.” The Keeper’s red-eyed gaze moved to Ilsa’s face. “Priestess, who do you really serve?”

“The Unification. We wish to see all the gods worshiped as one.”

“You who dwell in cities know nothing of gods. The blood of wounded horses. The heartbeat of the newborn foal. The wind in the ears of the rider. These things connect nomads to the lyres.”

Ilsa frowned, annoyed with the Keeper’s dismissal. “The blood of wounded humans and horses is much the same.” She closed her eyes and listened. Her ears had always been keen, but at that moment, the world seemed still except for the gentle thump of her pulse and the breath of herself and Lemuel. The lamplight flickered in the covered glass that contained it and made the inside of the tent seem darker in its momentary absence. “Our hearts beat the same. The wind reaches all of us.”

The Keeper studied Ilsa’s face in silence for seconds, a minute, two minutes. “That is your creed.”

“Yes.” Ilsa released a breath she only then realized she had been holding.

“Do not be confused. The Unification does not anger me.”

“Koor of Morhoen sent my friend and me to protect you.”

“You cannot protect yourselves. I have every Oshomi on the steppe in my service.”

Ilsa inhaled a long, slow breath. “Is this camp the center of your army? Can you call to your people and see them at your side?” She worried she was being too rude, but she plowed on, seeing her chance to make her case. “Have you seen the Red Lector? His forces must be near by now, and his riders outnumber this camp by five to one.”

The eyes of the Keeper narrowed, but the rest of her face remained hidden by her veil. She unfolded her legs from the lotus position and stood on the floor of the tent. The pale skin of her bare feet looked sallow in the dim yellow light of the lamp. “I have seen this army. He will need to ride faster to catch us on the plateau.”

“What about the Central Lyre? He will reach it any day now.”

“So he will. But it will do him little good unless he knows what this scholar knows. And that knowledge has never belonged to a city dweller before.” The Keeper’s gaze burned with ice. “You are a priestess, but you have never known the truth.”

“What truth?” Ilsa took a step forward toward the Keeper. “Please, tell me.”

Duruko grunted. One hand fell to his belt, moving toward a knife. The Keeper’s eyes flicked to the chief. “Peace, Duruko.”

He grunted again and folded his arms. “Take care, priestess. You walk on dangerous ground.”

“Is this ground more dangerous than a Lotok where the geyser erupt with the cold? I have seen the steppe. I have seen the Lyres and the nomads. And I have seen the Red Lector, his army, and his sons. Let us take you to safety where Ayoch cannot go.”

“You will need better words to convince me to abandon my people,” said the Keeper.

Ilsa lowered her voice. “There is another army on its way here from Ayoch.”

Duruko started. “What? Why did you not tell me before?”

“Information is powerful. I only learned this piece through a chance encounter.” Ilsa kept her eyes on the pale face of the Keeper, what little was visible over her veil. “This army belongs to someone called the Gray Lector, but its mission cannot be anything good, being this far across the plateau. We met forward scouts from them just yesterday. We killed them.”

Duruko scowled. “My scouts heard brief gunfire west of here. That was you?”

“Probably.” Ilsa clenched her hands in tension, not to summon any of her weapons. “The truth is, I do not know this army’s intent, but they have machines, vehicles, heavy weaponry, and who knows how many there are of them.”

Duruko’s scarred face furrowed. “Fear mongering.” 

“Truth,” said Ilsa. “Days west of here, at Doubtless Manor, I intercepted a communication between them and Lord Palend.”

Lemuel glanced at her, unspoken questions in his wide and nervous eyes.

Ilsa bowed to the Keeper of Tenlyres. “My only concern is your safety, Keeper. If you will not leave your people, we will need to find shelter somewhere all of us can go.”

The Keeper’s eyes closed. “I believe you, priestess. Ride with us to the Central Lyre.”

“But that is where the enemy is going,” Lemuel said. “Surely, further east would—”

“The lyre is only a day’s ride from here. And it never refuses shelter to my family.” The Keeper of Tenlyres opened her eyes. “The spirits are with us.”

Ilsa bowed her head to the Keeper. “Thank you, Keeper.”

A gunshot split the air from outside the tent, unmistakable, loud, irrevocable, lethal. Ilsa smelled Ayochian auto-launch propellant. She raised her head. “It’s the Red Lector.”

Duruko grabbed Ilsa’s arm with weathered fingers. He whirled and dragged her from the tent. Bright daylight blinded her. Lemuel stumbled out of the tent after them. 

“Tirica,” he shouted, “Where are you?”

His sister replied with a cry of alarm. “Get down,” she called from her crouch few dozen yards away, dismounted among the tents, horses, and striders. She carried her rifle with its telescopic sights. Cass, Blue, and Ferdinand were clustered nearby in similar posture, with their own weapons drawn. Oshomi nomads ran for weapons. A body lay beside a horse by the tent where Blue and the others crouched.

“It’s Ayoch,” said Blue, “But this isn’t the Red Lector.”

A high-pitched whine from high above made the bottom drop out of Ilsa’s stomach. In Morhoen artillery shells made a very similar sound. “Damn it.” The Gray Lector’s army had gotten into range. Ilsa pulled her arm from Duruko’s grip. “We need to ride now.”

“This camp is all warriors,” said Duruko, “We ride for the central lyre.”

The first shell overshot the camp and exploded on the far side. 

“They haven’t found the range yet,” said Ilsa, “We have a chance to get away until they do.”

Duruko turned to each of the guards who stood outside the tent. “She is right.” 

Then, he raised his voice and shouted in the Oshomi language, words Ilsa did not understand with a ululating sound. A pair of horses broke from a herd and galloped to his side. He sprang onto one’s back.

“Hailek,” called Ilsa.

Her silent weeping-haired strider answered her by trotting up from beside the tent. Ilsa turned to Cass and Blue. “We’re going with them,” she called to the others. As the others mounted as quickly as they could, Ilsa pulled down the mounting rope from Hailek’s saddle. “Climb up,” she said. 

“What about you?”

“Right behind you, but first, we need the Keeper.”

He answered her with a nod of his head.

The second horse Duruko had called stamped the ground nearby. More bullets cracked the air. Oshomi fired back at the unseen foes. Another shell whined in the distance.

Lemuel started to climb up to Hailek’s saddle, awkward with his shrunken right arm, but without complaint.

Ilsa turned back to the tent. The Keeper of Tenlyres stood in the entryway, a cloak across her shoulders, veil over her face. She held a reflex bow in one hand, and a quiver of arrows in the other. While the battle made the camp thunder and blister and scream, she stood serene. Her red eyes moved to the nearby horse Duruko had called. “I am with you, priestess.” Her tone was flat as ever. She climbed into the saddle of the second horse. “We ride.”
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Hooves and claws galloped and bounded over steppe-grass. Oshomi nomads on horseback surrounded Ilsa and Lemuel. The naturally-bred animals easily kept pace with Ilsa’s strider. The Keeper of Tenlyres rode just ahead of them, her horse leaping over the plains moving north. Ahead of them, in the distance, the curved stone of the Central Lyre rose from the plateau’s surface, strings glinting in the morning sun. The sound of artillery thundered in the opposite direction.

A slender red and blue line snaked toward the lyre from the west, the force of the Red Lector on their light striders and runners. The troops raced to block Ilsa and the Oshomi’s path to the center of the plateau. Ilsa doubted that they would be safe, even if they got to the lyre, but she had now choice now except to trust the Keeper’s word.

The strangely pale, red-eyed Oshomi woman with the bow slung across her back, leaned over her steed’s neck as if to whisper in the horse’s ear. Any sound she made was lost to Ilsa. The smell of Ayochian auto-launch propellant was overwhelming on the breeze.

Blue and the rest of the travelers capture by the scarred Oshomi chief with Ilsa and Lemuel, caught up with them. Blue rode the same great strider that had carried her from Dal alongside Ilsa. She shot a glance at Ilsa as she moved alongside, with Cass Kalteri just behind her on a runner.

“Ilsa, aren’t we going the wrong way?”

“The Keeper says we’ll be safe at the Central Lyre.”

Blue grimaced. “Did she say why?”

“Not precisely. But she seemed confident.” Ilsa heard the note of doubt in her own voice. She grunted. “Can’t exactly go back, now.”

“Point made. All days be damned.” Blue guided her strider closer to Ilsa and squinted into the distance. “Looks like going forward isn’t gonna be easy either.”

“The path is red,” said Cass. “Be red to walk it.”

Ilsa turned to the other priestess. “Shit, Cass. Now is not the time for your words.”

“And yet, there may not be another time.” Cass pressed her palms together and then pulled them apart. A submachine gun appeared from one bonded palm. She loaded the weapon with a magazine from her belt. 

Ilsa nodded. “It is time for that.” She produced a pistol and loaded it. Then produced her shotgun and loaded that. The Red Lector’s lines continued to crawl across the land before them. They reached past the Central Lyre and began to curve to encircle the massive monument.

Lemuel’s small right hand fell onto her shoulder. He leaned forward, chest to her back. “How are we to pass them?” he whispered.

She stiffened her spine. “Hold on tight. We’ll break through.”

“And what if one of us is shot?”

“Then don’t let go.” 

She squeezed her legs together around Hailek’s midsection. The strider quickened his already stern pace. He made no complaint, but Ilsa knew he had reached his fastest, and would tire quickly at this speed.

Blue fell behind by a few meters, but Cass on her runner kept pace with Ilsa and Lemuel on her runner. The cat-like steed’s sides’ heaved with exhausted breaths. Cass kept her eyes ahead and checked the slide on her machine gun.

“They’re going to be ready for us.”

“Ready for a fight.” Ilsa grimaced at the small army a kilometer ahead of them. “Not ready for us.”

Cass did not answer. They moved ahead in the Oshomi formation and caught up with the veiled Keeper on her galloping mare. Ilsa glanced at the Oshomi woman. The Keeper unslung the bow and then tugged three steel-tipped arrows from the quiver attached to her saddle, ignoring the smaller quiver hanging from a sling across her shoulders.

“Keeper,” said Ilsa, “Are your people ready to charge?”

The Keeper’s flat voice answered. “Duruko will lead the formation.”

A gunshot cracked the air from behind Ilsa, loud, nuanced by a whistle of air, Chogrumian long-rifle, Tirica Chollush’s weapon. One of the soldiers in the Red Lector’s army pitched off his light strider. The Oshomi closed the distance. Six hundred meters. Five hundred. Four hundred. Three hundred meters from the Ayochian line. Two hundred meters from the red and the blue. The Oshomi got to within one hundred meters. 

In the fore of the riders, Duruko shouted the order to charge in the language of the Oshomi. Lightning lances and rifles rose from the formation, mixed with mundane swords and spears, traditional bows and arrows, and a few smaller firearms loaded with Dalite and projectiles. The Oshomi raced toward the lines and their weapons began to speak like thunder.

The Red Lector’s troops returned fire.

Riders fell. Screams echoed in the morning air. The smell of blood and propellant mingled in Ilsa’s nose. 

She looked down the barrel of her pistol, searching for the Red Lector himself, as Hailek carried her and Lemuel over the ground. Cass’s weapon spoke in a careful ballistic chant. Two soldiers fell from their saddles. 

The Keeper’s arrows flashed through the air, silent against the sound of gunfire. Her arm moved in rapid draw and release. Draw. Release. More soldiers fell, with shafts in their chests.

Ilsa spotted the Red Lector’s command party a few meters behind the line, directly in front of the Central Lyre. His scouts, with his sons, Kaij the weapon-bond and Yunn the ice magus, rode with them. Their rifles and blades remained silent and still, but Ilsa had no doubt they would be ready when the Oshomi broke through the line. 

Short and heavy General Boraij Kanan carried a long-barreled revolver. The red-armored Lectoral Protectors clustered on their striders, a fortress that surrounded the Red Lector himself. Goji Haram carried no weapon, but at his right hand rode Ozleji Sammhar, the fang-masked Ayochian weapon-bond, disciple of Ilsa’s father. A chill ran down Ilsa’s spine at the sight of the towering bodyguard. Of all the Ayochian soldiers she feared him the most.

“No time for that,” Blue’s voice said into Ilsa’s mind.

“No time for what?” Ilsa sent back.

“You’re the scariest killer on this field. Use it.”

Ilsa could swear she heard laughter in Blue’s message. She grunted in annoyance. The situation was no joke.

Ozleji Sammhar clenched both hands into fists. The huge pistol Ilsa had seen before appeared in one, and an ornate shotgun appeared in the other. He propped the pistol against his armored hip and loaded the shotgun. Guns roared and men and women screamed in every direction.

She extended her arm and picked off a rider with a standard. One of the Red Lector’s banners tumbled to the steppe-grass and mud below. Ilsa turned int the saddle, tugging at Lemuel’s hand where he held her waist. 

A pull of the trigger went first. A flare of the muzzle and the kick of the pistol followed. Another standard bearer fell, further down the line opposite the first one. 

Clusters of Ayochian soldiers scrambled to retrieve the fallen flags. Where one group fought, an Ayochian lightning lance thundered with its deafening blast. Electricity leaped and shot and chained through the group, and they all fell.

The scarred Oshomi Chief, Duruko, shoved the lightning lance back at the rider from whom he had grabbed it. A rifle appeared in his hand, in the heart of a cluster of nomads near the fore of the charge. Blades cut down Ayochians. Bullets knocked Oshomi from their horses.

The sounds of battle could overwhelm the inexperienced. Somehow Ilsa found it all too familiar. She turned and shot. Aimed. Shot again. And again. Her pistol was down to the last loaded bullet, but she had yet to fire her machine gun. The Ayochian center wavered under the onslaught.

Claws extended, Cass’s runner leaped onto a light strider just ahead of Ilsa. The cat-steed pulled down both the soldier and the strider. Two more soldiers took aim at Cass as her runner bit and tore at the fallen pair.

Cass shot one with her pistol. The soldier fell. The other raised an assault rifle.

One bullet hit Cass’s runner in the shoulder. The cat-steed howled with pain as it pitched onto one side. The runner’s bulk crushed the bloodied form of the Ayochian soldier it had been intent on slaughtering just an instant before. 

Another bullet slashed through Cass’s saddle and chipped a fragment from her staff. Red-painted wood flew skyward. Cass turned her submachine gun towards the soldier.

A third bullet hit Cass in the back of the hand that held her weapon. An eruption of blood sprayed across Cass’s chest up to her hood and her collar. She screamed and ducked her head. Her retaliating shot went wide.

Ilsa killed the soldier who had shot Cass with two rounds from her submachine gun. She then dropped two more with the same burst. Seven bullets spent. Twenty-one left in the magazine.

She rode to Cass’s runner as the cat struggled to stand despite its wounded shoulder. 

“You’re hit.” Ilsa’s voice sounded almost as flat to her as the Keeper’s.

Cass grimaced but did not look at her hand. She swung her legs over one side of her saddle. Her unwounded hand pressed to the fur of the runner’s head. She leaned over the creature and spoke into one feline ear. “Hathani bless you and protect you. Greet no other gods on the pathway to paradise.”

Tirica caught up beside Ilsa on her strider. Her rifle was slung across her shoulder and she held a pistol. “Priestess, Kalteri. Are you alright?”

Cass’s brow furrowed. She turned to Tirica. “I could use a lift to the lyre.”

Tirica guided her steed closer and tossed down the line for Cass to climb up to the saddle. Cass freed the bag with her staff from the wounded runner’s saddle and slung it over one shoulder. She started to climb.

Blue reached Ilsa’s cluster. Her eyes were unfocused and her lips moved in a subvocal chant Ilsa could not hear over the sounds of the fight. Ayochian troops were in retreat from the center of their line.

Duruko’s forward group of riders strung out in a line across the broken portion of the Ayochian line where Ilsa and her group gathered. They whooped and yelled and drove the Red Lector’s troops back with guns and spears. Ilsa found the Keeper of Tenlyres riding just behind that line, a lone rider on a bloody battlefield.

Ferdinand’s white strider appeared on the other side from Tirica. The adventurer’s face glowed with fevered excitement. He held a javelin in one hand, and his basket-hilted lance in the other. His eyes continued to move as he searched for enemies. “This, I will have to write home about.”

“Don’t speak so soon,” said Ilsa.

Cass reached the saddle of Tirica’s strider. She fastened her bag to the saddle and then slung her leg over the strider’s back. She bandaged her bleeding hand with a white cloth from her saddlebag.

In the pocket formed by Duruko’s line of riders, Ilsa turned toward the Red Lector’s command party, now isolated just beyond them.

Goji Haram shouted orders, his face as white as his hair. His ten armored protectors remained clustered around him and General Kanan. The scouts, including the lector’s sons, had left his side. Surviving soldiers from the broken line had rallied with their leader. A few other adjutants and lesser clerics of the Ayochian religion looked around furtively from within the formation of soldiers that surrounded the Red Lector.

Ilsa scowled at the red armor, the blue cloth, the white face of the Red Lector, most warlike of the religious leaders of the monarchy. She thought of how she had felt, rendered powerless without her weapons when she had first met him. His condescension had been irritating, and his level of knowledge frightening. Her eyes moved to the Keeper of Tenlyres, now all too close to the Red Lector’s party. Goji Haram’s mission to capture the Keeper ran directly counter to Ilsa’s. She would not let him succeed.

She raised her submachine gun and looked through its iron sights. She aimed for the heart of the Red Lector, barely visible in a gap between his protectors. Ilsa squeezed the trigger.

Ozleji Sammhar lurched to one side and swung his hand cannon toward Ilsa. Two gunshots echoed from the quiet center of the battle lines. The lull broke into a staccato of more shots and shouts.

Ilsa’s shot struck Sammhar’s armored collar with the crack of metal on metal. He fell from his great strider and crashed to the ground a few meters below. His own shot went wide of Ilsa.

Tirica grunted with pain and then slumped forward in her saddle. Blood spattered from the black wound Sammhar’s bullet had torn in her side. Cass shouted a late warning and grabbed the young woman’s wounded side with one hand. Blood ran through fingers as she applied pressure. Lemuel released a strangled cry. His hand slipped from Ilsa’s waist.

The Red Lector’s other guards sprang forward toward Duruko’s Oshomi, where the Keeper of Tenlyres rode just behind the line.

Ilsa stared at Tirica and Cass. The stench of ballistic propellants was overpowering. Blue’s eyes snapped shut, then open again. Those eyes focused on Ilsa. “Move it,” she said. “I can’t stall the scouts any longer.”

As if to illustrate Blue’s words, the Red Lector’s scouts hit Duruko’s thin line with a sudden fusillade. Shards of red ice flew from the bloody ground, stabbing into horses and riders alike. Ilsa snapped her attention from Tirica and Cass. She drove her heels into Hailek’s side and rode toward the Keeper of Tenlyres as the woman drew back her bowstring.

Blue’s strider matched Hailek’s pace on one side of Ilsa while Ferdinand charged on the other. As they approached the line of Oshomi, Kaij Haram led the scouts on their runners in a charge from the other side. Great cats leaped and clawed at horses. Duruko’s rifle felled a burly man, but then the scouts were upon his group. He tossed away his rifle and drew a two-handed sword from a bond on his palm. Kaij rode straight for the Oshomi chief, a long-bladed sword emerged from his own bonded palm. Steel rang against steel.

An arrow dropped another scout. Ilsa and Blue caught up with the Keeper as she lowered her bow. Only a few arrows remained in either of her quivers. “Keeper,” said Ilsa. “We have to get through before they close the gap.”

The albino woman looked back at the direction they had charged. Horses and striders, Ayochians and Oshomi, lay scattered in their wake. Some Oshomi had broken through the line and made it to the black stone base of the Central Lyre, but the Red Lector’s bodyguards were fanning out to block any more nomads from reaching the monument. The Keeper took a deep breath that pulled in her veil around her mouth.

“You are right, Priestess. We must go. Now.”

Ilsa looked over her shoulder. Cass had gotten control of Tirica’s strider while holding the wounded woman against her chest. Tirica’s eyes were closed, but Ilsa could see her breath in the chill created by the ice magus’s powers. The two of them moved forward slowly, but they kept moving. Ilsa’s gaze fixed on the glittering strings of the Central Lyre. She urged her steed forward.
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The battle lines reeked of blood and powder. Where the Oshomi had charged, the line of the Red Lector had been shattered into pockets of survivors who still fought with fanatical zeal. The wings of the Red Lector’s forces swept toward the center.

Ilsa’s ears rang with the whine of Ayochian artillery bombarding the Keeper’s camp kilometers behind her. Just a hundred meters from the Central Lyre, only the Lector’s command party and scouts stood in her path. She reloaded her machine gun with a full magazine from her saddlebag.

A loud ring of metal on metal broke through the whines and crashes of distant artillery.

The Oshomi Chief, Duruko, parried another stroke from Kaij’s long blade. The scar-faced nomad leader pivoted in his saddle, greatsword in both hands, and slashed along the side of Kaij’s runner. The blade scored a bloody gash in the cat-like steed’s flank. The creature hissed and swiped at Duruko with a deadly claw.

Nearby Ilsa, the Keeper of Tenlyres shouted a warning, the first time Ilsa had heard her with any heat in her voice. Duruko swayed away from the claw, but it drew blood from his side and leg nonetheless. His horse whinnied and carried Duruko out of reach of Kaij and his lethal steed.

Close behind the Keeper, Blue’s eyes rolled in her head. Kaij, in the process of turning to pursue Duruko, took on a blank expression as Blue attacked his mind. Then confusion passed across his face. His focus returned. His nostrils flared.

Between two other scouts, Kaij’s brother, Yunn, chanted an incantation under his breath. Blue flinched though her eyes remained unfocused. “He’s countering me. And he’s good at it.”

The Keeper of Tenlyres turned her steed toward Kaij. She raised one of her few remaining arrows to her bowstring and drew the weapon taut. Kaij produced a pistol from one hand, his eyes once again sharp with focus. He trained the gun on the Keeper.

Ilsa’s machine gun rounds hit Kaij, one in the shoulder, and the other in the gun hand. Blood flew from both new wounds. He kept his grip on the pistol. His wounded hand shook but he pulled the trigger.

The bullet cut a bloody wound on the neck of the Keeper’s horse. The animal cried with pain and bucked. The Keeper’s arrow flew wide of the scout leader. More scouts and survivors from the Red Lector’s line troops ran toward Kaij. He dropped his bloody pistol from his wounded hand. In one hundred heartbeats the weapon would vanish as was the way of bonded weapons. Ilsa had a clear shot at the man.

She leveled her machine gun and knew she would not need a burst to kill him. A chill ran through her at the thought. The cold sensation flowed down her arm into her chest. She hated to kill. She hated that this man and she must be locked in a deadly confrontation. Her heartbeat slowed. The effects of adrenaline began to slacken.

The old wounds along her thigh and in her shoulder began to throb with pain, no longer dimmed by her fury in the fray. Her whole arm felt numb. Her finger fell from the trigger guard of her submachine gun.

“Ilsa!” Blue shouted at her. “It’s the ice magus.”

She looked down at her chilled arm. Frost clung to her sleeve and up to the shoulder, but she knew it went deeper. A man’s hand moved from her side to her arm. The sensation was of dull needles as Lemuel’s fingers pressed down on her arm, trying to massage feeling back into her nerves.

She grimaced. “Thanks, but that’s not the only place.” Her heartbeat thudded slow and loud.

“Cass,” Blue called to the red-haired priestess. “We need to take out the magus.”

Cass Kalteri replied with a grunt. She trained her gun on Yunn and pulled the trigger. Shards of ice formed from the blood of riders from both sides arose from the ground and caught each bullet as Cass fired. Shadows crept from fallen men and women, horses and striders, and climbed up the strider where Cass hung onto Tirica’s limp form with one arm and her weapon in the other.

Cass cursed. She kicked at the grasping shadows created by other Ayochian Magi. Her foul words reached Ilsa across the battlefield. Not very much like the young priestess Ilsa had met back at Saint Banyeen’s Garden all those years ago.

Her hand twitched from pain of the cold and from the complaints of nerves. Her strider carried her and Lemuel forward at a steady pace. Kaij closed with Duruko again. A hand pressed to Ilsa’s chest. 

“Excuse me,” Lemuel murmured in her ear.

Ilsa grimaced at the pain in her heart and lungs, the same needles of numbness that stabbed at her arm. “That’s where I need help.” 

She raised the machine gun with agonized slowness. Duruko and Kaij passed each other like jousters. Red gleamed on Kaij’s blade.

Duruko tumbled from the saddle. The greatsword fell from his fingers. The Keeper of Tenlyres launched one of her two remaining arrows at Kaij, a cry of rage in her formerly flat voice. The arrow struck the leader of the Red Lector’s scouts in his already-wounded arm. His blood streamed down the shaft.

Yunn brought his hands together, eyes locked on Ilsa. The cold around her heart intensified. She sighed out a breath of pure frost that hazed her vision. Lemuel’s small hand joined his good hand in pressing down on her chest, trying to spread heat through her. In one way, it worked, but he could not seem to go deep enough through her coat.

She sagged against his chest, her strength fading. The strider kept moving. Kaij turned toward her, pain warring with a maddening expression of joy on his face. How many heartbeat had it been since he lost his pistol? Less than a hundred, for certain. She still had time, if she could just move.

The Red Lector’s armored bodyguards advanced on the remaining Oshomi. The sound of bullets seemed distant. Scouts with their short blades and Oshomi with lances clashed at close quarters, but the scouts’ runners were larger and more dangerous than the Oshomi’s horses. They would lose.

“No.” Ilsa heard herself say. “No.”

Kaij rode toward her and Lemuel, sword in one hand, ignoring the bloody wounds on his other side.

A white strider barreled across her misted vision. Ferdinand Thoss, the bandit, and grave robber held a javelin in one hand, and a long spear with a black blade in the other. Shadows leaped from the spear’s black point and caught hold of Kaij’s sword arm. The tendrils of darkness wrapped the Ayochian man’s wrist and held him at bay. Ferdinand gave a wild yell and hurled his javelin at the ice wall formed between Yunn and Cass.

Ice splintered and broke. Cass squeezed the trigger. Yunn’s folded hands turned red with spattered blood. He looked down at his hands, clenched them together tight as he saw the bullet wound in his abdomen. An icy stab ran through Ilsa’s chest. Then the ice magus tumbled from his runner’s saddle.

Kaij roared in rage as his brother fell. A pistol appeared in his wounded hand. He pressed the weapon into his armpit and started to load it one-handed. More scouts surrounded Ferdinand. Cass yelled and charged toward them, closely followed by Blue on her strider.

Feeling began to return to Ilsa’s chest, and with the pain came a flush of pleasure. She willed the thoughts away. Her coat hung open and Lemuel’s hand were pressed to the center of the chest, large hand over shrunken hand. She nodded to him.

“Thank you.” Her gun hand twitched. She raised the weapon just as Kaij finished loading his pistol.

The magical shadows from Ferdinand’s long spear still held Kaij’s sword arm. Ilsa swung the barrel of the machine gun toward the scout leader. He shot Ferdinand’s strider in the side. The white steed made no sound but slowly slumped onto its hind legs. Ferdinand swung his legs over one side of the wounded strider and jumped down, holding his spear in both hands. The shadows connecting the end of the spear to Kaij’s arms tugged Kaij with him. And they both fell to the blood and grass of the steppe.

Kaij raised his pistol toward Ilsa. Her bullet hit his knee and he buckled, then fell to the ground. The sword and gun both fell from his hands. Blue and the Keeper of Tenlyres reached Ilsa’s side, with a few more of the Keeper’s riders close behind.

“We go forward,” said the Keeper in a steady voice. “For Duruko!” She squeezed her legs into her horse’s flanks. Ilsa and Blue followed the Keeper toward the thin line of the Red Lector’s guards. Where Duruko had fallen, Ferdinand stood, his basket-hilted lance in one hand and a javelin in the other. The scouts around him had retreated or fallen. A dozen wounded or unhorsed Oshomi gathered with him. Two of them stood over Duruko’s still body, rifles bitter with the smell of use.

Ferdinand nodded to Ilsa as she neared. “We’ll hold them here for now,” he called. “Then I’ll catch up with you.”

Cass rode back toward Ferdinand, cradling the wounded Tirica to her. The scouts had fallen or retreated behind her. “The way is open.” She pointed through the bloody gap she had made in the Ayochian line. “Go, now.” Ilsa, Blue, and the Oshomi turned their steeds toward the gap. Ilsa and Cass’s striders passed close by each other.

“Take her,” said Cass. She dragged Tirica’s leg over the side of the saddle. Together Ilsa and Lemuel lifted Tirica and set her between the two of them on Hailek’s saddle. Cass nodded to them. Blood coated her front, but none of it appeared to be hers. Ilsa hoped not too much of it belonged to Tirica. 

She took a deep breath.

“Thank you, Cass.”

“Now we’re both red.” Cass’ eyes gleamed as she met Ilsa’s gaze. “Good luck.” She wheeled her strider toward the Red Lector’s command party. Ferdinand turned in the same direction.

The voice of Ilsa’s oldest friend spoke again. “Go with the Keeper. Help the girl.”

Ilsa nodded to Cass. Tears threatened her eyes. “Don’t lose yourself, Cass. I owe you one.” She urged Hailek toward the Central Lyre. The Keeper of Tenlyres rode with her. And they broke through the Ayochian Lines.
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The strider’s wooly hair blew in the cold breeze, a breeze that carried the smells of blood and powder to Ilsa’s nose. Streaks of pink granite radiated from the edges of the Central Lyre’s base, and she followed one of them to the ramp that led to the inverted arch of the lyre.

Behind her in the saddle, Lemuel cradled his sister’s head in his shrunken hand. His other hand was pressed to her bloodstained side.

“How is she?” Ilsa asked.

“Her wound is serious.” Lemuel sagged forward so his forehead touched Ilsa’s shoulder. He spoke into her ear. “We need shelter, as soon as we can get inside.”

Her face flushed from the heat of battle and from having his hands pressed to her heart. She nodded, then turned toward the Keeper of Tenlyres. The veiled Oshomi woman sat in her horse’s saddle at the center of some thirty riders who had managed to break through the line.

The Keeper’s red eyes scanned her remaining comrades, then locked on Ilsa’s gaze, still fresh from her tears. Cass had been there for her this time. The Keeper said nothing for a long moment, then turned toward Blue.

“Mind eater,” she said in the steppe’s common language. “Let me join you.”

Ahead of Ilsa, Blue guided her strider to the strings that hung from the stone arch of the lyre overhead. Blue’s shoulder slumped with weariness, but she did not appear hurt beyond her fatigue. Ilsa rode to a stop beside Blue, under the arch. “If the Lyre really is hollow, how do we get inside?”

“The lyre will show us the way,” said the Keeper in her flat voice. “Have patience.”

Ilsa looked over her shoulder, past Lemuel and Tirica, at the lines of the Red Lector where the sounds of gunfire were beginning to diminish. Her eyes narrowed. She prayed Cass would survive, and Ferdinand too.

“Do not fear, priestess. I told my people to surrender once we broke through.” The Keeper craned her neck and looked up a the crosspiece where the lyre’s strings looped around rings of black stone. “Your friends will be safe, and soon we will free them.”

“Confidence,” said Blue. “I like that.”

“Keeper,” said Lemuel with sweat on his brow, “My sister is hurt.”

“I have eyes, scholar.” The Keeper said the words with her usual lack of inflection. “I will see to her once we are inside.” She reached out gingerly and touched a metallic string of the lyre. The string did not move, stiff and tough as the unbreakable stones around them. “Priestess.” The Keeper’s gaze moved to the submachine gun in Ilsa’s hand. “Your weapon.”

Ilsa frowned at the strings of the lyre. She reached out with the barrel of her gun and carefully flicked the fire mode selector to semi. The weapon’s barrel brushed a static metal string on either side, the two closest together on the lyre and pointed northward, away from the battle.

“Good,” said the Keeper. “Now hold it steady and fire. Once.”

Ilsa squeezed the trigger. Her tired arm shuddered with the recoil, but not so much she couldn’t hold the weapon steady. The bullet sailed away and the strings vibrated, to form a single low note. The note rumbled on as the sound of the gunshot faded from Ilsa’s ears. Her eyes flicked from one end of the lyre’s arch to the other.

All strings stilled, but the note of the two she had played with her gunshot lingered, echoed, thundered in the air. Ilsa’s heartbeat quickened. Behind her, Lemuel cried out in surprise. She looked back. He pointed toward one side of the lyre’s arch with his shrunken hand, jaw slack. The stone shifted, melted, reformed into a passage large enough for a strider to pass. The passage led downward.

“Now.” The Keeper’s voice contained no emotion. The riders guided their steeds through the tunnel in the stone. Ilsa and Blue followed the Keeper in last. The solitary note she had played on the strings faded completely from the air as they entered the passage.

And downward they rode on a spiraling slope of black stone. Yet within the tunnel, there was light. Veins of pale pink crystal glowed with weak illumination that cast the shadows of riders and horses along the walls. The air in the tunnel was warm. Weariness descended on Ilsa as they rode out into a vast cavern a few moments after they began their descent. 

The ceiling ran with the same pink crystalline lights as the walls of the passage. Still, shadows stretched at the sides of the huge chamber. 

The Keeper’s voice echoed from ahead of them. “We rest here.”

With care, Ilsa helped Lemuel carry Tirica down the climbing line from the saddle to the floor of the cavern. She was about to climb down herself when Hailek gave a grunt of exhaustion and settled onto his haunches. Ilsa slid down his back. The strider laid down his head. 

Ilsa patted his side. “Rest, my friend,” she murmured.

Blue’s strider lay down beside Hailek. Blue dismounted. She walked over to Ilsa and Lemuel and Tirica. She looked back toward the tunnel they had come through. It gave no sign of sealing behind them. 

“Someone needs to guard our exit,” Blue said.

Ilsa nodded to Blue. 

Her friend put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll do it.” Her eyes moved to Tirica’s pale face and Lemuel hunched over her. “Help them.” Blue turned to a few nearby Oshomi. “Hey, that door isn’t going to guard itself.” 

The Oshomi exchanged glances, then dismounted, and followed Blue back up the passage.

“Stay safe,” said Ilsa, “Blue.”

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” Blue sent back mentally. Ilsa halfway smiled at that.

The Keeper of Tenlyres walked over to Ilsa, moving slowly on foot. Her horse followed a short distance behind her, apparently just as eager to serve with the wound across its back as without. Ilsa looked at the Keeper’s red eyes, then motioned to Tirica.

“I’ll do what I can.” The Keeper unfastened a tie that held up her veil. When Ilsa saw the face the thin cloth had been hiding, she gasped. The Keeper’s features were Oshomi, clearly, but also strangely Dalite. She bore the kind of fine features Ilsa always associated with her mother. 

Mother’s words returned to her from before she started this ride. “Beast daughter,” she whispered.

The Keeper’s red eyes met Ilsa’s, equally surprised. “Siuku has that meaning in my language. How did you know my name?”

“My mother has hallucinations—Visions. She sees a horse with a human face. Your face.”

“And she calls this spirit her beast daughter.”

“Yes.”

The Keeper knelt down beside Tirica. Her strange face fell into shadow and she spread her hands over the wound in the girl’s side.

Lemuel hovered over his sister, still crouched low. “Can you help her?”

“She is hurt deep. It will take time to heal.” The Keeper pressed her hands to the bloody wound and closed her eyes. She said nothing, did not appear to move, but light began to pour from her hands. Tirica shuddered and groaned. Lemuel hunched toward her. She opened her eyes at the same time as the Keeper.

“Lemuel,” she said. “Where am I?”

“Safe,” he said. “We made it.”

Tirica looked down at her wound. The Keeper’s hands remained pressed to the bloody coat. 

“Tired,” Tirica said. She settled her head back on the stone and closed her eyes.

“Rest,” said the Keeper. “You will recover.” She took her hands from Tirica’s side and then stood up.

Ilsa frowned at her. “How did you do that?”

“The spirits of this place are not mysterious to me. That is what it means to be the Keeper of Tenlyres.”

“Siuku,” Ilsa said, “That’s your name.”

“Yes.” The Keeper faced Ilsa. She spread her arms and then wrapped them around Ilsa in a firm embrace. “Thank you for your help, priestess.”

“My mission isn’t over.”

“I know.”

“We will fight together again, Ilsa Barrett.”

“I want to know the truth. Why can my mother see your face?”

“Some things are mysterious, even to me.” The Keeper’s horse snorted behind her. “For now, we must survive.”

Ilsa put her arms around the Keeper and hugged her back. “Thank you. I’m sorry about the chief.”

“Duruko was a warrior. The spirits will guide him to his rest.” Yet there were tears in the Keeper’s eyes when she withdrew from their embrace. “Be kind to my people.” She walked away from Ilsa, toward the Oshomi who had made it from the camp to the lyre.

Lemuel straightened his back and turned to Ilsa. He said nothing but held his small hand in his ordinary hand. There were tears in his eyes too.

She walked to his side. “We must be the first city-dwellers to stand in a place like this in a long time.”

He looked at her with an exhausted but genuine smile. “It’s shame we probably won’t get out of it.”

“Don’t worry about that.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Right now, we have the present.”

“You sound like your friend.”

Ilsa frowned. “Blue talks a lot.”

“And she’s right a lot too.” Lemuel touched her hand. He sank down beside his sister. 

Ilsa sat down beside him. “You think so?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“And you know what?” Ilsa shook her head. “I may agree with you.”
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A week in the darkened chamber and Ilsa grew tense. Yet, in all that time, the Ayochians refused to storm the chamber beneath the lyre, and the Oshomi could not break out. At least the chamber had light, but what it lacked was any way out except for back up through the passage to the surface where the Red Lector camped.

Blue kept them from coming down the passage when she was awake, and the Oshomi could protect the entrance despite their tiny number because of the narrowness of the passage. Over the week, Ilsa had not been forced to shoot, even when on guard duty. Evidently the Red Lector could be patient.

She suspected that meant his sons had survived their wounds. The Red Lector struck her as the vengeful type. She doubted he would be waiting if she had killed Kaij or Yunn.

The food the Oshomi had brought with them had begun to run out, even with disciplined rationing, though they had yet to eat any horses. Ilsa planted her hand against Hailek’s side. The woolly strider stood stable, but after today there would be no more food for him.

The smell of waste filled the chamber despite their best efforts.

The siege approached an end. 

Ilsa grimaced at the thought. She paced away from Hailek across the chamber toward the wall opposite the entrance. Lemuel caught up with her halfway there. 

“Ilsa.”

“Lemuel.”

They had not said much to each other over the last week. Part of her did not like how much she wanted to talk to him, because this situation was deadly serious, and they still had friends under guard by the Red Lector’s troops. So far, Cass and Ferdinand and the Oshomi rearguard had not been executed, another sign the Red Lector did not have reason to feel vengeful.

Ilsa wondered if that meant the bodyguard, Ozleji Sammhar, might have lived through his wounds as well. That thought made her grit her teeth and wish the opposite. The man who had been trained by her father scared her too much. If the battle continued, she did not want to confront him again.

“Ilsa, are you alright?” asked Lemuel.

They had reached the wall of the chamber. She put her branded palms to the smooth stone, knowing the vibration of the lyre ran through it all, but unable to feel the frequency.

“There has to be a way out.”

He nodded. “I keep thinking the same thing.”

She turned and raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re serious?”

“The structure of each lyre is a lot larger than one is on the surface,” he said. “My studies indicate, at least under the Eastern and Western Lyres, there are tunnels going out in every direction from the lyre itself.”

She frowned. “Looks like there aren’t any here, unfortunately.”

“That’s what’s maddening.” Lemuel slapped his shrunken fist into his other palm. “I don’t see why this place isn’t connected.”

Ilsa grunted, frustrated. “If we’re not connected, we’re not connected. What can we do?”

Lemuel frowned at the wall where Ilsa’s hands still rested. “That’s just it, though. I don’t know if we’re not connected. My theory is that there must be other tunnels from this chamber. When you played that note with your gunshot, it opened one tunnel, but that shot only vibrated two strings.”

Ilsa’s eyes widened as she considered the possibility, the hope Lemuel’s idea provided. “You think if we played more notes we could open more tunnels?”

“I suspect that’s the case, yes.”

She pushed off the wall and straightened her back. “Only one problem. The strings are up there.” She jabbed her thumb toward the ceiling. “And so are the Red Lector’s guns.”

He shrugged. “They aren’t camped on the lyre. Seems to me they have to sleep sometime.”

“There are enough of us to always keep watch, and there’s a lot more of them than there are of us.” Ilsa shook her head. “But this still seems like our best chance, and we’re almost out of food, so the sooner, the better.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the one passage open to the surface. A little orange light filtered down the tunnel from above, glaring in comparison to the dull glow from the luminous stones that illuminated the rest of the chamber. The sun was setting.

She frowned. “I’ll try today. Blue is on watch now, so she can help keep the pressure off once I go outside.” After weeks of riding across the plateau, being trapped in this bizarre chamber for a week had left Ilsa cramped and aching to move, and her only glimpses of the sky had been during watches. “Is your sister well enough to move?”

“She’s been ready for days. It’s the keeper who keeps saying she needs to rest.”

“I’ll bet Tirica loves that.” Ilsa’s voice dripped with irony.

“About as much as the Red Lector likes you now.” Lemuel gave an awkward chuckle.

“Right.” Ilsa started to walk back toward where the Oshomi had set up camp among their horses near the entrance of the chamber. 

Lemuel followed at her side. “Are you angry with me?” he asked.

Ilsa halted, and turned to him. “Why would I be?”

“Well, I...” He sighed and lowered his eyes. “I’ve kept secrets about how much I knew. And then, turning the battle, I... touched you.”

“Your secrets were things I wouldn’t even have asked you about. As for the battle, my heart would have frozen without you.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. You have to do a lot worse than save my life for me to be angry with you.”

He raised his eyes and their gazes met. Her fingers tingled on the shoulder of his coat, feeling the warmth of his body beneath the cloth. Something sparkled in the corner of his eye. Tears? He put his small hand on her hand. “Thank you, Ilsa.”

“It’s nothing.”

“No, it’s not nothing.” He smiled and wiped tears away with his big hand. “Now look at me, blubbering.”

“Don’t worry. You’re not a soldier, but you rode through a battle. You’re not a priest but you found out more about the lyres than any clergy member I ever met. You’ve done a lot of things you weren’t prepared for, so of course you’re hurting. It’s like you sprinted without stretching first.”

Lemuel’s shrunken fingers wrapped around her wrist, gentle, as if they had no strength at all. “I thought you didn’t want to talk to me.”

“Used to be, I didn’t talk as much as I wanted,” Ilsa said, and realized it was true. “Hathanian clergy are all about the words. Every priest and priestess has their own.”

“Like, Cass told you, to ‘be red,’ right?”

“Yes, that was one of her sayings.”

He nodded. “You’re a priestess too. So why didn’t you want to talk?”

“I was banished from Saint Banyeen’s Garden, in Dal.” Ilsa sighed. “I used to think that meant I wasn’t worthy of having words of my own. Of course, that never stopped me from carrying a scroll.”

“If we get out of this, we’ll all have stories.”

Ilsa squeezed his shoulder gently. “Right.” She released her grip. “Let’s find a way out of here.”
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Ilsa and Lemuel climbed the tunnel until they reached the place near the top, where Blue crouched, peering over the rise at the steppe outside. Blue looked over her armored shoulder at them. “I don’t know what they’re waiting around for. The second army got here the same day as the Red Lector himself.”

She recalled the conversation she had overheard in the plant pile when Ferdinand had shown up at Palend’s manor. “Some of them work for the Gray Lector, and whoever that is, he isn’t allied with the Red Lector.”

“Lectors this, Lectors that,” said the flat voice of Siuku, the Keeper of Tenlyres, from behind Ilsa. “What cares do we have for the names they give themselves?”

Blue raised her eyebrows at Ilsa. The question on Blue’s face did not require mental powers to convey.

Ilsa nodded to the keeper. “It could inform our strategy.”

“Divide and conquer, children,” said Blue with relish.

Siuku’s cold red gaze moved to Blue’s face, her expression unreadable behind her veil. “None of us are children.”

“It’s an expression of simplicity.” Lemuel frowned past Blue at the lines of Ayochian tents, now encircling the lyre. He looked up at the gleaming metal strings above. “Keeper, do you know which strings open which passages in the lyre?”

“Yes. But if we open more surface passages we will only have to guard them as well.”

“What about passages that go deeper into the lyre?” asked Ilsa.

“Few keepers have ever gone below the highest chamber.”

“But it is possible, right?”

“Yes, priestess. It is possible, but it is dangerous.”

“Dangerous? Why?” She frowned. The possible dangers below could not be worse than the armies surrounding them already.

Siuku closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Our people tell stories of creatures trapped beneath the lyres, imprisoned there just after the beginning by the ancient spirits.”

“Wait,” said Ilsa. “The First Book of Hathani talks about something similar before the departure of the gods.”

“Perhaps your city writers are not all wrong. We call them Uzan, among our people, evil beasts that warred with the first of our people, when the spirits walked among us.”

“Suppose they’re down there. How could they survive underground for thousands of years?” Blue asked.

“Such creatures are not mortal in the stories,” said Siuku.

“But they might just be a myth,” said Lemuel.

“I don’t know about myth, but all living things die eventually,” said Ilsa.

“How optimistic.” Blue grimaced. “Got any other ideas to cheer me up?”

Ilsa shrugged. “We could wait underground until they starve us out. Then we would just lose everything while we smell our own filth.”

Blue’s red-rimmed eyes blinked. “Is that a joke?”

“I mean, we have to do something.” Ilsa turned to Siuku and Lemuel. “Right?”

“Agreed.” Siuku’s brow furrowed. “In fact. If we open all the passages, we might be able to use that confusion to escape when the Uzan emerge.”

“If they emerge,” said Lemuel.

“Scholar, do not doubt my words. They are below us, not far below now.” Siuku turned to the three Oshomi who had been keeping watch with Blue. “Go and prepare everyone to ride.”

“But the Uzan—,” said one of the men.

Ilsa shook her head. “They may be able to live forever, but I’ve never met any monster that couldn’t be killed.” She produced the pistol from one of her bonds. “Send up our steeds. It’s time to move,” she said.

The man bowed to Siuku. She nodded to them in reply. He and the other two Oshomi followed the passage down into the chamber below.

Ilsa did not like the implication of opening the lyre, but what other choice did they have? She peered over the top of the sloped passage, searching the Ayochian line for where they might keep their prisoners. Cass and Ferdinand and the Oshomi the Red Lector had captured were hopefully still alive. Either way, Ilsa had a debt to repay all of them, especially her fellow priestess.

She found a tent a few back from the line, directly across from the place where the far arm of the lyre connected to the base. Her eyes narrowed as she squinted, but she couldn’t pick out any sign of her friends. 

Blue put a hand on her shoulder. “They’re there,” she said. “How did you know?”

“Lucky guess.”

Her friend whistled. “Let’s hope that luck holds.”

Hoofbeats and thumps of feet on stone announced the arrival of Siuku’s horse, Hailek, and Blue’s strider. Tirica Chollush rode in Blue’s saddle. She had recovered well after Siuku had sealed her wound, though days without sunlight had left her paler than before.

Ilsa turned to face the strings. “Everyone, get ready to ride. I’m going to open the gates.”
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Ilsa drew her second pistol and loaded it, then crept up from the passage, staying low. The light of midday sun glimmered on the strings and felt warm on her skin. Winter might be truly over, Ilsa thought as she looked back and forth, scanning the Ayochian camp for signs of anyone watching. She saw none. She pressed her back against the wall beside the passage and aimed down her pistol’s barrel at the strings. 

“Hit every string, and the lyre should open,” said Siuku from the passage.

Ilsa grunted and trained the pistol on the string farthest from her. The reflection of a scope glinted in the camp beyond the black stone of the lyre. She threw herself to one side, pistol free of her trigger guard. A bullet whined off the wall where she had just been crouched, high-velocity long distance round with Morhoenese propellant judging by the sound and smell.

“What the hell was that?” said Lemuel.

“Someone’s been waiting to take a shot,” said Ilsa without looking back. She stepped into the silhouette of the lyre’s arch, hoping the sniper wouldn’t have friends already lining up a shot in the blind spot. A low chuckle came from behind her and to the right. Ilsa whirled, one gun forward, the other still pointed at the strings.

A skinny black girl with frizzy hair stood beside the passage, her back to the stone and a pistol in one hand, aimed at Ilsa. She put her index to her lips, a shushing gesture.

“They call themselves the Brothers of the Black Desert,” said the girl in a Chogrumian accent. “Master Black Powder likes them.” 

Ilsa scowled as she heard her father’s pseudonym among the mercenary companies. “Black Powder?”

The girl smirked. “Ozleji said you seemed not to like your father. Truth is, I really don’t care.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Melinda. I’m Black Powder’s best apprentice yet. He’s never seen anyone shoot like me.” She twitched her wrist. A trigger clicked just as Ilsa started to move, but she could not predict the direction of Melinda’s shot. The bullet hit the pistol Ilsa had aimed at Melinda on the top, just above Ilsa’s wrist and tore the weapon from her grip. The pistol skittered away across the lyre.

Ilsa snarled and swung the other pistol to fire at the girl. She’s a mercenary, obviously employed by Ayoch, like Ozleji Sammhar had been. Before Ilsa could fire, a second bullet from Melinda’s pistol hit her in the back of the hand. She grunted in pain, but the gun’s barrel moved to within inches of Melinda’s young face. Where she meant to pull the trigger she could not find the strength in the needed fingers, and they remained stiff.

“Shit,” said Ilsa.

“Muscular toxins in the round. Paralyzes a local area around the bullet.” Melinda smiled, her pistol pressed into Ilsa’s chest. “I told him I was better than you.”

“You mean, my father?”

“Who else, silly?” The girl smiled at Ilsa, teeth bright. “I knew you would come out eventually and I’d get my chance to prove it.” Melinda cackled with laughter and lowered the barrel of her pistol from Ilsa’s heart. She backed away onto the open side of the lyre. “Come on now, Ilsa, be good and follow me. I promise the boys won’t shoot you before I do.”

The pain in Ilsa’s wounded hand ran through her nerves like fire. She was used to bullets and blades, but the toxins hurt worse than either. Her mind pulsed with pain. She pressed her hand to the wall near the passage with a gasp. She normally did not keep her guns loaded because the bullets could detonate when summoned improperly through a bond. But in one hundred heartbeats Ilsa would have her chance to try it if this girl did not shoot her first.

“Ilsa, what’s going on out there?” asked Lemuel asked from the passage. “Blue says she can’t sense anyone else.”

“There’s a weapon bond out here. Stay where you are.”

“Don’t try reaching into your spirit, Ilsa,” said Melinda. “I won’t let you pull out another gun.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you won’t.” Ilsa gritted her teeth and stalked toward Melinda, still leaning on the wall with her open hand.

Less than fifty heartbeats to go.

Melinda laughed and waved Ilsa out into the open. She glimpsed a second scope in the light of day. Ilsa knew she was about to die, even if she beat this girl. Forty heartbeats to go. Ilsa shuddered on her feet.

“My father trained you too, is that it?”

“I’m no liar. I’m the best he’s ever trained, even better than the first.”

“I haven’t met a lot of his other students.” Ilsa mustered up the strength to force her grimaced into a smile. She faced Melinda.  Twenty heartbeats. “He barely talked about the others when he trained me.”

“Well, he’ll be here soon. Not sure if he’ll be happy to find you dead. But I have a feeling he’ll forgive me.”

“You’re a bit of work.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Melinda’s lip curled.

Five heartbeats.

Both of Melinda’s pistols aimed at Ilsa. Four. Ilsa rolled her eyes. Three. “I’m not your rival.”

Two heartbeats left.

Melinda’s fingers inched toward the trigger. “Time to go, Ilsa.”

One heartbeat left.

Ilsa clenched her open hand.

Zero.

She focused on the image of the pistol just as it had been, a firearm with a loaded magazine full of Dalite 5.6 millimeter rounds. Every detail, every piece of information about her ammunition swam in her head. Yes, she had never done this, but no, it was not impossible. She felt the pistol in her hand, stable, whole.

She let the strength leave her legs and gravity carried her to the stone of the lyre, even as she swung her arm up to shoot. Melinda’s pistols roared and the bullets flew over Ilsa’s head. A gun cracked in the distance and a bullet ricocheted off the lyre’s arm a few meter’s away from Ilsa and Melinda.

Her own bullet cut into Melinda’s shoulder. Melinda staggered to one side. “You’re better than I thought.”

From Ilsa rolled to one side and fired again. The bullet slashed across Melinda’s long gray sleeve, cutting the cloth without drawing blood as the girl darted the other way.

Ilsa glared and staggered up to her feet. Melinda turned as if to keep shooting but then hesitated. Ilsa lurched toward her. Another round from a sniper cut the air, which made Ilsa step to one side to avoid it. The bullet missed. She did not think the snipers were aiming at her anymore. A loud note resounded in the air. Melinda and Ilsa stood, breathing hard, guns extended toward each other.

The deep sound of the lyre drifted beautifully through the air.

Melinda stepped back from Ilsa. “Black Powder—Master!”

Ilsa turned toward the strings. A man in a black coat stood between the strings, points a long-barreled pistol with a cylindrical silencer built into its barrel in each direction. Each time he fired, the bullets rang another note. Henry Vel, Black Powder, played every note on the Central Lyre. He raised his head and smiled at Ilsa through his carefully trimmed beard.

“Thank you for the assistance in opening the lyre,” he said. “It’s good to see you, daughter.”

Ilsa glared at him, eyes burning. She raised her pistol to aim at her father. He had this coming, as he had for a long time. He holstered his twin black pistols in slings designed for their silencers.

Her eyes ran with tears of rage. “I should kill you.”

“If you want, give it a try,” he said. “But the lyre is about to open.”

The ground trembled beneath her and Ilsa realized his words were true.
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The lyre trembled beneath Ilsa’s feet, sending waves that shook her legs and made her teeth buzz. She held the gun steady on Black Powder in spite of the rumbling from below. Her eyes flicked toward the opening in the arm of the lyre. 

“Siuku, tell everyone to ride!”

The Keeper of Tenlyres did not reply, but Ilsa heard her shout down the corridor to the riders below. Hooves joined the sound of the lyre as the horses below began to move.

Ilsa lurched toward her father, pistol still trained on him. “Tell your students to leave. Now.”

“Melinda seemed to have you beaten before,” said Black Powder. “I won’t let you shoot me.”

Ilsa sneered at her father. “But you won’t let her kill me.”

Black Powder shook his head. “We will see how your comrades fair against my students.”

As he spoke, Lemuel and Blue emerged from the tunnel on the striders, with Tirica and Siuku riding close behind them. Melinda went for her pistol. Ilsa snarled and twisted her hips. 

She shot the gun from Melinda’s grip before the crazed girl could pull the trigger. Melinda’s other pistol barked. The bullet hit Ilsa in the shoulder and blood roared from the wound.

Ilsa grunted with pain and fired again, but Melinda was on the run, movements evasive and chaotic. She fled to the far support of the lyre. Ilsa whirled to focus on Black Powder. She found him by her side. The pain in her shoulder burned, and she felt the paralytic toxin from Melinda’s bullet reaching tendrils into her muscles. Soon she would go from one gun hand to none, with the loss of her ability to shift her shoulder.

She glared at Black Powder, her fingers locked on the pistol grips. She shoved the barrel into her father’s chest. “Die,” She said. Tears burned in her eyes.

His fist slammed into her stomach. She staggered and fell to her knees. Black Powder stood over her for an instant. “Perhaps tomorrow, daughter. For now, see how the end begins.” Then his shadow left her vision. Her ears rang with the lyre’s music, the vibrations from below, and the hoof beats all around. 

Ilsa stood, digging the strength from within her aching stomach. She turned toward the cavern and saw neither Melinda nor Black Powder, nor the glints of sniper rifles. Gunshots and cries of horror echoed from the Ayochian camp in every direction, adding to the noise.

Lemuel guided Hailek to Ilsa’s side. She withdrew her pistol into her partially paralyzed arm. He helped her climb into the saddle. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“No. Not a damned bit.” Ilsa winced as her wounded shoulder brushed his arm. “Take me there.” She pointed with the barrel of her remaining pistol, still locked in her paralyzed grip, toward the tent where she had figured the prisoners were kept. “We need to hurry.”

Blue and Tirica caught up with them, and they rode for the Ayochian lines. Judging by the sounds of fear and violence, there had indeed been monsters hidden within the lyre. The Uzan, beasts that may have warred with the gods in ancient times, were free.

The pain and dizziness in Ilsa’s head only built as they neared the camp. No one fired at them, or the Oshomi who followed behind. Shadowy forms raced through the camp. Men and women fought the Uzan and died under the cacophonous roar of the lyre and their own weapons. Bodies in Ayochian blue and lectoral red uniforms littered the ground, torn apart by otherworldly strength.

Blue leaped down from her saddle and tore open the flap of the prison tent. Ilsa leaned against Lemuel. Blood from her wounds stained his outer coat. “Tirica,” she said. “Help get them out.”

Siuku caught up, along with her riders on their horses. All of them had made it this far from the lyre. She turned to her people. “Free your brothers and sisters,” she said through her veil. “I will bring their steeds.” She gave a whooping call.  Captured Oshomi horses stampeded from an impromptu stockade where they had been imprisoned, and raced through the camp toward the prison tent.

Blue emerged from the tent, supporting Ferdinand. Tirica led Cass out next, and Ilsa saw her friend and the other prisoners had not been treated well. Cass’s red hair bore traces of dried blood mingled with the mud of the steppe. One of her arms hung limp, possibly dislocated or broken. Ilsa’s teeth ground together, pain and temper combined.

Horses found their riders. Tirica helped Cass onto her steed. Ferdinand looked up at Ilsa, a grin on his weary face. His white strider appeared with the other captured steeds. The man nodded to Ilsa then jumped onto his steed’s back. He scurried up the side and turned to ride from the camp. Before he spurred the strider, he looked over his shoulder.

“Thanks for the save. That’s two I owe you now.” Then he rode through the camp, his lance appearing in one hand.

“You’ll pay me back eventually,” Ilsa shouted.

“We should go,” said Lemuel.

“Right,” Ilsa breathed in sharply. The smell of blood both new and old assailed her, along with the traces of propellants. The powder was mostly Ayochian, but another sort mixed into the ballistic smoke.

The smell of a powder Ilsa did not recognize, bitter and strange.

The Oshomi urged their steeds through, breaking out of the Red Lector’s ragged camp. The treaded transport vehicles and artillery pieces the rearguard of the Ayochian forces had brought with them sat mostly abandoned on the outside of the camp. A few turrets started moving as Ilsa and Lemuel rode toward them with the others.

One of the turrets swung toward Ilsa, and she had no way to stop it, both hands useless for fighting, arms wrapped around Lemuel’s waist to hold on. She grimaced at her uselessness. 

She spoke to her steed, “Hailek, jump!”

He did not balk. He sprang. His heavy foot stamped onto the turret, denting the metal with his weight, then he landed on the other side. The turret gunner did not get a chance to reorient the weapon. A barrage of heavy shots slammed through the side of the vehicle. Ilsa looked back as the last of the Oshomi fled the camp. A single pale beast stood beside the burning transport, it’s hulking frame outlined in fire as the munitions inside the vehicle ignited with a sound like fireworks.

The Uzan roared from a mouth that opened wide. It had to be at least four meters tall, and its milky skin was coated in a sheen of liquid that could have been gray oil. While its general shape was humanoid, it’s shoulders and chest shifted back, the flesh peeling away, to reveal the smoking muzzles of an array of unmistakable weapon-barrels. 

Ilsa’s eyes widened, but the beast ignored her and the others as they fled. The Uzan turned back to the camp and its weapons opened up again in a mad fusillade of squeals and cracks. Ilsa kept looking back even as Hailek carried her further northward from the Central Lyre.
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That night, kilometers away, they made camp despite the distant fires of the Ayochian camp. Perhaps fifty Oshomi of the band sworn to Siuku’s defense had made it away from the Central Lyre. While they cooked what little remained of their food, the Keeper removed her veil and healed the wounds Ilsa had received that day. They sealed without scars and the pain was replaced by the tingling of reconstructed nerves.

“How do you do that?” Ilsa asked.

“I am gifted by the spirits,” said Siuku. “I do not know how.” She replaced her veil, wearily. “It is a tiring process. That is certain.”

Ilsa looked across the fire to where Cass sat with her arm in a sling. The limb had been broken, it turned out. Tirica brought the red-haired priestess the last bit of bread she had saved and the two of them started talking.

“What about Cass’s arm?”

“I can only heal recent wounds in the flesh. The older they are, the more real they become.”

“Huh,” Ilsa said. “That’s important to know.”

“Priestess, I did not hear everything at the lyre. Who was that man?”

“Black Powder is what the other mercenaries call him.” Ilsa sighed. “My mother called him Henry. He’s my father.”

“He knew how to play the lyre.”

“Yes, and I still don’t understand how he knew what to do.” Ilsa frowned down at her hand and flexed her fingers. “That apprentice of his, Melinda. She’s dangerous.”

“I am sure why you think so.”

“If you run into her, be careful,” said Ilsa. “She didn’t seem hesitant to kill.”

“Also a predictable response,” said Siuku in the same flat tone as usual.

“What do you expect? I’m not going to surprise you all the time.”

“I suppose not. Perhaps this means I am getting to know you, priestess.”

“What about the Uzan?” asked Ilsa. “Do you know what they’ll do?”

“I do not. They are an ancient species, far older than I can say. But the spirits may aid us against them.”

“Against them?” Ilsa frowned. “There is going to be a war on this plateau. My mission is still to protect you.”

“And yet, I will not leave with these monsters roaming free.”

“You’re not making my job easy.”

Siuku stood up. “Nothing is ever easy for those who help others. Good night, priestess. Tomorrow we will hunt. It is a good thing winter has passed.”

Ilsa watched the keeper walk through the rough, mostly open-air camp. Her stomach rumbled, the only pain remaining to her. Still, she would have to be ready in case they were pursued. She slept little that night.
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The morning after the escape from the siege, Ilsa woke to the sounds of Oshomi talking and planning. Her stomach growled as she stood up from where she had lain against Hailek’s woolly bulk. Lemuel still slept on the other side of the animal, shrunken arm tucked to his black-clad side. His face was peaceful with the faint hint of a smile on his lips. Ilsa turned and found Blue walking toward her.

“You rest well?” her friend asked.

“Not exactly.” Ilsa glanced in Lemuel’s direction.

Blue clapped her on the shoulder, making her turn, and then leaned in close. “He’s a little odd, but seems that you like him.”

Ilsa’s cheeks flushed. “Maybe—Blue, that’s not the point. We have to try to stay alive here.”

With a grin, Blue turned toward the rising sun. “I’m just glad to see the sun again. Turns out being underground for most of a week was terrible for me.”

“Turns out it was probably bad for everyone.” Ilsa followed Blue’s gaze toward the center of the camp. Siuku and half-dozen other riders were mounting their horses. She waved Blue and Ilsa over to her.

“Will either of you join us? We hunt, or we go hungry today. We must also break camp and ride north, or we may be caught by pursuers.”

Ilsa and Blue exchanged glances.

“I’ve never hunted before,” said Blue. “I can help break camp.” She raised her eyebrows and glanced at Ilsa.

“I have hunted before,” said Ilsa. “I’ll go with you, at the least I can act as a guard.” 

Siuku nodded. “I might have known you would. You should rouse your strider.”

“Alright.” 

Ilsa did not want to wake Lemuel, but she saw no other way. She returned to Hailek’s side, then walked around to the far side and knelt down beside Lemuel. Her hand pressed to the shoulder of his big arm. She held it there for a moment, enjoying the feel of his warm muscle and firm bone through his coat. Then, she shook him gently.

His eyes opened and he glanced at her hand on his shoulder. She withdrew her arm quickly, maybe too quickly. She smiled at him. “Sorry, Lemuel. I need Hailek.”

He looked around, blearily. “What? Is it morning?”

“Yeah,” she said. “The keeper says we need to go hunting.”

Lemuel sat up, then got to his feet. He folded his shrunken hand into his larger one. He looked over Ilsa’s shoulder as Blue’s footsteps approached swishing over the short steppe grass. He nodded to Blue.

“You’re with us non-hunters, breaking camp, Lem,” said Blue. “Keeper says we need to keep riding.”

“Terrific.” Lemuel’s good hand felt down his back. He grimaced. “I never liked riding as a kid. I don’t really know how I ended up so far from civilization.”

Ilsa smirked. “Too late now. We’re stuck out here.”

“No lie, that.” Blue turned toward the rest of the camp. 

Ilsa followed her friend’s gaze. Tirica and Cass were talking by the remains of the campfire. Siuku and her hunters looked ready to ride, all mounted and checking bows or guns. Talking to Cass would have to wait, for which Ilsa was glad. She was not eager to find out how Cass’s arm had been broken in captivity. She would learn that soon enough, she decided.

“Hailek,” said Ilsa. “Up.”

The strider got to his feet. His long hair blustered in a stiff gust of wind. If a storm blew up, hunting might become difficult. Weather on the steppe could change fast.

She climbed onto Hailek’s back and then swung her legs across the saddle. She rode to join the other hunters.

“Do you have a rifle?” asked Siuku.

Ilsa shook her head. “What are we hunting?”

“The beasts of the air are my prey. You’ll ride with me, priestess.”

“Then I won’t need a rifle.”

They rode out of the makeshift camp and headed north. Far away, the points of the mountains on the edge of the plateau were visible as small misty spikes making the horizon jagged. The sounds of birds calling in the spring air pierced the wind. The breeze cloaked most other sounds on the plain.

Ilsa produced her shotgun and loaded it. She urged Hailek forward, but slower than he could run. They kept pace with the horses of Siuku and the others.

Siuku’s pale red eyes looked toward the north, never turning to search for prey. Ilsa and the other Oshomi scanned the steppe in every direction. Even so, Siuku was the first to find large enough animals for food.

A rush of wings and feathers came from ahead of them, a nest stirred up in a clump of tall grasses as the riders approached. Siuku drew back an arrow and fired. One of the birds cried in dismay and fell. The shot must have been difficult with a bow, but Siuku made no comment only slowed her steed as they closed with the fallen animal. 

Ilsa took aim with her shotgun. Her weapon roared and the spray of shot brought down another bird in flight. The other hunters continued the pursuit, shouting and shooting. Ilsa and Siuku collected the birds they had killed in the group’s wake.

The hunt went on, moving northward all day. As evening approached and the horses grew tired, they angled their path to rejoin the rest of the band. They collected a few prey animals, but without food for the entire day, Ilsa was hungry by the time Siuku called a halt to the hunt. The party rode toward the new campsite where cook fires were just beginning to spark.

Then, Ilsa saw another winged shape, circling the camp. It was no prey animal. A hawk larger than a horse circled the camp. A humanoid figure rode on the great hawk’s back between the wings, bundled in warm clothes and with a scarf streaming from her neck. She carried a bow and arrow, and a long lance hung at her side.

Ilsa pointed. “Who is that?”

A murmur ran through the hunting party.

Siuku pushed her steed ahead. “A skyrider of the Vogmem tribes. Blasphemers, they shape their steeds as city-dwellers do.”

“The Vogmem are nomads. How do they engineer a bird big enough to fly?”

“I do not know. But this one has spotted us. We may be in danger.”

Ilsa grunted. She supposed a day without a threat would have been too much to ask. She said a small prayer to Hathani in her head, not one written in the books, but one she could have put into words herself.

Please do not test us unless you must. 

Keep us, Hathani.
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The Vogmem skyrider circled lower as Ilsa and Siuku reached the camp. She withdrew her shotgun into the weapon bond and produced one of her pistols. Lemuel and Blue left the ring of Oshomi around the campfires and ran toward the hunting party. Lemuel waved his big arm and pointed around the fire with his small one.

Blue dropped a thought into Ilsa’s mind. The woman on that hawk is some kind of magus. I don’t think I can keep her from getting away to tell her people about us.

I’ll handle this, Ilsa thought for Blue’s benefit. She hated the idea of being helpless again like her father had made her back at the Central Lyre. She grimaced. 

“Faster, Hailek.” The strider complied, now well-used to obeying her voice. He hurtled around Lemuel and through the camp. Ilsa turned in her saddle and loaded the pistol with a half-full magazine, just in case.

If this was a scout, she would not need to start with maximum bullets. And with enough luck, this situation would not come to violence. She kept the safety on and stuffed the pistol into the waistband of her coat. An odd thought struck her as she did.

Black Powder had been wearing gun belts back at the Central Lyre. Why use those when he was a weapon bond? She shook herself mentally and resolved to figure an answer out later. That encounter had raised far more questions than it answered.

The skyrider skimmed over the camp, hooting and, Ilsa realized, laughing, at the Oshomi below. She shouted in the Filami steppe-language, “What are you doing so far north, Oshomi?”

“Our business is not yours,” called Siuku. “Now come down here before we shoot you down.”

The hawk circled overhead, just past Ilsa. Once it turned to face the camp, it dropped the last five meters straight down beside Hailek. 

The skyrider was a tiny woman with wavy gray hair and a lined face. She smirked at Ilsa as she turned her strider toward the landed hawk. “You won’t catch me,” said the skyrider. “I can be airborne again in an instant.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Ilsa said. “Who are you?”

“I’m a scout for my band. We live near the pass that leads to the Lake of Saints. And you, city-dweller, who are you?”

The others rode over toward them, but everyone kept a safe distance from the hawk and its rider. 

Siuku glared at the older woman on the hawk. “You,” she said. “Are Vogmem.” Her usually monotone voice trembled with obvious rage. “You will be lucky if I don’t kill you just for that.”

“Oshomi like to be scary. But you’re not just any Oshomi.” The skyrider whistled. “You are the Keeper of Tenlyres, aren’t you?”

“I am. And your people killed my parents.”

“What has passed is gone.” The skyrider shrugged. “Our peoples have never been friends, girl.”

The Oshomi murmured. A few of them cursed more loudly in their own language. Some made rude hand gestures. Siuku held up a hand to hush them.

Ilsa turned toward the keeper. “She wanted to know who I am. I haven’t told her, but we don’t need to hurt her either.”

“You understand nothing about the steppe, priestess.” Siuku’s eyes remained fixed on the skyrider. “But I will admit, now is not the time for grudges.”

“What do you mean?” The skyrider smirked. “Just a moment ago you were talking about killing me for being Vogmem. Not that you could.”

“Flight is useful,” said Siuku as the chill breeze whipped through her hair and moved her veil. “But there are things even birds cannot escape.” Her tone had returned to the usual flat level. Ilsa wondered how the keeper managed to hide her anger so quickly when it had been so evident before. “The Uzan are freed from the Central Lyre.”

“Uzan? Demons?” said the skyrider. “These are stories for the old to tell the children. I’ve told some myself, on occasion. But such creatures are not real.”

“No matter what you believe, it’s true. They clashed with Ayochian troops a day and a half’s ride south of here,” said Siuku. “And honesty is all I have to show besides the lives of my people since our escape.”

“Not quite,” said the skyrider. “Cook me some peace meat and let me go. I’ll fly and tell my chief you don’t want war.”

Ilsa frowned. Peace meat was a concept only barely familiar to her, but the sharing of a prey animal could sometimes represent a truce for the tribes of the steppe. She hoped that was true today.

Siuku nodded to one of her hunters. “Prepare the peace meat from my kill. We do not want war with the Vogmem this day.”

The skyrider laughed. “My name is Banasi. Nice to meet you, Keeper of Tenlyres.”

The meat cooked, it’s smell distinct and savory to Ilsa’s nose. She had smelled too much powder lately, and not enough good scents. Ilsa sat down with Tirica, Lemuel, Cass, and Blue by the fire.

“I’m glad we didn’t have to see another war start today,” said Tirica softly as she leaned back beside her brother.

“If we had any alcohol left, I would drink to that.” Blue chuckled. “Too bad, right?”

Tirica grinned.

Cass gave a small smile and a nod toward the Chogrumian mind eater. “It’s true.”

Lemuel glanced from Blue to Ilsa. “It’s good to be alive. Even in a muddy, bloody place like this.”

“What is with you Chollush’s and your quotes tonight?” Ilsa said. “You could have been clerics of Hathani.” Her gaze met with Lemuel’s and she couldn’t help a flush of warmth in her face. He stood up from the pile of saddle-bags they sat on a short distance from the fires.

“Ilsa, can I ask you something?”

“The answer isn’t what you want,” said Cass softly, her smile gone.

Ilsa frowned at the other priestess. She stood up and took Lemuel by the good arm, then led him away from the fire. Behind her, the others exchanged looks and a few words Ilsa could not discern. She and Lemuel stopped several meters away. She leaned toward him close.

He started and said, “Ilsa—I’m sorry, I didn’t know your order was—”

She stopped his lips with hers. His strong hand fell to her hip. Warmth moved through her, from his fingers, from his lips, from his chest. He touched as well as he talked. She broke from their kiss. “That’s not what Cass meant.” She shook her head. “It’s just me, Lemuel.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t—I’m not good with relationships. Cass knows because when I was at Saint Banyeen’s there was this boy. And I hurt him, inside.”

“I’m not a little boy.” Lemuel’s voice was gentle. “Don’t worry about me.”

She put her hand on his small hand and clasped his shrunken wrist. “I’m bound to worry, but I trust you too.”

He smiled, tentatively. “Alright. I suppose we had better get back. Eat so we don’t starve.”

“Sounds like an idea,” said Ilsa. They walked back to the fire. Her hand gently held his wrist, and in spite of the tension from meeting the skyrider that day, she realized she liked that.
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The band of Oshomi continued northward. Ilsa rode close to Lemuel and Blue for the next few days, talking and sometimes even laughing with them. The steppe of Yr fell behind them, and the mountains towered up ahead.

The closer they got to the edge of the plateau, the further they would be from the monstrous Uzan. Ilsa always felt a stab of guilt as she considered the abominations she would have freed, had her father not beaten her to the action. She promised herself she would find a way to stop them, though even the Red Lector’s armored crawlers had apparently done very little.

They passed into a wide lotok formation where cold geysers shot water from the ground. When they camped in a stable spot, Lemuel took the chance to dig a meter into the soil with Ilsa’s help. Once the plant pile that formed the basis of the underground lotok was exposed, Lemuel jabbed the attachment spike of his tablet into the root to connect.

He rattled off a thread of information Ilsa didn’t understand. When she asked, he told her that the Vogmem north of them appeared to be the only riders in the area. Finally, some good news, Ilsa thought. The next morning they rode on. 

As the land became rougher and rockier she began to notice heavy hoof-prints in the grass and soil. Those hoof-prints looked to Ilsa like signs of the modified goats ridden by the Vogmem in place of the cat-like runners and high-legged striders of other regions.

Despite the Central Lyre falling farther into the distance behind them, she still feared what lay back there. The Uzan. The Red Lector. Black Powder.

On the fourth day since their escape from the siege, with the mountains just hours northward, a cloud of black smoke raced across the sky above them. The line sliced by with a horrible metallic scream, spreading the smell of propellant, but unlike any shot Ilsa had ever smelled before. She wrinkled her nose and frowned up at the trail.

“What was that?” asked one of the riders near Ilsa.

One of the others turned in her saddle and looked to the south. “It came from the Central Lyre,” she said in the language of the Filami.

Siuku, riding just a few meters ahead, turned toward the two Oshomi who had spoken, Ilsa, and the others. “It’s true. Spirits curse it, but it’s true.”

“How can you tell?” Tirica scowled at the black scar that continued to cut toward the mountains.

“The smoke is not ballistic propellant. It looks like fuel from a beast engine.” Siuku whipped her head around as the high-pitched scream echoed back to them from the mountains. The trail of black smoke curved.

Ilsa squinted, trying to make out the shape from which the dark cloud billowed. There’s no mistake, she thought. The smoke-spewing flying machine, still heavily obscured by the cloud, hurtled toward the Oshomi, Ilsa, and the others.

A flying machine. Ilsa had never seen anything quite like this noxious engine. She had flown in locusts, great airborne beasts modified by the city-dwellers to fly across impassable or dangerous land. Those could only land in water because of their aquatic origins. This abominable thing was different.

Locusts flew with slender white trails of lighter-than-air gas.

The machine belched smog from a small hole in the front and a roaring fire at the back.

Locusts ranged from the size of a strider to the huge transport beasts like the one which had last flown Ilsa into Ayoch before she returned to Dal, and they were shaped like manta rays. This black dart of churning iron-rust-colored metal looked nothing like an animal. It more resembled...

“It’s a bullet,” said Ilsa under her breath.

Lemuel glanced at her. “What?”

“It’s like a giant bullet.”

“Last time I checked, a bullet flies straight,” he said.

“Could be like an Ayochian extended round.” Blue stared at the bullet. “Just a lot bigger.”

Ilsa grunted. “It’s headed toward us. If it’s going to explode, we need to take shelter.” She turned to Siuku. “Keeper, we need to get to cover.”

Siuku’s pale red eyes were wide. “What have we done?” she murmured, barely audible over the approaching roar of the monstrous flying machine.

Ilsa drove her legs into Hailek’s sides. “We have to split up. That thing could explode.”

The riders all looked at Siuku. The Keeper of Tenlyres snapped her eyes shut. “Go. Scatter and meet again at the pass north through the mountains.”

The Oshomi turned their steeds and raced off in small groups, like scattering spray from a shotgun. The smoking missile cast a dark smear against the blue and gray mountainsides not far away. But Siuku did not move. She stayed on her steed and stared at the approaching object.

“Keeper.” Ilsa rode to her side.

“What have we done?” Siuku repeated. “The Uzan are behind this.” Tears ran from her eyes and vanished behind her veil. “And we set them free.”

“We can set it right. But we can only do that if we survive.”

“Hathanian words. A platitude, priestess.”

“If you’re dead, you aren’t any use to your people.”

Blue rode up on Siuku’s other side. “Keeper, I don’t know what you are, but you can heal people. Don’t throw yourself away.” 

“Yes, and you can do even more.” Ilsa reached out and touched Siuku’s arm. “Come with us to Morhoen, to Koor’s Temple. We can work from there.”

Siuku turned her teary eyes to Ilsa. “You are convincing, priestess. I will ride with you to fight another day.”

They turned their steeds, and like the others left the path of the missile. Its cloud and scream closed with then. Only when they reached the point where they should pass the horrifying machine almost a kilometer away from its massive shadow, Ilsa realized her gamble would not work. The machine banked toward the three of them and then angled to dive toward the ground. 

The machine closed the lateral distance. Ilsa drew her pistols and loaded them with full magazines. She glared at the approaching missile even as she tried to guide Hailek to evade the impact. The shroud of smoke fell over Ilsa, Blue, and Siuku, even at full gallop. The scream of rotating rings on the machine’s side became piercing. The sound seemed as if it cut clear through Ilsa’s mind to her soul. 

The missile outraced them and then plunged the final few meters down into the earth, tearing apart the steppe between them and the mountains. Ilsa winced at the roar and shower of earth, plants, and icy water that erupted from the impact. The ground below Hailek rippled. Then, like a geyser in reverse, the ground fell away beneath her and her steed. Ilsa fell with a shout of warning she could barely even hear.
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Ilsa tumbled from the saddle but managed to land on her feet. Her boots splashed into the freezing, ankle-deep water at the bottom of a broken lotok well. Large root systems that made up the plains-dwelling plant piles in this area were visible amid the earth and debris from the impact. Jagged crevasses ran through the plains where the formation had ruptured.

Her spine ached. She grunted and straightened her back, still holding both pistols. She and Hailek had fallen around six meters, but there was not enough room for Hailek to muster the momentum to jump out of the hole, even if the surface was safe. For his part, the woolly strider lowered his hairy head and sniffed at Ilsa’s dirty face. 

She patted him. “We’ll get out of here. I’ll find a way.”

Her ears still rang from the massive sound of the impact and her own words sounded far away. She climbed up the line to Hailek’s back and stood on the saddle to look over the edge of the well. She peered out carefully, balancing with her hand against the dirt of one nearby wall. 

The ground was cracked and broken in every direction. What had been an area of fragile ground formed by a lotok’s series of wells, geysers, and piles just moments ago, had become a morass of leaky ponds and open rifts in the earth. Smoke billowed from the impact crater ahead of them. 

Ilsa shivered as water sank through her boots and into her socks.

She could not see Siuku, Blue, or either of their steeds, but she knew she had to find them. Her eyes darted this way and that. At last, she sat down in Hailek’s saddle. With a groan, she realized in pain that something in her back must be bruised. She scowled. 

Ilsa turned Hailek to head toward the chasm in the walls that looked just big enough to let him through to the next nearby well. It had also been broken open by the impact.

The narrow gap made for a tight squeeze. Ilsa turned side-saddle and pulled up her legs to give Hailek passage. Water and roots dripped around her, gnarled roots formed a canopy over her head, turning the skinny space dark. She emerged into the next open well and found the horse Siuku had been riding, lying broken and twisted in the water.

The poor animal was dead, neck bent the wrong way. The saddlebags were gone. Siuku must be looking for a way out of the collapse.  The well stretched out longer than the one where Ilsa had fallen. The steppe she could see on the far end looked stable enough for a strider. 

She switched her legs to sit astride her steed and then urged Hailek with pressure to the flanks. He leaped onto the surface of the plain, a plain crumbling for hundreds of meters around the impact crater. The ground shifted, but remained in place enough for him to walk forward a few more steps.

Ilsa rocked back in the saddle. Her aching back flared in protest, but she held herself upright. She gritted her teeth and scanned the way to the mountains. The missile fired from the Central Lyre still smoked. Its nose was buried halfway in the earth up ahead, but otherwise, the huge metallic object looked the same as when it had been airborne.

Shapes either black as night or pale as paper, moved around the monolithic piece of ammunition. Each of those shapes, while vaguely humanoid, was clearly too large to be a normal human. Each was over three meters tall, Ilsa judged, and their necks were far shorter. Patterns crisscrossed their skin, dark on the light-skinned creatures and light on the dark-skinned ones, though they were difficult to see well through the wisps of smoke. 

Uzan.

One of the darker-colored Uzan raised a bulky, four-fingered hand and pointed at Ilsa. Two others looked at the first, then turned toward Ilsa with grunts and growls.

She scanned the opened wells of the lotok around her, desperately searching for Siuku and Blue in the watery bogs. She did not see them. I’m not going to leave without them, she thought. They were both her mission and her friends.

The two Uzan marched toward Ilsa, now just twenty meters away. Ilsa checked her pistols. Both were still clean and dry enough to fire, despite the fall through dirt and water. She leveled them at the two demonic monsters. The Uzan started to pick their way across the surface of the broken lotok toward her.

A foreign thought flickered into her head. 

“I’m with the keeper. We’re a few meters north of you, in the pit.”

Blue’s mind-eater communication was unmistakable. 

Ilsa did her best to push one thought to the fore of her nervous mind. “Can you sense the Uzan?”

“Two of them, coming at you. I feel them,” Blue sent back.

As the Uzan closed to ten meters from Ilsa, they each began to walk with an unstable, awkward gait. Gun-barrels emerged from their etched chests as if pushing out of liquid instead of flesh. The lead one also produced the barrel of a gun from the palm of each hand. Though no weapons appeared fully-formed, Ilsa had seen the monsters did not need to have the guns completely free to use them.

She grimaced and took aim, unsure of what bullets would do to the monsters.

Blue, she thought, if you’re going to take one of them over, now would be a good time.

No answer. All Ilsa’s thoughts were her own for the next minute. The lead Uzan raised the barrel of the guns in its palms. Guns roared just as real as any other. Hailek lurched as a large round cut a bloody trail across his side. A shot closer to his center of mass might have killed him. 

Ilsa cringed low in the saddle and urged the strider sideways with her bodyweight. She peered over the saddle. Hailek’s blood began to flow from the wound. The lead Uzan took another step forward and prepared to fire again.

The second monster shot the first in the back with all the weapons that had emerged from its chest. 

The fusillade ripped the lead Uzan’s back to pieces and the monster sagged to its knees. Ilsa stared, surprised, and relieved. The creature’s arms reached up and seized the sides of its head. A struggle passed through the yellow eyes of the Uzan.

Blue was trying to make the monster kill itself, but the creature fought back, a strength most humans who were not magi did not possess without extreme training. Slowly, the creature pulled its fingers free from the sides of its head. Ilsa did not give it the chance to recover and shoot.

She pumped one of her pistols into the creature’s head. The first bullet struck the forehead and left a dent and a trickle of blood. The second disappeared through the eye of the monster. The Uzan staggered and then tumbled into one of the open lotok wells.

At least they’re not immortal like the keeper said. I can kill them, she thought.

Ilsa urged Hailek forward. Blue’s open voice called to her from the largest well yet. She sat on her strider’s back, Siuku on the saddle behind her. Both looked wet and dirty from the fall into the lotok. 

Blue pushed her heels into the strider’s side and the creature crouched. Her steed carried her and Siuku out of the well in a high leap.

“Which way?” Ilsa asked.

“To the pass,” Blue called. “We’ll be safer at the Lake of Saints.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’m a magus. I’ll explain later.” Their striders sprang over the pitted steppe. More Uzan began to clamber out of the larger crater where their huge bullet had crashed. Weapons began to emerge, but Ilsa and Blue’s striders were swift. They circled around the fallen shell. As they rode, Ilsa saw Blue’s face looked gray with strain. Her eyes were rolled this way and that as she battled the minds of each different Uzan.

Ilsa kept her pistols drawn and aimed at the monsters. At least she could kill them if they got within range, but after the first two, they appeared warier. They stayed back. She hated the lack of a rifle. If her friend could not keep them from opening up with their numerous weapons, she would be vastly outgunned by the hurricane of fire even one of the monsters would unleash.

“Keep it up,” she called, hoping to sound reassuring. “We’re almost there.”

Blue replied with only a grunt. Her eyes twitched involuntarily as they raced away from the fallen shell and toward the mountains. Ilsa counted every second, expecting a salvo of bullets in the back. But it did not come. 

She took a cloth from her saddlebag beside her red staff of office and pressed it to the bleeding wound on Hailek’s side. “We’ll get through this,” she said to the strider. “We’ll get through.”

Blood spotted the makeshift bandage and leaked onto Ilsa’s hands. She pressed it tighter.

Two striders raced toward the pass in the mountains just a few kilometers away. Ilsa hoped Lemuel and the others were alright. She hoped she had seen the worst of the attack. 
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The mountain pass came into sight a few kilometers ahead of Ilsa, Blue, and Siuku. Dew glistened on wiry clumps of mountain grass, pale blue glittering against struggling green. The rough terrain was difficult for their already weary striders. Hailek seemed to be tiring as dawn crept over the mountains to the east.

They had ridden evasively during the night to avoid the Uzan, or they would have reached the pass sooner. Blue’s eyes were shot with blood, and Ilsa could only conclude her own looked similar. 

Granite slopes. Spiny trees. Dark birds that never called out. These things did not seem to care about the arrival of the Uzan so close to them.

Ilsa shivered as she thought of the monstrous beasts. The fact that she had killed one of them seemed completely unimportant. That one had barely managed a shot thanks to Blue’s control. Next time she might not be so lucky.

The world had grown darker since the journey began. Darker, and far, far stranger. Ilsa guided Hailek up a slope into the broadest portion of the pass to the Lake of Saints. 

Riding behind Blue, Siuku pointed. “Others,” she said in her monotone.

Ilsa’s tired eyes made out the shapes of horses and striders, clear against the gray mountains ahead. Her heart leaped into her throat as she searched for her friends. Lemuel, you have to be here, she thought, and Cass, I still owe you.

She found Tirica first. The girl sat upon a strider’s back with her long rifle propped against her shoulder. Cass rode behind her, red hair like a halo around her face.

Ilsa kept searching the group of Oshomi who had survived the siege and the Uzan attack. She finally spotted a dark coat with a high collar. Lemuel.

She pushed her heels into Hailek’s sides with more force than needed. The strider grunted and lurched the last few paces up the slope. He stumbled with a groan of protest but covered the rest of the distance. Hailek shuddered and sank to the ground just a few paces away from Lemuel, whose horse gave an anxious snort.

She slid down his side and her shoes landed on the stony ground. “Keeper,” she called. “Please help him, if you can.”

“You should have asked sooner, priestess.” Despite her words, Siuku climbed down from Blue’s strider and ran to the place on Hailek’s side where the Uzan had wounded him.

Ilsa leaned close and brushed the hair of Hailek’s neck gently. “It will be alright, my friend. Hathani keeps us all.”

She turned toward where Lemuel had sat on his animal and found him close before her. She smiled at him, but could not keep from sagging forward from exhaustion. His embrace caught her. His small hand moved down the back of her coat. 

“They all feared for you.”

“And you didn’t?”

“Only a little.” He squeezed her to him with both arms. “I trust you, Ilsa.”

She set her chin on his shoulder. “Thank you.” It had been years since anyone besides Blue and the Unification had invested that kind of confidence in her. “You helped me get here, you know.”

“How?”

She flushed, glad he couldn’t see her face. “I wanted to see you that much.”

“And your mission.”

“Yes.” She spoke into his ear. “My mission didn’t have to bring me to this place.” Her grip on him released and she stepped back.

Blue rode to the rest of the party. “The Uzan won’t be far behind us. Do you know anywhere we can go?”

Siuku replaced her veil and straightened her back. “To the Lake of Saints,” she said. “It is not far from here, though the way is difficult for horses.”

“Vogmem control the Lake of Saints,” said Cass. “I heard that at Saint Banyeen’s just before I left.”

“It is a good thing we shared peace meat with them.” Siuku walked past Ilsa and Lemuel toward her riders. “We must hurry.” She raised her bow and one of the riderless horses trotted to her. She climbed up to ride bareback.

A groan came from behind Ilsa. She and Lemuel looked in Hailek’s direction. The great woolly strider climbed to his feet, steady once again. His wound was sealed, but the hair above it was gone. The skin beneath it looked pallid where it had been healed.

Ilsa offered Lemuel the rope. They climbed into the saddle and rode after the rest of the party.

As they went, Cass and Tirica gradually dropped back to ride beside them.

She glanced at the other priestess, who still wore her arm in a sling. Their eyes met.

“I’m glad you made it,” Cass said. “When that missile hit, I feared the worst.”

“I wouldn’t die while I owe you.” Ilsa grinned wearily, feeling the tug of Lemuel’s small hand holding onto her belt. “And you’re not the only one I owe a debt in this group.”

Cass nodded. “The gates of the mountains stand open to all,” she quoted from the oldest scripture of the First Book. “But we who fight for Hathani must always remember the ways of gods do not rely on our success.”

“Not your words?” Ilsa said. “I’m surprised.”

“The ancients said it best.”

Ilsa looked down at Cass’s arm. “How did that happen?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.”

Ilsa nodded. “Alright.” 

When they had been students Cass would never have passed up an opportunity to talk to her. Of course, things had changed.

The way through the mountains grew steeper within the hour. She could only imagine how brutal the slopes would be if one strayed from the pass. Certainly, a horse would not make it through, and a strider as tired as Hailek would do little better.

Around noon, they followed the path around a bend in the rocky side of the mountain. Glimmers of pale blue water scattered with shards of ice made up Ilsa’s first sight of the Lake of Saints. The lake filled a vast crater situated between three white peaks. 

The mountain north of the lake bowed over, like a doting mother inspecting her child’s cradle. Her appearance had earned her a name known well in Dal, Chogrum, and beyond. Nurse Mountain’s arms wrapped around the water’s edge.

Lemuel gasped as he looked upon the lake. Ilsa admitted the awe of the sight to herself as well. The Lake of Saints was holy to every member of the three. Hathanian scripture did not emphasize physical structures, but even among her clergy, the place bore significant history. For this was where many hermits had lived to pen their scriptures, and from here prophets had often proceeded with their messages to the people.

Veins of pink granite, the same traces as on every edge of the plateau, ran through each mountain. Lightning transcribed on stone. Fresh, cold air surrounded the party as they continued to ride toward the pale waters of the lake. Hailek’s labored breaths became harsh along the slope. Ilsa patted his side.

“Just a little more, my friend.”

A rumble like stone upon stone made Ilsa turn toward the peak above her, but thankfully there was no sign of a rock slide. Ahead of them, Siuku raised her hand to halt the party. The cry of a bird echoed over the heights.

Three great birds glided by just above their level, a rider on each of their backs. The old skyrider from the plains circled back on the lead bird. “What brings you Oshomi to this place?”

“Banasi,” called Siuku. “We seek shelter with our friends.”

Banasi replied with a laugh. “Times are strange, but peace is also on my chieftain’s mind.” Her bird carried her higher before Siuku could reply.

Lemuel shook his head in wonder. Ilsa glanced at him.

He sighed. “If only Chogrum and Dal could put aside the past so quickly.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded. Unification would be ideal, but it was a matter of hope, and far from a simple one. She would fight for that hope as long as she was able.

Banasi’s bird circled lower. The old skyrider called out, “Follow this path to the lake, Keeper of Tenlyres. My chieftain’s band is already there.”

Siuku signaled the party to keep moving. Down the slope, the sound of stone and stone drew Ilsa’s attention again. A shaggy, gray and white goat climbed along the steep slope. On the animal’s back, sat a woman with yellow hair and a heavy coat almost the same color as her goat. Other goat-riders moved in along the slopes above the pass. They escorted the Oshomi, Ilsa, and her friends, down to the Lake of Saints.
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The Vogmem encamped by the edge of the lake gave Ilsa and the Oshomi glares and nervous looks as they approached. So much for the peace meat, Ilsa thought. These people did not appear as trusting as their scouts suggested.

They were clad in thick clothes and had mostly yellow, or occasionally red hair. Most of them carried firearms ranging from rifles and shotguns to a variety of old-fashioned pistols. A few even wore piecemeal plates of armor sewn together with joins made from ballistic cloth.

Ilsa and the others rode to the lake shore within the camp. A cabin far larger than the tents of the rest of the camp stood nearby, and before it, two groups of armed Vogmem riders on their own large goats waited for them.

“Keeper of Tenlyres,” said a man from the center of the group closer to the lake in a slight accent that sounded similar to that of Chogrum, tinted with the hints of the Vogmem tribal language.

His beard was thick and red. He wore a black woolen coat and his goat had brindled fur of almost the same coloration. The man rode forward a few paces, stocky on the back of his animal. “I am Hiragan, chieftain of the northern pass. Welcome to the Lake of Saints.”

Siuku rode her horse toward the man. Her veil hid any trepidation she might have, but Ilsa guessed some kind of worry had to be going on in the keeper’s mind. Here they sat among the people who killed her parents.

“I have heard there are four chieftains of the Vogmem.” She motioned toward the large camp. “Am I correct in guessing you are not the only one here?”

Hiragen grinned within his beard. He glanced at the other group of riders by the cabin.

“You guess well, keeper.” A goat carried a woman forward. She was pale, though not albino like Siuku, and her hair was blond. She wore a pair of pistols with old-fashioned revolving chambers on her belt. A black staff crossed the saddle behind her. A primrose flower was nestled in her hair.

The black staff and the primrose were both symbols of Vada, the same symbols Lord Palend had displayed back at his manor. Ilsa’s eyes narrowed as the woman smiled at Siuku. “Here we pray to the Three, but you can still be a guest, keeper.”

“So, you are Ganara,” said Siuku. “I’ve heard of your war with Chogrum.”

“Fortunate Chogrumians never meet me,” said Ganara. “The unlucky ones do.” 

Ilsa felt Lemuel stiffen in the saddle behind her. “I won’t let anyone hurt you,” she whispered to him.

He relaxed a little but remained tense. Ganara’s eyes fell upon Blue. “This one is not Oshomi.” She shifted her gaze to Tirica, then Ilsa and Lemuel. “I see you have some odd allies, keeper.”

“No more odd for me to ride with them than with you.”

“Vogmem ride together.” Ganara raised an eyebrow. “And you need our help.”

“And I need the help of these city-dwellers as well.”

She glared from Ilsa to Siuku. “You’ve used them. Now you have us as allies. What use are these?”

“I do not abandon those who have fought by my side.” Siuku’s voice remained atonal, but the words still sent a chill through Ilsa.

Hiragen bellowed a laugh. “I believe you, Keeper of Tenlyres. Ganara, the others will be here soon, and I’m sure they won’t appreciate it if you or your people murder the keeper’s friends. Even if they are city-dwellers.”

“I will wait for them. But we will have a verdict on these Chogrumians.” Ganara nodded to Hiragen. “For now, I will wait.”

“The other pair of our chieftains are on the far side of the lake,” said Hiragen. “They will return by nightfall. You and your riders have endured much, and you look it.”

“We would appreciate rest,” said Siuku.

“My guess exactly.” Hiragen motioned for two of his riders to lead the group into the camp. “Join us for now. My best skyrider, Banasi, tells me you have dealt with many perils. The details can wait for when the other chieftains arrive.”

“Thank you.” Siuku nodded to the chieftains.

Ilsa and the Oshomi followed her into the Vogmem camp. They moved with suspicion. This alliance was still tentative at best.
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Sweet and strange-smelling smoke wafted through the meeting lodge by the Lake of Saints. Ilsa stopped just inside the doorway, behind Blue and Lemuel. She planted the base of her red staff on the floor and looked down the length of the room, searching for Siuku’s pale hair or white veil. She did not find her.

Blue turned to Ilsa. “She isn’t here.”

“You’re sure?”

Blue tapped the side of her head. “Yeah.”

She looked around the lodge and spotted the red-bearded Hiragen, and the gray-clad Ganara on the far side of the room among a cluster of other people. She grimaced as the blond Vogmem chieftain turned in her direction. Ganara motioned them closer. 

“Then, she’s late,” Ilsa muttered. She started across the room toward the two chieftains. Blue and Lemuel walked with her. Tirica and Cass had stayed in the camp nearby to rest. She did not blame them for being tired, and she admired the calm it took not show anxiety at the possible decisions of the Vogmem’s four leaders.

Smoking pipes and a burning fireplace in the center of the lodge made the place warm, but could not mask the powder scents of weapons carried by the people within. Mostly the weapons smelled of archaic propellants, but she caught whiffs of Ayochian auto-launch and Dalite-made Calbuin Company ammunition.

Ilsa passed the fireplace with its cage-like iron guard. She, Lemuel, and Blue approached Ganara and Hiragen. She leaned her staff against the wall nearby.

“Chogrumians,” said Ganara. “Where is the Keeper of Tenlyres?”

Lemuel glanced at Ilsa at the same moment as Blue.

She shrugged. “We don’t know. She should be here any time now.”

“A likely story. Where are you from? You don’t sound Chogrumian, priestess of Hathani.”

“You know...” Hiragen puffed on his pipe. “Ganara, I think I trust them.”

“You would, wouldn’t you? Anything to get under my skin.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He sucked in the smoke from his pipe and smiled. Then he turned to Ilsa. “The others will be here soon. You should introduce yourselves to them, though I think they will be able to pick you out once they arrive. You are all clearly not Vogmem.”

“Megalli,” said a voice into Ilsa’s ear. She whirled, unable to hide her surprise and halfway to producing a pistol.

A slightly built woman with dark hair stood behind her. The woman stepped back, still on her tiptoes. She smirked at Ilsa, then twirled. Strings with beads on them shimmered at the hem of her waist-length coat. “That’s my name. I’m Megalli, chieftain of the eastern skyriders.”

“You?” Ilsa frowned. “You look like a kid.”

“And she acts like one too,” said Ganara.

“If you are done trying to insult me, Ganara, I have something to tell you,” said Megalli.

Hiragen’s gaze moved past Ilsa to focus on Megalli’s face. “Speak.”

“Akirette and the Keeper of Tenlyres are not coming to the lodge tonight.” Megalli shrugged with her hands. “They are going to Nurse Mountain to meet with the hermit. They took the priestess with the broken arm and the Chogrumian girl with them.”

Blue raised her dark brows. “Why didn’t the keeper tell us?”

“She seems to think you can negotiate with us better than she could. She may be right.”

“Megalli.” Ganara glared at the young chieftain. “Sit down.”

“I’d rather fly.”

“You aren’t on your hawk now. Sit.”

“Ganara, you are very intent on being annoyed. Why bother?”

“Not all of us can be as flighty as you.”

Ilsa glanced at Lemuel, hoping he could lend her some patience to handle the bickering of the Vogmem leaders. He did not take her cue, only shook his head and frowned. She leaned close to him and under her breath said, “Probably not wise to butt in?”

“Probably,” he murmured.

Despite the tension of the situation, he seemed distracted from the moment. Distraction could be dangerous, even in situations with far lower stakes. Ilsa’s gaze stayed on his face.

“What’s bothering you?” she asked.

“Tirica went to Nurse Mountain without telling me first.” His frowned deepened. “We traveled west together, but I guess she thinks we’re safe now.”

“Definitely not true.” Ilsa put a hand on his arm. “But don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

He gave her a weak smile. “I know.” But his expression did not convey the same confidence.

Ganara and Megalli were glaring at each other, apparently at a loss for words to express their distaste over the argument. Then, Hiragen laughed and clapped them each on the shoulder. They rounded on him as one, both temper’s obvious.

He sat back and raised his hands. “Be calm. Akirette isn’t here, so we must represent the four tribes of Vogmem without her tonight.”

Ganara grunted, but then nodded. 

Megalli shrugged. “Fine by me.”

Ilsa couldn’t help a slight smile. “I’m hardly able to speak for most of the Oshomi, but I know the Keeper wants an alliance. If she didn’t she wouldn’t be traveling with the fourth chieftain and without me and Blue.”

“As a Vogmem I wish I could say otherwise, but as a priestess of Vada...” Ganara turned toward Ilsa and Blue and Lemuel. “I think peace would be best for now.”

“We stand together on this.” Megalli giggled. “Of course, I’d rather be airborne.”

Hiragen bowed his head to Ganara, then to Megalli. “I’ve wanted peace a long time. This will suit my people.”

“Sadly,” said Blue. “Peace with the Oshomi does not mean total peace.” She motioned to Ilsa. “If the Red Lector of Ayoch survived the Uzan he will be after the keeper. That could lead him here.”

Ganara nodded. Yellow hair shimmered. “If not the Red Lector, the Summer Devil.” 

Ilsa frowned at the chieftains. “The Summer Devil?” 

“There is an Ayochian general who returns when the thaw comes to the mountains. She brings troops almost every year.”

“I didn’t know Ayoch wanted the Lake of Saints.”

“Ayoch must want everything that is,” said Ganara.

Hiragen exhaled smoke and nodded.

“You’ve both fought her many times,” said Megalli. “If my people lived further west, I’m sure I would feel the same.”

Ilsa folded her arms. “This Summer Devil is a threat. And we have real devils on the plateau too.”

Hiragen’s expression turned grim. “The Uzan. Banasi isn’t the only scout who spotted them.”

“My lookouts on the peaks have only reported one great shell falling.” Megalli leaned toward Lemuel so her slender frame brushed his shrunken arm. “I suppose that’s good news.”

“A great shell.” Ilsa thought back to the way the ground had shaken and burst apart when the huge bullet had impacted the Lotok formation. “We saw the effects of one on our way to the mountains.”

“They shatter the earth.” Ganara’s eyes closed. “I would not believe it, had I not seen it myself.”

“Yeah, that’s it exactly.” Blue turned to Lemuel, who was looking down at Megalli by his side. “Any idea where it came from?”

He backed carefully away from the slim Vogmem leader. “I’ve never read of such a thing. The records only go back so far.”

Ilsa’s brows bent. “Then we’re blind. They could have more, and they could show up anywhere. We can’t know.”

“Now you sound like me,” said Blue. “But they have to have some way to target those things and to launch them.”

“It definitely came from the Central Lyre,” said Ilsa. “They must have some sort of cannon there.”

“Could be.” Lemuel stroked the thin beard on his chin with his small hand. “But given the frequency of the lyres, there is another possibility.”

Ilsa’s eyes met his, and he answered before she could ask her question.

“Think about this. The Uzan have been imprisoned beneath the lyres since prehistory. At least three thousand years. I don’t think they’re immortal.”

“That’s an assumption we shouldn’t make.” Ganara’s eyes narrowed into slits. “These are the enemies of the gods, after all.” 

Blue rolled her eyes. “No such thing as immortals. Ilsa killed two of them that I saw.”

“No immortals?” Ganara glared at Blue. “What is an unbeliever doing with the Unification?”

“Fighting the good fight.”

“Indeed.”

“Go on, Lemuel,” said Ilsa.

He nodded. “Right. If the Uzan don’t have an immortal lifespan it is possible the lyre did more than seal their bodies underground.”

“Some other kind of magic preserved them?” Hiragen shook his head. “Even magi can’t stop time.”

Ganara gave a snort of derisive laughter. “I don’t believe it either.”

“You said it yourself.” Megalli turned to Blue. “No such thing as immortals.”

Blue looked down at the floor. “I did say that.” She sighed. “But there are ways to avoid aging. I know that too.”

Ilsa raised her eyebrows at Blue. She had never heard Blue mention anything like this before, but then, her friend was always much less talkative than usual when it came to past events. When the mind eater did not continue, Ilsa reached out and touched Blue’s arm. “What do you know?”

Blue raised her face, eyes unfocused but not completely lost to a magical trance. “There’s a place mind eaters talk about. It’s called the Temple of Colors.” She looked pensive for a moment as if searching on a shelf for a tool she did not often have cause to use. “I didn’t think it was real until I went there myself.”

“I don’t understand,” said Ganara. “What does this temple have to do with the preservation of the Uzan?”

“I joined the temple when I was sixteen.” Blue took a deep breath. “And I studied in the Temple for twenty years.”

“Impossible,” said Hiragen. “You’d have to be my age if you’d done that, and I can tell you aren’t yet thirty.”

“Where is this temple?” asked Ganara. “Chogrum? Morhoen? I’ve never heard of such a place.”

“Let me make my point,” Blue said in a soft voice. “The Temple of Colors is not a place you can travel to physically. It is a mental place. Only a few trained mind eaters even know how to get there. I found the way when I was young. I spent twenty years studying, and when I returned for the final time it wasn’t after twenty years of our time, only two.”

“You expect us to believe this?” Ganara scowled. “Chogrumian liar.”

Blue shrugged. “It’s the truth, chieftain. The Temple of Colors is real. Most students aren’t as intense as I was. Mostly they don’t forget who they were before.”

Ilsa’s eyes widened. “Is that—?”

“That’s why I call myself Blue. I don’t remember my old name.”

“Fascinating,” said Lemuel, “Are you suggesting the Uzan could have some similar form of temporal preservation?”

Blue nodded. “Their’s would have to be more extreme than the temple’s or they would still have to live for hundreds of years.”

Ganara gave a loud grunt. “Suppose they were preserved. That doesn’t explain how they fired the great shell, does it?”

“Actually, it just might.” Lemuel glanced at Blue. “If what you say is true, then it is possible not all the Uzan were sealed within the lyres themselves. The notes Black Powder played did more than unseal the lyre’s lower levels,”

“He woke up the Uzan.” Ilsa nodded.

“Like a rooster on a farm,” said Lemuel with a grimace. “A really terrible rooster.”

“So the music of the lyre broke the spell,” said Ilsa, “Is it possible the weapons the Uzan used to fight against the gods were preserved too?”

“Beneath the ground?” Blue shrugged. “Anything is possible.”

Megalli twirled on her feet. “I’m ready to believe all of this. But either way, the Uzan could well have another great shell.”

“It seems likely to me,” said Blue.

Ilsa snapped her fingers. “If it were me I wouldn’t fire my only magic bullet so soon.”

“Are you an Uzan?” asked Ganara.

Ilsa scowled at the blond Vogmem chieftain.

Ganara shifted back in her chair. “Then you should not assume you know what the Uzan will do.”

“We can predict them. They don’t seem very intelligent.” Ilsa put a palm to her forehead. “It’s the one who set them free that I don’t understand.”

“Black Powder,” said Lemuel.

“The mercenary leader?” Megalli grabbed Lemuel’s arm. “What does he have to do with this?”

“He’s the one who freed the Uzan,” said Ilsa.

Ganara scoffed at Megalli. “Keep up, skyrider.”

“Black Powder rides with the Red Lector’s army.” Ilsa hated to admit it, but her father would know how to avoid being killed by the Uzan or he never would have freed them. “He’s traveling with a number of his apprentices.” She rubbed the back of her hand where Melinda’s bullet had torn through it back at the Central Lyre. Siuku had healed the wound, but the memory of the pain remained. “But I don’t know what he wants.”

“If he rides with Ayoch he is the enemy,” said Ganara.

“Agreed.” Hiragen breathed out a cloud of smoke.

Ilsa wrinkled her nose at the smell. Whatever the Vogmem smoked, Hiragen had chosen something pungent and bitter, even compared to powder. She nodded to the chieftains. “We will help you fight the Lector and Uzan. In truth, we are all one people.”

“Humanity,” said Blue.

A loud crash from the far end of the lodge made Ilsa and Lemuel turn. The door swung back from where it had slammed. Her heart jumped. She smelled blood through the smoky scents of the room. The figure hunched in the doorway was awkward but unmistakable.

Ferdinand Thoss lurched forward into the lodge. His eyes gleamed through the haze and found Ilsa on the far side of the room. Tracks of dried blood ran from a cut beneath the disheveled black hair on his forehead. He wore his armor but carried no weapons openly. He walked into the room, ignoring everyone but her. 

The Vogmem stared at him except for one big man who stepped into Ferdinand’s path. He held out his hand to stop the man before him. “Who are you?”

“I h-have f-friends h-here.” Ferdinand looked up at the big man. “S-stand aside.”

“You did not arrive with them, stuttering fool. I saw the whole group.”

“Stand aside.”

As he lost his stutter, Ilsa darted past the fireplace. She put a hand on the big Vogmem’s shoulder. “It’s true. He was with us, but we got separated back at the Central Lyre.”

“At the lyre? That’s a long way off.”

“Look, you simpleton.” Ferdinand glared at the man. “I did not ride for days and evade the Uzan just to be stopped by some idiot tribal.”

The Vogmem’s pale face turned red. He raised his arm to strike Ferdinand, shrugging off Ilsa’s hand. Ferdinand danced backward, still quick despite his obvious exhaustion. The Vogmem’s blow found only air.

“I-Ilsa,” Ferdinand said. “Wh-where is the keeper?”

“She’s—”

Blue clapped a hand over Ilsa’s mouth from behind. “Stop, don’t say anything.”

Ilsa struggled against her friend’s grip. She considered trying to bite one of Blue’s fingers. But then her friend released her.

“That’s not Ferdinand,” said Blue.

“What do you mean? It has to be him.”

“It’s his body. But I can tell he’s not calling the shots.”

Ferdinand’s weary face shifted from outrage to a sneer. “Perceptive, aren’t you, Nameless?”

He still sounded like Ferdinand. Ilsa tensed, ready to produce a pistol at a twitch of her hand.

The big Vogmem glanced at Ilsa, confusion on his face.

Ferdinand’s long spear flashed forth from his palm. The blade stabbed into the big man’s chest. Ilsa ducked sideways. The point of the slender spearhead emerged from the Vogmem’s back. Blood ran from his mouth. He fell with a grunt.

Ferdinand straightened his back and chuckled. The other Vogmem in the room erupted to their feet and went for their weapons.

Blue glowered at the man before them. “The Red Lector didn’t ride with any mind eaters. Who are you?”

Ferdinand backed toward the door. “I’m someone who knows you, Nameless.”

Ilsa lowered her hand to one side. She clenched her fingers into a fist but did not produce the pistol immediately. She needed to look for an opening.

Blue paced around the fallen Vogmem man, eyes on Ferdinand. “You’re with the Temple of Colors.”

The sneer stretched unnaturally. The point of the spear followed Blue. “Like you.”

“I left the temple.”

“If only you would return. We could forgive you.”

Blue continued circling further from Ilsa. The possessed Ferdinand’s spear point continued to move like the arrow of a compass. Ilsa’s heart sounded loud in her ears. Her fingers dug into her branded palm. The pistol waited, just a touch away.

Ferdinand tensed to thrust the spear at Blue. Ilsa drew her weapon and slammed a magazine into her pistol in one motion. Off went the safety. She aimed at Ferdinand but did not pull the trigger. He hesitated.

Ganara, Hiragen, and Megalli caught up. Megalli knelt down by the man Ferdinand had stabbed. Ganara held an old revolver in one hand and trained it on Ferdinand. Hiragen’s eyes unfocused, but there was no other sign of outward magic from him.

Blue glared at Ferdinand, who backed to the doorway. “You shouldn’t have come in here yourself.”

“This puppet is expendable,” said Ferdinand’s voice. “Unlike the other members of my team. Of course, I did not come alone.”

A gunshot roared through the windowless lodge. The barrel of Ganara’s revolver bucked and released smoke to join with the vapors the Vogmem had been breathing while relaxing. Ferdinand’s form hunched, head bowed, spear loose in his grip.

Ilsa frowned at him. Ganara took a step forward as she chambered another round. “That should have killed you,” she said.

“You Vogmem don’t have armor like we do in the cities,” said Ferdinand. “Technology is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?”

She raised the gun to fire again. He stepped through the doorway and his spear vanished, letting the portal shut between him and Ganara.

Ilsa rushed to the doorway, pistol in hand. She heard footsteps retreating outside, despite the ringing of Ganara’s shot in her ears, and the din of shouts from the angry Vogmem who filled the lodge. Blue reached the door ahead of Ilsa and threw it open. 

She charged out onto the rocky, starlit shore of the Lake of Saints. Ilsa followed her. The Vogmem camp was roused, but Ferdinand was gone.

“Blue, wait,” Ilsa said. “This is dangerous.” She conjured an image of snipers waiting on the mountain ridges high above them.

Blue stumbled to a halt on the shore by the lodge. Ilsa caught up with her friend and clapped a hand on her shoulder. There were tears in Blue’s eyes. 

“Ashnia,” she said in between breaths. “A mind eater from the west. It makes sense. It has to be her.”

“Ashnia?” Ilsa repeated. “You know her?”

“When I met her in the temple she was the Red Lector’s renegade daughter.”

“Looks like she found her way home.”

Blue looked over her shoulder at Ilsa. “Either way, she’s the enemy now. I won’t hesitate to drive her out, next chance I get.”

Ilsa listened to her heartbeat slow as she led Blue back toward the shelter of the lodge. I hope so, she thought.

“It’s alright, Blue. We’ll make it through this.”

“Is that all you worry about? The next moment?” Blue grimaced. “Ilsa, I cared for that girl.”

Ilsa frowned up at the mountain ledges by the pass. She squinted, trying to spot possible shooters, but found none overlooking the camp. Then she turned toward the lake. Nurse Mountain’s shadow darkened the waters. Blue leaned against Ilsa’s shoulder and looked in the same direction. 

Her tears stopped.

Small lights bobbed along the far shore at the base of the famous mountain. The lights moved in a manner consistent with runners.

Ilsa’s breath felt like it would freeze in her lungs. “They’re going after the keeper.”
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The Lake of Saints was dark, but those infuriating lantern lights still bounced along the far shore. In the shadow of Nurse Mountain, those lights were the only reflections on the water, the stars hidden by the curving peak. Ilsa clenched her free hand into a fist but knew even if she had a rifle she would not be able to hit anything from this distance. At night, in shadow, and so far away she doubted even her father could shoot accurately.

Blue shook from head to toe. “Why did Ashnia ask where the keeper was? They were already headed after her.”

“We can’t be sure why this happened.” Ilsa glanced at Blue. Her friend was hot with rage, so hot her skin could have been burning in the night. “But you’re right. We need to catch up, and fast.”

“I thought the lake would be safe.” Blue glared at the lights.

“I’m surprised there are still Ayochians going after the keeper, even after the Uzan attacked them. But there it is.”

“There it is.” Blue’s voice was almost a growl.

Ilsa grunted. “How do we catch up?”

A hawk cried from behind Ilsa and Blue. Megalli stood on the shore by the lodge, holding a long rifle by the barrel. A great hawk, even larger than the one Banasi had ridden over the plains, circled low and then landed beside the Vogmem leader. 

Megalli waved them over. “If you’re light enough, one of you can ride with me.”

Ilsa gave the hawk a sideways glance. “You sure?”

“Sure as anything, priestess. Akirette and the keeper need help. And I’m just one pretty little rider with decent aim.” She leaned close to the hawk and whispered something in the bird’s ear. The creature shifted on taloned limbs.

Ganara and four or five other Vogmem emerged from the doorway of the lodge. The yellow-haired Vogmem chieftain marched toward Megalli, Ilsa, and Blue, boots thudding on the stony shore. The smell of powder wafted in the air. 

Ganara’s nostrils flared as she looked across the lake. “Vada damn them all. The Ayochians are going to attack the hermitage. There’s no way the runners will get there in time.”

Ilsa frowned at Megalli. “How many skyriders are camped here?”

“I have my personal guard. Twenty riders and forty hawks, but rousing them will take time.”

“We don’t have time,” Ganara said.

“I hate to agree with her, but she’s right.” Blue’s hot anger had subsided. She sounded numb. “That man who attacked us is dangerous on his own, and I sense at least ten riders on the far shore.”

“Can you take any of them over mentally?” asked Ilsa.

“A strong magus is protecting them. I can’t get a grip on any individuals.”

Ilsa glanced at Megalli and her hawk. “We can’t just wait here. Megalli, I’ll fly with you.”

“Two guns are better than one.” Megalli loaded her old rifle with the tell-tale second clunk of an extended magazine bumping against the stock. She took the rifle the by the grip and then wrapped her other hand around one of the handles on the cloth saddle stretched between the hawk’s huge wings. Her legs folded into a crouch. 

Megalli turned to Ganara, all traces of her earlier teasing gone. “We’ll slow them down. Bring as many of your riders as you can rouse quickly.”

“I’m not going to let you fight alone.” Ganara folded her arms. “No honor in that.”

Hiragen and Lemuel made their way out of the lodge as Ilsa climbed onto the back of the hawk, loaded pistol in one hand. Lemuel ran up to Ilsa and the hawk. The bird shot him a gold-eyed glare. He backed off a step, both hands up in a soothing gesture.

“Ilsa, protect Tirica.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Lemuel gave a nod, his eyes on hers.

“Hold on, priestess,” Megalli said. Then she leaned forward and spoke to the hawk. The great wings beat and they lifted off the shore to fly across the dark waters. The hawk called into the howling wind, a piercing shriek that seemed as though it could wake the dead.

Cold ran through Ilsa. Her fingers wrapped around one of the wooden handles on the back of the saddle, rough to the touch. The rocking motion of the great hawk’s wings nearly made her sick as they ascended. Then her stomach jumped as those wings spread and they fell into a steady downward glide.

She looked toward the fires of the Vogmem camp near the lodge. A few other winged shadows wheeled around the flickers of flame. Ilsa hoped they would be quick to follow her and Megalli. The wind bit into her skin, cold as any winter.

Ilsa returned her gaze to the bobbing lanterns passing along the rocky lake shore ahead of them. Her teeth chattering, she began to see that Blue had underestimated their numbers. Not ten, but twenty or more runners were cast in the lantern light, and these were only the ones riding with illumination. For all she knew, there could easily be twice that many.

Megalli spoke to the hawk with words Ilsa did not understand. The bird banked westward. The lights of the stars fell behind the shadows of Nurse Mountain. 

Ilsa squinted into the shadows. “Where is the hermitage?”

Megalli pointed with her rifle barrel, directly into the shadows at the base of the Mountain. “He lives in a cave near an abandoned Morhoen trading post.”

“A trading post?”

“There used to be an Ayochian fort, and before that a temple to Vada built by my people.”

Ilsa shivered and leaned in close behind Megalli. “There’s a lot of history to this place.”

“They say the hermit saw it all.”

“How old is this hermit?”

Megalli lowered the barrel of her rifle. “He was old when my grandmother became chieftain of the skyriders, and she has been gone for fifteen years.”

Ilsa frowned as she considered the sort of lifespan that implied. “How?”

“I can’t be sure. But there are stranger things than immortal monks in this world.”

“Maybe. But I’ve never met an immortal.” Or have I? She scowled as her thoughts turned to Blue’s explanation of the Temple of Colors, and then to the Uzan.

“Neither have I. Only Akirette and Hiragen visit the hermit.”

The hawk banked to the east. They caught an updraft and Ilsa’s stomach lurched as they soared high over the shallows, then over the lake shore. She lost any thread of the conversation as Megalli guided the hawk in a dizzying downward spiral. 

The outline of the old trading post appeared before them. The rotten supports of a collapsed pier extended into the water from a still-intact but vacant collection of wooden structures a short distance from the shore. Ilsa smelled decay but with it came the scents of white roses, the flowers of Hathani. 

She peered into the darkness ahead of them as the bird glided to land beside the largest structure. Though she could not see, she knew Cass was close. Good. The hawk had been fast enough to outrace the Ayochian party. Ilsa climbed off the hawk’s back. Her footsteps felt strange and comforting on solid ground once again.

Megalli nodded to her. “I’ll get airborne and cover you. Find the others, priestess.”

Almost funny, how authoritative the otherwise flighty young chieftain sounded now. Ilsa nodded to her. “I can smell one of them. They’re close.” At least, Cass is close. She prayed silently that Cass had not separated from the others. Her powder smells could be a guide for Ilsa’s nose.

The hawk beat its wings and ascended with Megalli.

Ilsa crouched and slipped through the shadows, moving her feet carefully to avoid as many loose stones possible. The smell of rotten wood seemed all the more intense when coupled with the fresh breeze off the lake. She made her way past one collapsed structure on the eastern side of the trading post and then froze. The lights of the Ayochian Party approached along the curved shore of the lake where traces of ice floated in the shallows. 

At the head of the riders a tall man rode, a lantern pole propped against one shoulder and his other arm in a sling. Ilsa squinted to confirm her suspicion, but she had guessed Kaij Haram had not died back at the Central Lyre. Even after his wounds when the Oshomi broke through the Red Lector’s lines, and despite the Uzan’s brutal attack, he still rode high in the saddle. Behind him, she glimpsed the pale face of his lethal twin brother, the ice magus Yunn.

She gritted her teeth as she thought of the lethal chill Yunn had sent to her heart. If not for Lemuel’s warmth and Cass’s sure shooting, she would have died on that field before ever reaching the Central Lyre. 

Her fear of the Red Lector’s sons was real. On top of that, somewhere Ferdinand lurked under the control of the Lector’s daughter. No telling about any others.

Ilsa kept moving toward the mountain, eyes adjusting to the inky darkness. Skin prickling with the cold, mouth dry, she breathed as softly and steadily as she could. She left the shelter of the trading post and crept up the steepening slope of the barren mountainside. Boulders strewn here and there provided her shelter, but she doubted they would have missed spotting her in those first few seconds.

A clatter of pebbles from ahead of her made her turn. A figure hunkered down behind a boulder ten meters up the slope from Ilsa. She carried a long rifle of Chogrumian make, with a telescopic sight. Tirica shifted, and dislodged another few pebbles. They skittered down the slope, bouncing off other stones on the way down to the derelict buildings by the shore.

Ilsa waved a hand around her boulder, motioning to Tirica, but did not call out, for fear of attracting too much attention to Lemuel’s sister. 

The Red Lector’s sons and their party of scouts had reached the trading post. The breathing of their animals was loud, interspersed with low purring sounds, and the click of claws on stones. Runners were vocal more often than the stoic-natured striders.

The bustle of motion below gave Ilsa the chance to sneak up the slope. She held her breath until she reached the stone where Tirica was hiding. She looked over her shoulder, but did not think Kaij, Yunn, or their troops had spotted her. At any rate, they did not fire a shot.

“Tirica,” said Ilsa. “Where are the others?”

“At the hermitage.” Tirica jerked her finger at the wide opening of finished stone in a section of sheer rock face, up the slope to the northeast, about forty meters away. “I was keeping watch.”

“Do you think we can get to the cave without them seeing us?” Ilsa asked.

Tirica exhaled, then shook her head. “I don’t know.”

The scuffle of the runners below drew Ilsa’s attention. One of the animals had broken away from the main group and was making its way up the slope slowly, riderless, paws padding on the stony scree. Ilsa frowned at the creature.

“What is it doing?” she murmured.

Tirica leaned in behind Ilsa. “What’s going on down there?”

“A distraction of course!” crowed a girlish voice from the rock above them. Ilsa glanced up and glimpsed the flicker of an iron gun barrel. She grabbed Tirica’s shoulders and pulled her sideways.

Melinda, her father’s apprentice, turned in her place atop the boulder. “Found them,” she called to the scouts below.

Ilsa’s eyes narrowed as she lurched painfully up from the stone where she had pulled Tirica. She leveled her pistol at Melinda. Nothing to be gained from being stealthy now, she thought. It’s time to fight.

She squeezed the trigger.

Melinda fell to her belly on the top of the boulder, flattened to the stone. Ilsa’s shot went high. One of Melinda’s arms extended. She held a pistol in her grip.

“Tirica. Run.”

“What about you?”

“Get to the hermit.”

She gave no sign she had heard Ilsa but clutched her rifle to her chest.

Ilsa leveled her pistol at Melinda. The slim young gun bond grinned at her from beneath a mop of frizzy hair, still pressed to the top of the boulder. 

Tirica ran.

Melinda rolled and spun on her back. Ilsa lost her view of the girl. She pelted toward the boulder and leaped. Melinda fired twice. 

Blood rushed from Ilsa’s face as the wind and the shock of the sounds hit her. Yet there was no pain except for the ache of the impact where she hit the side of the rock. Her fingers found purchase. She scrambled to the top of the boulder just as Tirica’s running silhouette stumbled. Tirica fell.

Melinda cackled with laughter and rolled onto her back. Both pistols flew to aim at Ilsa. Ilsa’s pistol barrel slammed into the girl’s chin. 

Melinda’s skull cracked against stone and the shots she fired went wide. The roar of powder came from the slope below. Bullets hummed past Ilsa from the scouts.

She fell into a crouch with a grunt and slammed her father’s psychotic apprentice again. Melinda’s laughter died away. Her eyes rolled back in her head and the pistols fell from her fingers.

Ilsa glanced down at the slope. One of the other scouts handed Kaij a shotgun. They stood just ten meters away. Ilsa slid back down the side of the boulder. She ran up the slope to where Tirica had fallen. 

Tirica groaned as Ilsa touched her side.

Ilsa smelled blood, mingled with spent propellant. “Where did she hit you?”

“My shoulder.” Tirica grunted.

Ilsa helped her to her feet, feeling the wet of blood on her hands. “She’s down. We have to hurry.” And she helped Tirica to the mouth of the hermit’s cave.
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Tirica leaned on Ilsa as they made their way past the hairy bulk of a resting strider on the way into the hermit’s expansive cave. Ilsa frowned into the shadows ahead of them. “Where are the other steeds?”

“The keeper sent them away to find food.” Tirica grimaced. “She said she would call them when they were needed. We sure could use them now.”

“I’m not so sure.” Ilsa looked over her shoulder at the still-darker night outside the cave. The lantern lights of the Red Lector’s troops bloomed among the boulders down the slope. “They’re going to have us trapped soon.”

Tirica shuddered. “Damn it. My arm is going numb.” She flexed her fingers, but they only opened halfway.

“Must have been Melinda’s shots. She uses poison in her bullets.”

The girl nodded as they reached a bend in the passage. “Set me down here. I’ll watch our backs.”

“Lemuel told me to protect you. And I plan to do that.”

She barked a harsh laugh. “I’m used to protecting him. Let me do this.”

Ilsa looked at Tirica’s face. Sweat ran along her brow and her cheeks were pale. She shook her head. “You’re already hit. We need to get you to Siuku.”

“The keeper?”

“She can heal you.”

“Seems like that’s half of what she does.” Tirica groaned, and then lurched away from Ilsa. She stumbled and nearly fell, extended her arm and braced herself on the wall. “They’ll trap us in here if we both go. And I can’t walk alone.”

Ilsa thought about protesting, then nodded. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t do anything risky.”

“Thanks.” Tirica sat down, back to the wall, and unlimbered her rifle. She looked down the telescopic sight and watched the opening of the passage behind them. “Now go. The others should be straight down this passage.”

“Right.”

She left Tirica by the bend and proceeded along the smooth-worn stone floor of the chill cave. Warm orange lamplight grew as she continued, but the gentle tinge of color it gave the walls did little to ease her mind. 

Hopefully Blue and the others were on their way already. Megalli, and whatever small group of skyriders she could gather at this hour, simply would not be a match for the scouts alone.

Ilsa did not like being trapped. She might have studied at Saint Banyeen’s. She might have once longed for the chance to return to that place. Still, she would not want to be stuck in any kind of cage. 

And tactically this situation was terrible. At least twenty scouts outside. 

Kaij. Yunn. And Ferdinand possessed and turned against her.

They were all deadly opponents. She wished she had taken the chance to finish Melinda, despite the cold feeling the idea of killing someone so young started to form in her stomach. As it was, Melinda could definitely still be after them as well. Ilsa emerged from the passage with worry filling her mind.

Siuku, Cass, and two of Siuku’s riders stood on one side of the lamp stand in the center of the small, roughly circular chamber. On the other side, a small man in what appeared to be his early sixties sat upon a thick mat, probably stuffed with goat wool. He wore Vogmem-style hide clothing, had Morhoenese features, white hair, and his eyes were closed tight. Pale lips moved as he chanted in a voice so low Ilsa could not make out any hint of his language. The hermit did not react as Ilsa entered.

A wizened Vogmem woman, who looked even older than the man on the mat, detached herself from the wall beside the man. Deep lines crossed her face. She reached for a revolver at her waist, even as Siuku and the others turned toward Ilsa.

Ilsa raised her hands. “It’s alright,” she said. “I’m here with the keeper.”

Siuku nodded to the woman. “She speaks truth, Akirette.”

Shadows deepened in Akirette’s face. “Where is the other one? What about the shots we heard?”

“Tirica was hit. She’s okay, and watching the entrance, but there are a lot of Ayochians outside.” Ilsa turned to Siuku. “Can you go help her?”

“From the sound of things we are outnumbered.” Siuku’s eyes moved toward the hermit and Akirette over her veil. “I will return in a moment.” She turned to the rider on her left, a young man. “Okko. Bring your lance and follow me.”

He picked up a short lightning lance from where it was propped against the wall behind him. “I only have one shot of lightning left, Keeper.”

“Then we will make the most of it.” Siuku turned to the other rider, a scarred woman, older than the young lightning catcher. “Takudu, stay here and protect the hermit.”

“As you wish, keeper. Though I would prefer to accompany you.”

Ilsa nodded to the Oshomi woman. “Stay. I’ll protect the keeper for you.”

The hermit’s eyes snapped open and fixed on Ilsa’s face. “No. Ilsa Barrett. Stay where you are.” His voice came out as series of wheezed breaths, and though his eyes focused on Ilsa, their green irises wobbled as if not fully focused.

Cold crept through Ilsa as she met his wavering gaze. “How do you know my name?”

“I know you. You are a friend to Nameless.”

“You mean Blue.”

“She still calls herself Blue? She earned that privilege, but abandoned it when she fled the temple.”

Ilsa started toward him. “You. You’re a mind eater.”

The hermit’s pale lips parted in a grimace of pain. “I am indeed.”

Akirette’s eyes flicked down toward the hermit. She scowled. “I don’t believe it.”

“You should know better by now, child,” the hermit said without looking at the Vogmem chieftain. “After all our discussions, I never told you before because I thought you would not understand.”

“I’m no magus.” Akirette’s brows furrowed. “But I am the eldest of my people yet living.”

“Indeed.” The hermit’s eyes remained on Ilsa. “But next to a thousand years of study you still have much to learn.”

Ilsa glared at the man before her. “That doesn’t explain how you lived so long.”

“Ten years in the Temple of Colors are as one year in this world. But while we commune within, we are suspended outside of time.” The hermit grinned with dirty teeth. “I am confident you will believe me, Ilsa. After all, you trust Nameless.”

“We have no time for this,” said Siuku. “Hermit, we have a battle to fight.”

“Bring me Nameless,” said the hermit. “Give her to the temple, and I will help you survive this night.”

Ilsa grunted. “We can’t give you Blue. She has to decide for herself.”

Akirette’s lined, shadowy scowl moved so her eyes locked with Ilsa’s. “How many are there?”

“At least twenty. All Ayochian veterans.”

“We will need to use all we have to survive long enough for help to arrive,” said Akirette.

Ilsa glared at her. “They’re close by now.”

A gunshot echoed down the passage, the familiar sound of Tirica’s long rifle.

“The Ayochians are closer.” Akirette’s eyes narrowed. “Negotiate for your friend if we live through this.”

Siuku nodded to Ilsa. “I agree with the Vogmem. Much as I hate to say it.”

“Blue fought for you. For us.”

The hermit smirked. “She will continue to fight for you. But right now, I am here and she is not.”

Another shot from Tirica’s rifle sounded. Staccato fire from the Ayochian scouts answered this time. Ilsa gritted her teeth. She turned to Cass. “What about you?”

Cass inhaled a deep breath. “Hathani keep me. I don’t want to die here.”

“We won’t have to, either way. At least fifty Vogmem riders are on their way around the lake.”

“Give up Nameless. I will guarantee all of our safety.”

“Do you even have that much power?” Ilsa felt the urge to cry, as she had before she last saw her mother back in Dal. She fought back that urge.

“One thousand years of study are at my command. I will bend these foes to my will. Just say the words.”

Ilsa turned her back on him. She clenched her fist at her side. Her other hand found her pistol. “I will not give up my friend.”

“Then you will fight this battle without me.” The hermit’s eyes became unfocused, their intensity fading. His posture did not change, but Ilsa could tell his senses were gone from the world.

Akirette gave a high-pitched laugh. “Should have known. I always hated Dalites. And you clergy are the worst of them all.” She turned to Siuku. “Keeper, we must fight.”

“I know.” Siuku picked up her bow and her half-full quiver of arrows. “Fortune be with us.”

“Fortune favors the careful.” Akirette drew her revolver and checked its chambers. She glanced at Ilsa. “If I die here, I will haunt you, girl.”

“I look forward to it.” Ilsa stalked down the passage toward the insistent and growing sounds of gunfire.

She hated the sense of dread that built within her mind as she walked. Had she thrown away their chance at survival? She would not think on it. 

She unfolded her clenched hand and produced her shotgun as she did. The bond burned, almost as hot as the original branding. But pain meant nothing at that moment. 

She listened to Siuku and the lightning catcher’s footsteps behind her. Akirette stayed further back with Cass.

Ilsa told herself they would win, with or without the hermit’s help. She loaded the shotgun with the one set of shells she had brought with her and stayed close to the wall as she walked toward where Tirica sat by the bend in the passage.

Tirica pressed her back to the dark stone and started to reload, knees pulled in tight. One of the scouts ducked around the mouth of the cave and trained his gun on her. Ilsa raised her arm. She dropped the man with a shot from her pistol. She felt hollow as he fell back with a scream of pain. The smell of her powder burned in her nose.

Her first shot of the battle rang in the ear. Let it not also be the last, she hoped in a dark prayer. This is where the missions had always led her, to blood and pain.

She twisted at the hip. Her aim was true when she fired again. Another Ayochian soldier fell to the stony hillside. The sound of a rifle skittering down the slope scraped at Ilsa’s ears. She stopped beside Tirica, who finished reloading. Her eyes scanned for any signs of movement in the darkness.

“You holding up?”

“Trying.” Tirica sounded breathless.

Siuku crouched down beside Tirica, searching her shoulder for the holes Melinda’s bullets had torn in her clothes. She did not take long, once she found the traces of blood.

Okko, the young lightning catcher, caught up with Ilsa. He held his short-hafted lance like a rifle. He saw the fallen Ayochian on the slope and at the mouth of the cave. 

His off-hand fell to the butt of a pistol in his belt. “Tell me where you want me, priestess.”

“Follow me. How much lightning do you have?”

“Only one shot left, but a big shot.”

“Stay close.” Ilsa glanced at Siuku and Tirica. The Keeper of Tenlyres removed her veil with one hand. She pulled back the fabric from the hole where dark blood welled up. 

Two bullets. One wound. Melinda shot with deadly precision. How could she have failed to kill Tirica with accuracy like that? Had she intended not hit fatally?

Ilsa took a breath and turned to face the lake, where moonlight gleamed on the water. She stepped forward, moving cautiously. She had to avoid being detected by Yunn or he could easily freeze her where she stood. If his powers were still as strong as they had been back at the Central Lyre, they were in serious trouble.

She held the shotgun in one hand, and her pistol in the other. She stalked toward the mouth of the cave. She heard Cass’s voice exclaim in concern when the other priestess reached Tirica and Siuku. 

Ilsa swept the muzzle of the shotgun in an arc, silent for the moment, but ready to roar with lethal power at a moment’s notice. Okko’s footsteps were nearly silent, close behind her. Blood and propellant wafted in the fresh air. But mostly, she smelled the water of the lake with a hint of the moldering trading post below. 

The wind was soft and cold on her face. Good. Kaij and Melinda with their bonded senses would likely not be able to pinpoint her by smell, even once she started shooting.

She and Okko walked past Tirica’s strider. The animal might have a simple mind, but it was smart enough to have cringed against the wall of the cave to minimize its visibility to the outside. At the very mouth of the cave, Ilsa stopped in her paces. She spotted a flurry of movement around the boulder where she had fought Melinda.

The psychotic girl’s form was gone from the top of the stone. Kaij stood with a rifle in hand, aiming down the sights despite the sling on one arm. Ilsa ducked back, pushing Okko behind her with the arm that held her pistol. Kaij’s shot whined through the air, then cracked the rocky ceiling within the cave mouth. Traces of gray dust drifted down.

Judging by the large size of the bullet, and the small flickers of etched, glowing text visible on its sides were it had not vanished into the stone, this was a magus round. Ilsa’s mind conjured a dozen curses as Yunn’s power began to manifest in frosty tendrils creeping out from the crack where the bullet had embedded itself in the stone.

Okko stared. “What is that?”

“War magic,” said Ilsa. “Don’t let the frost touch you.”

Okko answered with a grunt as he retreated toward the bend where Tirica and Siuku were still in cover. Frost crept toward Tirica’s unflappable strider, moving down the wall of the cave in feathery patterns. The animal seemed completely unaware of the spreading danger.

Ilsa yelled at the strider. The animal raised its head and turned toward her. “Get outside,” said Ilsa. “Go.”

The strider lumbered to its feet and lurched out of the mouth of the cave. Ayochian bullets screamed and whined through the air. The strider must have been hit at least once because it roared in pain. Then the steed charged off into the night. It’s feet thudded on the slope. 

The sound of gunshots faded. Ilsa backed away from the frost, which had reached the floor and filled the exit of the passage. Ice crystals began to build up. She grimaced at the growing bluish mirror that reflected the light from around the bend behind her.

She held the shotgun out in front of her. “Is this your plan, Yunn? To trap us in here?”

“Not at all, priestess,” Yunn replied from the darkness around the mouth of the cave. “I’d rather kill you, to be honest.”

Ilsa frowned. Something above her rattled. She glanced up at the ceiling just as a shard of ice dropped. She threw herself backward, but the ice cut along her sleeve and drew blood from one arm. Another icicle wobbled overhead. He had sent the ice further into the cave along the ceiling faster than she had hoped. Her shotgun blast shattered the icicle into a freezing spray.

She retreated further, showered in biting, clinging frost and pelted by ice. 

Ilsa rounded the bend. “Get back, everyone.”

Siuku helped Tirica to her feet. Cass retreated along with Akirette, almost to the hermit’s inner chamber. 

Okko glanced around the corner. His breath misted in front of him. “They’re coming in.”

Ilsa could tell he was right from the sound of footsteps and reflections of lantern light glimmering on the icy walls. She stepped out, both guns raised. Kaij and Yunn stood behind four other Ayochian scouts.

“End of the road, priestess.” Yunn’s eyes were unfocused. He gritted his teeth with concentration and sent a wave of ice creeping around the bend beside Ilsa. The frost leaped to Tirica and Siuku.

Ilsa released a frustrated growl, words gone in her anger. She opened up with her shotgun and pistol. Arms shook with recoil and ears rang with the deafening din of fire. 

The scouts ducked to the walls and retaliated. Kaij pulled Yunn to one side. Their soldiers covered them.

She could not approach the wall, but kept moving forward. One bullet cut through her shoulder in an explosion of pain. Another rang off the barrel of her shotgun and made her aim go wild. A third round whistled by her ear. A spray of shot perforated her leg just below the knee. Ilsa’s breath caught in her chest.

Pain burned through her middle, but she realized she had not been hit there. The pain was her own heart thumping. Another shot hit her side and she fell to one knee.

She turned the shotgun with one round left and pulled the trigger. A scout leveled a rifle at her. His shot would have hit her in the forehead had she not fallen flat as she retaliated.

The last of the four scouts between her and the Red Lector’s sons shuddered and slumped to the ground. Ilsa gasped in breathless pain as she aimed her pistol at Yunn. “Call off your brother, Kaij,” she said through gritted teeth. “Or I will.”

“Too late for your Chogrumian friend, I bet.” Yunn’s eyes refocused, and he looked nervous.

Kaij fired two shots from a borrowed pistol. Both hit Ilsa. One cut across her hip. The other ripped a gash along her abdomen as she rolled over, trying to dodge. She grunted in pain and refocused to shoot. But the brothers Haram were gone from the cave.

Ilsa struggled to stand up but failed. She settled for pressing her hand to the bloody wound across her midsection. The cold and pain and dizziness from blood loss were intense. She lay on her back, wounds bleeding and looked around the bend to where the others had hidden. 

Siuku and Tirica held each other tightly for warmth from Yunn’s frost. Tirica seemed barely conscious, but Siuku nodded to Ilsa over the girl’s shoulder, tears in her red eyes. Okko stood behind them, with a helpless expression on his face. He still held his lightning lance.

Her vision wavered. The sound of hoof-beats approached along the lake shore. But all she smelled was her own blood and powder, fresh and pungent. The cold closed in around her as Siuku helped Tirica to support herself on Okko, then turned toward Ilsa.

“You fought like a demon,” said Siuku, as she limped to Ilsa’s side and then sank to her level.

Ilsa gave a dull nod as Siuku unfastened the button that held up her veil. The world swam with agony. Ilsa drifted into blackness.
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The next morning, an Ayochian runner with a flag of truce arrived at the Vogmem camp. Ilsa glimpsed the flag through the tent-flap before she finally mustered the will to drag herself from her bedroll and her pain and nightmares. Siuku had healed her wounds, but the exhaustion of recovery appeared to have gotten to her. 

Siuku lay curled on a bedroll in the tent near Ilsa, still asleep, her veil lying beside her thin pillow. Any pillow for the Keeper of Tenlyres, indomitable spiritual leader of the Oshomi. The sight looked strange to Ilsa. 

She lurched forward and realized she had been stripped for healing, except for her underclothes. A set of Vogmem garments, probably goat wool, sat folded beside her bedroll. 

The new clothes looked scratchy, but she had endured worse for this mission. Ilsa put on the clothes and found them rough to the touch. They were warm, though, so that was something.

Fully-dressed, Ilsa peered out the flap of the small tent. Hailek snorted at her from the shore of the lake, then turned and made his way in her direction. She smiled at the strider and motioned him closer. Loyal and devoted as always. She had spent her money well back in Dal.

She looked back into the tent. Siuku still slept soundly. Footsteps, one set heavy and clinking with armor, the other set careful and soft, told her Blue and Lemuel were approaching. She stepped back from the opening of the tent.

Blue led the way, Lemuel close behind her. When he saw Ilsa, his eyes brightened, though they still looked serious.

“You saved my sister again last night.”

Ilsa sighed with relief at the word Tirica was alright. “I’m trying to make a habit of that.”

He smiled. “Keep it up.”

“I’ll do my best.” Ilsa found the strength to smile back, despite her dry mouth and growling stomach.

Blue smirked at her from the side. “Not to bring things down, but General Shayi Haram sent a messenger this morning. She wants to parley with the Keeper and the Four today.”

“General Haram?” Ilsa frowned. “The Red Lector’s wife?”

“The same. And evidently she is also the one the Vogmem call the Summer Devil.”

“That fits what we’ve heard before. And it explains why she wasn’t leading her husband’s troops back on the steppe.”

Lemuel frowned at Ilsa. “So, the Red Lector has the path to the south. His wife is moving in from the mountains west of the lake. Where does that put us?”

“In a tight spot,” said Blue.

Ilsa grunted and nodded. She did not want to admit it, but Uzan or no Uzan, the Ayochian forces would be difficult to deal with, even in the narrow passes between mountains. She glanced at Siuku’s sleeping form.

“She wants to parley with the keeper? That will have to wait until she wakes.”

“Have you tried shaking her?” asked Blue.

“Not yet. Didn’t seem fair, seeing as how she saved my life last night.”

Lemuel looked up from Siuku and turned to Ilsa. “The Four could meet them together.”

Ilsa frowned. “From what I’ve seen of Ganara, she’ll want to fight.”

“Good thing she isn’t the only one deciding, then. Hiragen and Akirette are firmly for negotiations, and I’d bet Megalli is with them.” Blue scowled. “I don’t know how much good it will do. But we have a chance at deception here. If I can keep Ashnia from digging into our thoughts while we’re talking.”

“Are you sure she’ll be there?”

“She’s with her mother’s forces. And Shayi would be a fool not to bring a mind eater as skilled as Ashnia along for a moment like this.”

Takudu, the Oshomi woman who had guarded the hermit the previous night poked her head through the tent flap. “Priestess,” she said. “How is the keeper?”

“Still resting.” Ilsa stepped slightly to the side and motioned to Siuku’s form. “What is it?”

The woman averted her eyes from Siuku. “It’s your fellow priestess. She’s asking for you, says it’s urgent.”

“Cass?” Ilsa’s brow furrowed as she considered that Cass might finally be ready to talk. “Lead the way.”

[image: image]

Ilsa followed the Oshomi woman, through the campsite to a tent close to the edge of the lake and the meeting lodge. When they drew close, Takudu stopped. Ilsa continued without her. Cass stood, staring out over the water, her arm still in a sling at her side. She breathed in deep as Ilsa approached.

“I don’t like feeling helpless,” she said.

Ilsa walked to her side and followed Cass’s gaze toward Nurse Mountain, far less ominous than the vast shadow it had seemed the previous night. “You wanted to talk.”

“It’s about the hermit.”

“What about him?”

“High Priestess Uopemm wanted me to meet with him. That was one reason she gave me permission to ride east.”

“Why?”

“She was worried he was a mind eater. The High Priestess fears something from them.”

“The Temple of Colors?”

“As much as I hate to be helpless, I hate saying ‘I don’t know’ even more.” Cass sighed. “I’m glad we’re here, but it seems Uopemm has been right so far. Except about you.”

“You’ve apologized to me before.”

“And I’ll keep asking for forgiveness. I don’t know if I can ever earn it.”

“You can’t earn forgiveness,” said Ilsa. “It has to be a gift.”

“You really should write those down. They’re good words.”

Ilsa nodded to her. “I will.” She motioned to Cass’s broken arm. “Are you ready to tell me how that happened?”

She took a deep breath. “It was Ferdinand. We were huddled together for warmth one night, when he grabbed my arm. I was almost asleep, but when he twisted I woke all the way up. I didn’t know why he did it. He didn’t remember it the next morning, but I had no idea he was being controlled. It all happened so fast.” She looked down at her arm. “I should have told you sooner.”

Ilsa spread her hands. “You don’t like feeling helpless.”

“You know I don’t.”

“We should keep each other informed. We’ll have to work together to survive this.” Ilsa told Cass about the mess they were in, caught between the Red Lector and his wife. “They want to parley.”

“We don’t have much choice. More Vogmem will take time to arrive.” Cass whistled. “If we’re going to fight, we won’t win with the numbers as they are now.”

“Reasonable. We can try to buy time.”

Ilsa looked out across the lake. A grove of green trees sat nestled over the shoulder of Nurse Mountain. “I know one way to extend the delay. We pick a place far from the camp. Keep most of our troops out of it, and hold the meeting there, with other conditions.”

Cass glanced at her. “I take it that’s your idea?”

“It’s the first one,” said Ilsa.
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When Siuku woke later that day, Megalli sent a skyrider under a flag of negotiation to General Haram. Once Ilsa and the others informed the Keeper of their plan, the camp mobilized quickly. Ilsa and Blue rode with Siuku, her two closest riders Takudu and Okko, and a party of Ganara’s Vogmem. Their group left the larger force, led by the other Vogmem chieftains and accompanied by Lemuel, Cass, and Tirica, and climbed the slopes on their steeds. 

They crested the mountain’s arm and wheeled to the northwest, toward the glade of trees off the western shoulder of Nurse Mountain. They arrived at the appointed place in the late afternoon. The summer sun was still high in the sky as the month approached the solstice, but despite the bright day, the air was cold.

Down in the glade, nestled between the rocky slope of two mountains, Ilsa slowed Hailek’s pace with a tug on his reins. She did not like the scarcity of brush and bracken beneath the evergreens. Besides the trees themselves there was not a lot of cover in this place. And trees would not always stop a small fast bullet like those of the caliber she used in her pistols. She reminded herself they were not here to fight. They were here to talk.

She kept her hands closed as they rode into a clearing at the center of the glade. From the other side of the clearing, the Ayochian party advanced. A dozen soldiers rode lighter steeds behind two women on great striders.

The older of the two women, Ilsa guessed, was General Shayi Haram. She wore a red cloak and a gray and blue uniform with a fine layer of gilded metal along the edge of her shoulders. Strangely, she wore a hood pulled over her gray hair so only one short strand was visible on either side of her face. She carried no visible weapons, but ammunition belts hung across her saddle, and she held the guiding lines of her strider without gloves despite the chill in the air.

She must be a weapon bond, Ilsa thought. Judging by the varied calibers of bullets, she probably had multiple guns bonded to her. Ilsa had never heard much about Shayi Haram’s personal fighting skills but was still glad they were here to parley.

Blue stiffened as the younger woman brought her strider even with General Haram. She wore a heavy coat, with the hood pulled back. Yellow hair and the same color of eyes as her brothers, along with Blue’s reaction, made Ilsa certain this was Ashnia Haram, the young mind-eater Blue had met in the Temple of Colors. 

Elegant features and a confident bearing combined with what must be a brilliant talent as a magus to explain Blue’s attraction.

Ilsa’s friend sent a thought to her. “She’s cute, but don’t let your guard down. She can be ruthless.”

The figure closest behind Ashnia and Shayi reaffirmed Blue’s comments to Ilsa. Ferdinand Thoss rode his white shaggy strider with a dull expression on his face, still under Ashnia’s mental control. Ilsa wondered how long she could keep up that kind of power. But Ashnia gave no indication of effort as she and her mother approached the Vogmem and Siuku.

Ganara rode out in front, holding a black staff that marked her status as a priestess of Vada, along with Siuku in her white veil, feathered raiment, and steppe clothes. The Keeper of Tenlyres looked small on horseback next to the much larger striders and Ganara’s goat runner. Ilsa and Blue followed the two leaders toward Ashnia and Shayi.

“Chieftain Ganara,” called Shayi in a throaty voice. “And the Keeper of Tenlyres, I presume?”

“Indeed,” said Siuku in her usual monotone.

“Strange partners.” Shayi’s eyes glinted. “Last year when I arrived in this place, you were enemies.”

“Times change.” Ganara grimaced. “Sometimes we must choose one thing we hate over another.”

“So, you would choose this Oshomi over my queen’s friendship?”

Ganara’s hand was steady, the staff held before her. “Your queen in Ayoch does not offer friendship for my people, only death.”

Ilsa frowned. This negotiation would not go anywhere if Ganara kept talking. Her eyes flicked to Blue. “Can you do anything?” she asked in a low voice.

Blue shook her head. “Not with my powers. She is countering me.”

Apparently, Ashnia must have power to spare. She looked completely collected and serene despite managing her control of Ferdinand and blocking Blue’s power. Ganara scowled at Shayi. “I take it you want me to hand over the keeper?”

“Have the Unificationists been in your ear, Ganara?” asked Shayi. “This is not like you.”

Ganara bristled. “Stranger that you would meet me in person. Coward, that you are.”

“I’m not afraid of you or that artifact in your hand. You may believe in three gods, but I believe in my queen and my troops.”

Siuku folded her arms. “And your husband, the Red Lector? Do you believe in him?”

“He was able enough to block your escape route through the pass southward. I’d say my faith is well-placed.” Shayi smiled. “You did well to evade him and my sons to get here, Keeper of Tenlyres. But the time has come to join Ayoch. All the blood you’ve shed will be forgiven.”

“I’m hardly confident in that,” said Siuku.

“We are at war with Chogrum and the rebel forces in our own land. I do not think the Queen desires the Oshomi as another enemy, and the same goes for the Vogmem.”

Ganara snorted. “I’ve had my whole life to learn not to trust Ayoch.”

“Then your life may not be much longer, chieftain. And I wonder if the other three will be so eager to die for this new alliance.”

Blue’s brow furrowed with concentration. “Someone’s coming,” she said under her breath.

Ilsa leaned toward her. “Who? Can you tell?”

“No,” said Blue. “Too much interference. The hermit is against me too.”

“Is he definitely allied with Ayoch?”

“With Ashnia. The Temple of Colors fights for its own.” 

“Damn.” Ilsa’s eyes moved this way and that, looking for signs of new arrivals behind Shayi’s forward party. She saw no one else in the frosted glade.

Ganara was glaring at Shayi. “I do not know why the others thought negotiating with you was worthwhile, Summer Devil. The name we gave you is fitting.”

“As I understand it, devils are an important part of your culture. Sounds as though you respect me.”

“As an enemy, perhaps.” Ganara’s lips drew back in a snarl. Ilsa was amazed at the woman’s constant temper. The Vogmem chieftain spat in the frost between her and Shayi.

Ashnia leaned toward her mother and said, “I take it that is the end of this parley?”

Behind the Ayochian mind eater, Ferdinand shifted in his saddle. Ilsa kept her eyes on the controlled adventurer, watching for signs that he would summon a weapon. A dull crunch of slow footsteps approached through the trees in the silence that followed Ashnia’s question.

Ilsa listened closely, but as the sound grew louder the deliberate noise made it obvious whoever walked in the woods was drawing near. She looked this way and that, searching for the source of the steps. Siuku did the same, along with her riders.

Shayi and Ganara’s eyes locked. Shayi’s smug smile slipped into a fierce glare. “Reinforcements, Ganara? Do you mean to betray our truce?”

“I would ask you the same thing.” Ganara grimaced. “But I take it you did not plan this either.”

“I have every advantage. There’s no need for me to divide you like this to strike.”

Ganara drew a pistol from her belt, but did not aim it at anyone. Shayi’s hands tensed on the reins of her great strider. Ilsa’s eyes narrowed as she glimpsed the scar on the back of Shayi’s hand, a weapon bond. Shayi’s words hung in the air as the footsteps crunched closer. 

Two sets of feet from what Ilsa could tell. Still, no one from either advance party moved to leave the circle, for to move would be to risk setting off the violence bubbling like a cauldron beneath the surface.

Blue’s brows furrowed. She glanced at Ilsa. “They aren’t human,” she said in a low voice.

Ilsa’s eyes widened, and she smelled an unknown propellant she recalled from the steppe days ago. Uzan. “They’re here,” Ilsa murmured. She turned to Ganara and Siuku and raised her voice. “The creatures approaching are real devils,” she said, “There are Uzan in this forest.”

“What are you saying?” Shayi never took her eyes from Ganara, but let her line fall from her hands. “I was told they would not approach the lake.”

“We know little about the Uzan,” said Ilsa. “And what we think we know could be wrong.”

Ganara trained her revolver on Shayi. “Ride away, and we will not shoot. Go.”

“Lower that weapon.” Shayi’s eyes narrowed at Ganara. “I will not turn my back only for you to make your words a lie.”

“I have honor, unlike you.”

Ilsa looked over her shoulder, frustration building as the footsteps crunched closer. She flexed her hand, ready to produce a pistol, but uncomfortable with the possibility the Uzan would have the first shot if the leaders kept bickering.

Siuku seemed to sense the same thing. She put a hand on Ganara’s arm. The Vogmem chieftain pulled away from the keeper. 

Siuku shook her head. “I hear at least four Uzan, but cannot tell where they are. We will not win if we fight each other.”

Ganara jerked her head toward Shayi, Ashnia, and Ferdinand. “I will not join one devil to fight another.”

The smell of propellant igniting, subtle to most but sharp to Ilsa, drifted to her on the wind. A bittersweet burn preceded the roar of not one but many guns.

Ilsa shouted a warning and waved her arm over her head. Too late.

The fusillade of bullets tore into steeds and riders on either side of the evergreen glade. Screams from both Ayochians and Vogmem echoed around Ilsa and the others in the center of the parley. Takudu and Okko’s horses sprang forward and caught up with the center, but the cries of goats and striders, men and women, howled through the glade, almost as loud as the thunder of Uzan guns.

Ganara locked gazes with Shayi. The Ayochian General clenched her left hand and conjured a pistol, medium caliber. She turned her strider. Ganara’s shot missed. Shayi did not retaliate, but loaded her weapon and scanned the glade behind her where her troops began to return fire against Uzan hidden in the trees. There had to be more than four of them, far more, surely.

Ilsa pressed her heels into Hailek’s sides. 

Ashnia squeezed her eyes shut. Ganara screamed in pain and rage. The revolver trembled in her hand, then moved toward her temple. Blue grunted. Her face contorted with effort. Ganara dropped her pistol and it fell into the snow. 

Ilsa rode toward the chieftain and the keeper as the mind eaters battled for control. Behind her, she heard the Vogmem returning fire on the assailants she had yet to see.

Smokey scents, the crack of shots, and the biting cold, surrounded her. She rode Hailek between Shayi and Ganara just as the Red General leveled her pistol at the blond Vogmem leader. A pistol appeared in Ilsa’s hand, and she loaded it as she took aim. Shayi sensed her preparing a shot. The general’s arm moved to aim toward Ilsa. 

A 9mm round screamed from her pistol. Ilsa did not return the shot. A loud clank sounded behind Ilsa. Blue fell from her strider’s saddle, the armor over her heart dented by the impact of Shayi’s shot.

Ashnia’s eyes snapped open and she looked to where Blue had fallen. Ilsa turned Hailek toward her fallen friend. Blue started to stand up, looking dazed but otherwise unhurt.

An arrow from Siuku’s bow buried itself in Shayi’s steed, just in front of the Red General’s extended gun hand. The great strider barely seemed to notice the wound.

Ganara broke free of Ashnia’s control just in time to deflect a spear thrust from Ferdinand with her black staff. She shouted over the sound of the battle, “Riders, to me!” Her voice carried through the glade. Another Vogmem sounded a horn.

Ilsa hoped the noise would be enough to get them reinforcements from the larger force outside the glade. 

She rode toward Blue, as her friend got to her feet.

A javelin bounced off Blue’s armor, and she staggered with a grunt. Ferdinand and Ashnia on their great striders closed with Ilsa and Blue.

Ashnia’s eyes fixed on Blue. “Nameless, surrender and I will show mercy.”

“I believe you.” Blue nodded to the Ayochian mind eater. “But you don’t speak for the whole temple.”

Ilsa reached Blue’s side. Her friend’s strider circled behind Blue and bent down for her to climb up. 

The roar of Uzan gunshots died away. Ganara and Siuku and the other Oshomi rode back toward the surviving Vogmem who seemed to have driven the Uzan back, despite their losses. Ilsa trained her pistol on Ashnia and squeezed the trigger. Ferdinand’s second javelin leaped from the sole of his foot, the leg extended behind it in a kicking motion. It struck Ilsa’s pistol and made her shot go wild. The gun flew from her hand. 

She grunted and drew her machine gun from its brand. As she moved to load it, Ferdinand’s long spear swung around to point at Ilsa. Ilsa grimaced as he stabbed at her. She did not want to hurt him if she did not have to, but that qualification seemed more and more tenuous by the second. 

She ducked the blade, but a blunt force hit her in the small of the back as the weapon snaked over her shoulder. He pulled the spear back and Ilsa fell from Hailek’s saddle.

She tumbled to the ground beside Hailek but managed to land on her feet with a crunch of boots in frosted grass. “Move,” she called to the strider. “It’s too dangerous here.”

Hailek obeyed and ran toward the Keeper and the other riders on their side of the clearing.

Siuku shouted a warning and aimed her bow at Ferdinand. She drew back the string and arrow as one. His spear spun, and knocked the first arrow off course. The following shots kept him distracted.

Blue leaped onto her strider’s back and turned the steed toward Ashnia.

“Don’t fight me, Nameless,” said the Ayochian mind eater. “Don’t make me harm you.”

Blue frowned at her. “You still belong to the temple, and to Ayoch.”

“This is not about Ayoch,” Ashnia’s eyes remained on Blue. “It is about us.”

Ilsa looked between the two as Ferdinand continued to duel with Siuku at a distance. If there was some way to disrupt Ashnia’s control over him, they could get away for sure. 

The Ayochians who had survived the Uzan onslaught had rallied together with their general and begun to advance into the clearing at the center of the glade. If those troops caught up, Ilsa had a gnawing feeling she and Blue would not escape.

She fired two shots from her machine gun into Ashnia’s steed. The creature bucked and groaned, but was too hardy to fall immediately from such damage. Ilsa hated to hurt the animal but saw her actions result as Ashnia cringed to the saddle, clutching the lines in both hands.

Ilsa fired one more shot, splitting the guiding line from the strider as the steed reared up.

Ashnia fell backward, holding the broken line. She did not cry out and hit the ground with a thud that likely made speech impossible as it drove the air from her lungs.

Ilsa scrambled forward and snatched her pistol from where it had fallen. She reached Ashnia and leveled the weapon as the mind eater started to stand up. The barrel of the pistol pressed to Ashnia’s forehead. Her eyes went wide and she looked suddenly very young and afraid.

Ilsa’s finger moved toward the trigger.

Blue and Ashnia’s eyes locked over Ilsa’s shoulder. One of her friend’s thoughts flashed into Ilsa’s mind.

“Don’t kill her. Please.”

Ilsa’s mouth went dry. She lacked the time to send back. The Ayochians would be in range in seconds. She drew back the pistol, finger on the trigger. Ashnia closed her eyes. Ilsa slammed the butt of the gun against Ashnia’s skull. The mind eater staggered and her knees buckled. Ilsa caught one of Ashnia’s arms and pulled the stunned Ayochian with her toward Blue and her steed. Ilsa pulled her up to Blue’s saddle despite the protests of mind and muscle. 

She slung Ashnia across the saddle between her and Blue. Her friend turned the strider and they retreated, the last to leave the glade following Ganara and Siuku and their troops. As they rode, Ilsa glanced back and spotted two pairs of Uzan, one on either side of the clearing, trudging after them, guns withdrawing into their bulky bodies.

She turned to Blue. “Faster.”

“Not an option,” said Blue. She grimaced back at Ashnia and Ilsa and focused on the Ayochian. Ashnia struggled to move. Ilsa pinned the girl to the saddle with her knees. Blue looked up at Ilsa’s face. “Thank you.”

Ilsa grunted with the effort of keeping Ashnia pinned but nodded to Blue. She owed her friend enough not to question why Blue wanted to spare Ashnia. But she began to wonder exactly what lay between the two, as they rode up the slope into a freezing mountain wind, even as she kept her eyes on the Uzan marching behind them.
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Hooves and feet pounded on the rocky mountainside.

“How did they sneak up on us?” Blue asked as they crested the ridge.

“We don’t know much about Uzan,” Ilsa said. “But I wouldn’t have guessed they could be so stealthy either.”

A clap of heavy feet on the rocks and tufts of grass behind them made Ilsa look back. She spotted Ferdinand on his white strider, fast in pursuit. His hands were empty, and his feet swung into the sides of the creature to urge it faster up the slope. His eyes focused in a cloudy, fearsome way that made obvious the fact of Ashnia’s continued control. Ilsa grunted in frustration.

The Ayochian woman seemed to be hovering somewhere between consciousness and a daze, slung across the saddle between Ilsa and Blue, but still, her control of Ferdinand remained.

“How is she doing this?” Ilsa asked Blue. “Shouldn’t her powers have broken?”

“The temple has a way of extending the abilities of their members.” Blue’s brow furrowed, eyes with the distant look she always wore when using her powers. “Usually they need some way to connect to anyone who uses their abilities.”

“How would they connect right now?”

“A plant pile with an interface device.”

Ilsa looked down at Ashnia, struggling against the saddle before her, pinned down by her knees and Blue’s back. As the strider carried them down the path from the ridge, Ilsa frowned. “Where would she keep a plant pile?”

“It only has to be a small piece of one. Sometimes they manage to grow them small enough to fit on a piece of jewelry, like a brooch or a pendant.”

Ilsa’s eyes caught a flicker of pendulous motion just below Ashnia’s face. A locket, the kind made to be hollow, previously tucked into her coat swung at the end of a silver chain and bounced back and forth with the strider’s gallop. 

“Or a necklace?” Ilsa said.

Blue touched her mind. Her friend went stiff in the saddle for a second. “Ilsa, grab that locket. It could weaken her powers.”

Ilsa leaned sideways on the back of the saddle, easing the pressure of her knees on Ashnia’s back as she did. The stunned mind eater’s eyes flicked in her direction, but Ilsa experienced no mental attack as her hand darted toward the locket at the end of the chain. Her outstretched fingertips brushed the edge of the metallic necklace, nearly able to grip the egg-shaped jewelry. 

A rough fuzz like moss covered the shell. No doubt. This was the object the Temple was using to assist Ashnia.

Ilsa stretched her arm, still leaning over the side to get the locket, hanging away from her as they went downhill. Ashnia’s eyes met hers, but the woman said nothing. The locket swung back toward Ilsa as Blue slowed her steed for an instant.

Ashnia’s eyes narrowed. She swung her forehead into Ilsa’s nose. The impact sent a blunt pain from her nose to the back of her skull. An explosion of pale spots flashed across Ilsa’s vision. She reeled backward and her legs lost their grip on the saddle. Ashnia shoved her whole body into Ilsa and they tumbled off the strider’s back.

Ilsa hit the hard-packed earth of the mountain. Her head thumped against soil. In a haze of pain, she pushed Ashnia off of her chest and scrambled backward to dodge the step of Ferdinand’s great strider.

The Chogrumian adventurer thundered down the slope about twenty meters behind Blue and her strider. Then, he wheeled his mount toward where Ashnia and Ilsa lay battered and struggling to stand up.

She scowled and did not bother feeling her nose, from which dripped a trickle of blood. I am not giving up. I am getting out of here alive.

Further away on the slope of Nurse Mountain’s shoulder, ahead of Blue, Siuku, Ganara and the rest of the survivors from the parley reached the larger Vogmem force, a line of riders on heavy goats stretched across the slope silhouetted against the pale waters of the Lake of Saints below.

Ilsa faced Ferdinand. Her nose and skull throbbed. The man drew a javelin from one of his feet. He readied it in one hand, while a long-bladed lance with an open grip emerged from the bond on the other. Ilsa stretched out her arms and her pistols appeared between clenched fingers.

This time, she might not be able to spare him. This time she might not be able to survive his attack. This time she had to give the confrontation her all. 

She loaded her pistols as best she could, keeping her eyes on Ferdinand. Ashnia rolled onto her front, gasping for breath. A stone had opened a cut by one ear, and blood trickled into her hair on that side. She put her hands to the ground to push herself to her feet.

Ilsa reached her and kicked her in the stomach. 

Ashnia twisted to one side with a cry of pain. She scowled up at Ilsa, eyes focusing. Ilsa aimed one pistol at Ashnia, and the other at Ferdinand to keep him wary. "Call him off. Or you die."

Ashnia gritted her teeth. "Damn it. You're a Dalite. Why are you fighting us?"

Thunderous hoof-beats and crunching steps announced the approach of Uzan even as warriors rode up the slope, led by Ganara. Siuku hung back. Good, Ilsa thought, glad the keeper was not in direct danger for the moment.

Ilsa brought her focus back to Ashnia and Ferdinand. The controlled Chogrumian adventurer rode straight for them, a second javelin in his hand.

The Uzan sounded close, and again Ilsa wondered how they had moved so silently through the grove to spring their ambush. They certainly made plenty of noise now.

Blue sent a thought into her  mind. “I've got the hermit on defense. I'll have Ferdinand free in... Give me a minute.”

Blue's presence vanished before Ilsa could send back. I don't have a minute. Ferdinand's white strider carried him within ten meters. He hurled his javelin.

A jolt of raw fury mixed with Ilsa's adrenaline. She ducked forward, in a fractured moment, stepping onto Ashnia's chest in the process. A gasp of air left the mind eater's lungs. Ilsa’s hands steadied to aim her pistols at Ferdinand as his javelin flew over her shoulder. 

She fired twice from each weapon. One of the bullets took Ferdinand in the shoulder and made him drop the long lance he carried. His basket-hilted lance appeared in his other hand. 

Five meters. Four. Three.

Ilsa took aim.

Ferdinand stabbed down at her. She tried to reel herself backward, but fingers wrapped around her feet. Ashnia locked her in place. The blade of the lance stabbed toward Ilsa's chest. She dropped her guns and brought her hands toward the blade.

A pin-prick of pain erupted into a screaming burst of unequaled agony as the weapon carved a wound just below her collar centimeters from her heart. Ilsa's pistols fell into the dirt. She held her hands tight on the rounded sides of the lance blade. 

She took the weapon with her as she fell backward. Ashnia released her feet and let her tumble to the cold ground. Her head hit a rock with a crack that made her see lights, her mother's face from her childhood, the moment she had realized Blue was a mind eater, and the image of Cass on the day they had both been initiated by the high priestess.

The lance rose over her like a flagpole planted in her chest, radiating pain from where blood welled up through her tunic and coat.

One arm felt cold and far away. She clenched the other, nearly blind with pain, and nauseous from her fall. She felt the grip of her machine gun form as she relaxed her fingers just enough. The brand burned. She turned her aching head to one side. Two Uzan approached. Both already had bullet-holes visible in their heads, and she recognized them from her encounter with the huge shell back on the plains.

Damn them. Some things cannot die. She was not one of them.

She coughed, and found her spit mercifully free of blood. How deep did this lance go? She knew she was going into shock. Her legs jittered, uncooperative. The life of a mercenary often ended this way. 

Her mother's face swam into view again.

"I can't," Ilsa said.

Luca Barrett appeared like Ilsa had last seen her, pale and alone in her room in the hospital, for her own safety. The same room where Ilsa had told her she would return. 

"Mother, I can't."

"Ilsa, where are you?"

"I'm in the mountains. Mother, I don't know if I'll ever see you again. But I'm glad I can see you now."

With a soft groan, she let her machine gun settle to the rocky ground at her side, still pointed toward the Uzan.

"Ilsa..." her mother said, "...Is this really you?"

"Yes. No. Damn it, I think so."

"I can hear you. I can't see you."

"I'm north of Yr, in the mountains. By the Three, I think I'm dying."

“You aren't going to die,” another voice said in her mind. “Ilsa.”

"Who are you?" Ilsa said in a dry, husky voice that sounded far away.

“Ilsa, it's Blue. I've got them. Ferdinand and Ashnia. I stopped them.”

"Good."

“The Uzan, Ilsa. Please, I've got them stopped. You just need to pull the trigger.” 

So Ilsa did. She squeezed the trigger of that distant arm. Recoil made the gun jump up when fired one-handed, but she compensated with the weight of her body rolling to one side. Every motion brought pain, but the bulky, hazy shapes of the two Uzan fell from her shots. Somehow she had found a way to aim at them without knowing it. They continued to pull themselves forward on their arms and hands, dragging their mutilated legs. 

Then Ilsa lost the thread of reality.

She sank into her vision of her mother, back in the hospital.

"I stopped them."

"That's good, Ilsa," said her mother.

"I'm protecting my friends."

"I thought you didn't have friends?"

"I've been wrong about that before. I've always had them. Always." 

Blue's real voice stabbed back into her like another lance. "Ilsa, you have to come back."

"Blue. I see my mother."

"You're hurt, but not that bad."

"Well, I'm hallucinating, so I'd say it's that bad."

"The lance is out. Siuku is almost here."

"Well, tell her I'm not gonna be all there. Sorry."

"We're safe for now. Ilsa, don't do this to me."

"Don't do what?"

"Don't die."

Mother said, "Go with your friend, Ilsa."

"You can hear her?"

"She told you not to die."

"Yeah, not much I can do about that." Ilsa's eyelids fluttered. A soft swish of sound. Siuku's pale face and pinkish eyes looked down at her. Ilsa's eyes opened wide. The lance lay on the ground to one side, a good half-meter of its blade speckled with her blood.

Before Ilsa's eyes, the deadly length of steel with it’s edge etched in patterns like serpents twining together faded into smoky haze. A bonded weapon had returned to its master.

Siuku uttered a cry and pressed her white hands over Ilsa's heart.

Fiery feeling ran fresh through Ilsa's previously numb arm. Warmth and pain crept back through her body. She lurched toward Siuku.

"Mother." She felt tears in her eyes. "I felt her."

"Priestess, be still," Siuku said in a breathless voice. "You were close to the edge. I don't know if I could repair it all. It..." She sat back on her knees, eyes looking at the sun overhead. "It brought me there too."

Blue caught Siuku about the shoulders before she could fall. With a dull sense of satisfaction, Ilsa noticed Blue held Ashnia's locket in her other hand.

Ganara and her Vogmem warriors had formed a circle around the three of them, as well as Ashnia, and Ferdinand. They helped Ilsa and Siuku onto the backs of different steeds and then retreated down the rough rocks of the mountain's shoulder.

She could not sit up but clutched her bloody coat together at her chest, hands pressed to her heart, which somehow kept on beating, despite the pain of a bruise forming so near it. Every beat reminded her she was alive, at least for now.
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Ilsa limped away from the Vogmem rider who had helped her back to the main body of troops and then to the camp. She did not get far before a wave of dizziness ran through her and she sagged to the ground near the lodge where the four chieftains of the Vogmem met.

A team of skyriders circled above the camp on their hawks. Ilsa sat, head bowed, eyes closed, breathing deeply. She heard rather than saw the Oshomi helping Siuku back to her tent, and Blue ordering a close guard to be kept on Ashnia.

Ilsa's whole body smelled of her own blood, a smell that was growing far too familiar lately.

Lemuel and Tirica approached on soft feet, but their voices gave them away despite being hushed in tone. They drew near and Lemuel knelt down beside her, one hand on her arm. 

"Are you alright?" he asked.

"No, I don't think I am."

The memory of her mother from childhood mingled with the conversation she had just hallucinated. That woman was still in one piece, not yet ruined by father.

Ilsa sighed and looked at Lemuel's face. "I don't know what happened. I had a feeling like I was somewhere else."

He put his small hand around her side. "I've heard that happens sometimes when someone is hurt."

"I've heard of it. It never happened to me before, not even last night." Ilsa grimaced down at her lap. "I'm still not sure if that's even what it was. I saw—I saw my mother, Lemuel."

"She's still alive, isn't she?"

"She is. I just. I don't know why, but I could talk to her." Ilsa shook her aching head. "I need to rest. Help me up.”

Together, Lemuel and his sister got her to her feet. She did not know how she managed it, but she made it to the tent and then lay down on her bedroll. Tirica left quietly.

Lemuel touched her arm. “I can stay if you want.”

She nodded faintly to him, then lay her head back on the thin pillow. “Stay.” Where her wound had been, a dark bruise showed through the hole in her layers of clothes. Just looking at it made her nauseous and the tent around her swam with odd shadows and colors. But she did not hear her mother. She shivered at the cold of the mountain beneath the bedroll. She rolled onto her side, facing away from Lemuel.

“Would you lay down,” she asked. “Please?”

He tentatively lowered himself down beside her. “Anything you need.” He eased himself against her back and wrapped his longer arm around her side. She reached for his hand and held it tighter than she intended, smooth in her scarred palm. His small hand brushed the back of her neck.

“Thanks,” she murmured.

And without another thought, she drifted to sleep.
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She woke to the distant thunder of artillery launching a payload, an aching bruise over her heart, and a whiff of noxious Ayochian propellant in the mountain air. The smell of propellant had become familiar by now, but the metallic tinge and the thick, bile-rising twist of some vague fruitiness combined with the distant sound to tell Ilsa the Ayochians had opened fire. 

She could not tell from where the shots were launching, but the ground beneath her remained mercifully still, and the explosions muted by distance. 

Lemuel shifted and his arm slid off her waist. "What is that sound?" he asked.

She grunted and sat up. "The Red Lector's artillery is finding the range. It probably isn't easy here in the mountains."

Lemuel squeezed his eyes shut, then forced them open with obvious effort. He reached for his outer coat, folded near the bedroll, and retrieved a pocket watch. He squinted at its hands in the gloom. "It's been fourteen hours. I can't believe it."

"That means it’s morning," she said.

"Four-thirty." He groaned. "Don't the Ayochians ever sleep?"

"They'll attack at dawn. But who knows when their shells will find the camp." Ilsa's gaze found her large saddlebags, evidence that her strider had returned with them. Even her red staff of office looked dull in the shadows. 

She walked around Lemuel as he stretched. She stopped by the saddlebags, crouched down beside them. With careful hands, she collected ammunition for each of her weapons and set them beside the bags.

Lemuel got to his feet behind her. 

She glanced back at him. "Do you have something to defend yourself?"

"Other than you?" He smiled gently at her. "Not really."

Thrilling warmth bloomed in Ilsa's chest but mingled with the pain of the purple bruise where Ferdinand had stabbed her. That pain pulsed outward as she straightened up. She barely shuddered, but he noticed and his smile faded a little.

Lemuel had put on his black overcoat but left the front unbuttoned. He folded her into a soft embrace against his chest.

"Hey," she said. "What's this about?"

"You looked like you could use some warmth."

"True." She sighed, head against his shoulder. "But we ought to find you a pistol or something." 

The artillery launched another volley. This time the shells landed closer. 

She heard Vogmem voices from outside the tent calling to each other indistinctly, evidence the bombardment had been noticed by the mountain tribals.

Ilsa looked up at Lemuel and frowned. "I'm going to go find out what's happening. We need a plan to stop those shells or this camp will be a deathtrap in a few minutes."

He tensed noticeably, then relaxed his arms from around her. "I'll go with you. I need to find Tirica at least."

She stepped back and started to pick up the ammunition she could take with her. "And a pistol. I don't want to leave you without some way to protect yourself."

"I don't like it, but sure," he said, "If you think I may need it."

"I'll pray to Hathani you don't." 

"Thanks. You know, I'll probably be a terrible shot."

Ilsa knew that would not bother Lemuel normally, but with fighting so close his life could depend on that. She hated the thought but knew it was true. Truth holds no regard for prayer.

She pushed a magazine of pistol ammunition into the carrier at her hip, beside two others, with an identical set on the other side. Her shotgun shells and machine gun magazines hung from her belt, one set of each per side, enough to load both weapons twice.

They left the tent. Ilsa led the way through the chill morning air toward the lodge. From the chimney, a single strand of pale smoke rose, shifting in the breeze.

They were halfway there when Ganara and Blue caught up with them on their steeds. Blue rode her strider out in front of Ilsa and Lemuel. She met Ilsa's gaze. "You're up. Good."

Ganara snorted and tossed her hair. "The Ayochians in the southern pass have artillery set up."

"I noticed," said Ilsa. "They're testing the range."

The Vogmem chieftain glowered at them. "My warriors and I will ride to stop them. They cannot be allowed to desecrate the holy lake."

Ilsa rubbed her temples. The pain in her head from earlier had mercifully subsided while she slept. "I'll go with you."

"Oh, we will need everyone. The Red Lector may not have as many soldiers as the Summer Devil, but they will be ready for us." Ganara shook her head. Her goat-like runner stamped a foot on the stones by the lake shore. "I suppose it’s time for me to wield Vada's staff."

Ilsa's eyes widened. "Vada's staff?"

"Yes, priestess. My order has been entrusted with the True Blackwood since the beginning. The keeper says she thinks it may have helped to seal the Uzan long ago."

"Hopefully we won't have to deal with them today." Ilsa turned to Blue. "Throw me a line."

Lemuel put a hand on her shoulder. "Please, be careful."

"I'll do what I can. Get to the lodge. It should be the safest place in the camp if we stop the artillery."

He nodded. "I trust you."

"Trust us all." Ilsa leaned in and kissed him quickly. He pulled her close for a long moment. The clouds of their breath mingled in the air around them.

Blue tossed a length of knotted rope from her saddle. Ilsa scaled it to the strider’s back and then glanced at Lemuel, trying to think of the right words to reassure him, but they were not there. Blue urged her steed away from the lodge and toward the pass.

A bright burst of an explosion sent a plume of snow flying from the side of the nearest mountain. The fact that Ilsa could see it made her certain the artillery would find the camp in another volley. If they were lucky, two at most.

Ganara rallied a force of her warriors on their steeds, and several hundred riders headed for the pass, bristling with lances and guns. She looked for Siuku in the press. 

"The keeper and a few others are back in the lodge with Akirette. Someone needs to keep an eye on the prisoners."

"Ashnia Haram," said Ilsa.

"Ferdinand too." Blue glanced at Ilsa, grim-faced. "We can't tell if Ashnia or the hermit could take control of him again. A mind enslaved that long stays vulnerable."

Ilsa nodded to her friend. A flight of hawk riders passed overhead, at least twenty or thirty in number. Their wings rustling seemed very loud to Ilsa's ears.

Some of Ganara's riders broke off and began to climb one of the mountains. All those riders carried long-barreled rifles, and Ilsa glimpsed Tirica riding with them on a borrowed runner of her own.

She asked Blue, "Where's Cass? Have you seen her?"

"She's back at the lodge to protect the keeper. Seems she's joined our mission, Ilsa."

Ilsa's heart ached with pain more than physical at the thought of what Cass had risked to join them on the plateau. She swore she would do everything she could to see them all return home alive.

"Good," she said. "Good she's seeing the light."

Blue turned to face forward as they approached the gap where they would turn to enter the pass. Wind whipped through the gaps in rocks. Snow swirled in rivulets from the mountains above.

"Get me close to the guns," Ilsa said. "I think I can stop them if I just get near enough."

"How?"

"I know my way around propellant," she said. "Don't worry about that."

"I'll watch your back once we get there."

They rounded the curve of the mountain. Below them, several hundred meters away, Ayochian troops with their lanterns surrounded two heavy gun carriages.

Each carriage was a wide-treaded, ground crawler powered by electricity, and with an enormous cannon longer than the machine itself set on the back. Only one other piece appeared to have survived the battle with the Uzan at the Central Lyre, but it was further back, still out of range of the camp. Ilsa offered silent thanks to Hathani for that.

She drew her machine gun from the bond. At least three hundred soldiers surrounded those two cannons, and who knew how many more were stationed in the rocks, or further back in the pass.

Ganara's riders fanned out, no two runners within three or four meters of each other. Ilsa and Blue rode near the front, beside Ganara herself. The blond chieftain raised her black staff to stop their advance and held it there. Her riders obeyed with only a small murmur of sound.

The Vogmem sharpshooters on the mountainside  began to open fire. A few lanterns swayed and then fell with the soldiers and steeds that carried them. 

Ilsa squinted at the gun carriages as the weapon crews scurried to load them with massive shells. A pit formed in her stomach as she thought of what one of the foul-smelling projectiles would do if it struck the lodge. Cass. Siuku. Lemuel. She felt like screaming at Ganara to order the attack, even as Ayochian snipers began to answer the Vogmem on the cliffs from the rocks across the pass.

Before Ilsa could cry out, with unbearable slowness, Ganara's staff descended. The Vogmem riders charged. 

Blue urged her shaggy strider forward. Ilsa loaded her machine gun and her pistol. The magazines clicked into place with satisfying clarity. They rode down into the pass with Ganara and her warriors.

Sharpshooters continued to trade fire in the gray chill just before dawn. As rays of light began to creep over the mountains to the east, Ilsa spotted a glimmer of red lacquer, looking almost like rust on the armor of the Lectoral Protectors near the Ayochian guns.

The Red Lector himself led this force, or his guards would not be here. Ilsa gritted her teeth. If she captured the man, she could put an end to this battle, and maybe even save most of the bloodshed. She made her decision.

The Ayochian sharpshooters remained occupied with the troops on the cliffs, but the soldiers among the boulders near the gun carriages began to take shots at the approaching riders.

Ilsa looked this way and that, trying to spot the Red Lector. The Vogmem swept downward in serried ranks. They closed into the range of small-arms, just twenty meters from the bulk of the Ayochian troops, and began to shoot.

She spotted a smoke-gray banner in among the troops near the Lectoral Protectors. She recognized it as belonging to her father's mercenary company. Could he be close as well? If so, attacking the guns would not be easy.

Ilsa could not help but recall the hints, the whispers of the Gray Lector she had heard, the ineffable opponent of the Queen of Ayoch and her five loyal Lectors. A renegade priest, not so different from Ilsa, herself. But she did not know what the Gray Lector believed if he believed in anything.

At ten meters and still closing, Ganara spun her staff in her hand. Ilsa traced flashes of light as Ayochian bullets changed trajectory to pull toward the black staff's head. Ganara's runner leaped into a cluster of  Ayochian soldiers ahead of her troops. She raised the staff over her head and the bullets that had been attracted to it shot outward. Soldiers screamed and fell.

The Vogmem, Ilsa, and Blue, pelted into even closer quarters.

Ilsa twisted in the saddle and began to pick off soldiers left and right. She shot down one of the riflemen aiming at the cliffs. She killed a woman struggling with a jammed light machine gun. She killed. Not for honor. Not for glory. No killing could be worthy of those words.

Screams and roars and gunshots, the chaos of battle, surrounded Ilsa and Blue. Ganara and her riders cut toward the heavy guns, leaving broken bodies and bloody rock in their wake. Many of the Ayochians appeared to have dismounted to make their way up the pass, and their lack of steeds cost them in speed of reaction.

Blue brought her strider around, close behind Ganara. Enemy soldiers turned on their comrades, while others wavered in their aim or hesitated just long enough for Ilsa to kill them. Blue's powers were devastating in the press of battle, her eyes glazed and unseeing as she devoured the thoughts of her foes.

The Lectoral Protectors interposed themselves before Ganara's charge. Ilsa spotted a familiar fanged helm in the midst of red armor. The giant frame of Ozleji Sammhar, who she had hoped lay dead on the steppe by the Central Lyre, led a ragged group of survivors from one side to counter charge in Ganara's flank.

The Vogmem charge faltered. Sprays of blood and fumes of burnt propellant mingled with clouds of smoke to fill the air. Ilsa clenched her teeth and prayed as Sammhar's bonded weapons felled rider after rider. In one hand he held his gilded hand cannon, and in the other, a shotgun larger than most men could use in two, with an ax-blade on the underside of its barrel.

Ilsa's unease when she first met the man burned the flame of battle in her stomach at the sight of Sammhar's bloody return to the field. He closed with her and Blue. Ilsa scrambled to reload her machine gun, feeling slow as an unlit fuse. She slammed the magazine into place and heard the click of the lock.

She retrieved her pistol from her waistband. She held two weapons again.

"Blue, stop those guns," she said. "I'll hold this attack."

For once Blue only answered the change of plans with a nod. Her eyes remained dull. 

Ilsa slid off the strider's back. Her weapons spoke, and soldiers around Sammhar fell. The red-armored man's gaze turned toward her. His eyes gleamed in his helm.

Blue and a few other riders skirted Sammhar's troops and reached Ganara's vanguard before the flankers cut off the path of advance. Ilsa's hands moved automatically. Ayochian troops retreated from Sammhar, but Ilsa's bullets seemed unable to breach his armor. 

He stood alone before her. His shotgun boomed and a Vogmem at her side pitched backward. She darted in the opposite direction. Her guns were both more than half-empty.

Five pistol rounds and fifteen machine gun rounds remained. Neither left much of a dent in Sammhar's breastplate, though the red lacquer showed scoring from multiple impacts. With the grill of his mask down, she could not count on a shot to the head, and a heavy iron collar covered his throat, where she had hit him back on the plateau. Damn his luck. Not many survived a shot like that.

They faced each other in the clearing, the fray around them deafening, but the troops of both sides left them to each other. Ilsa found no time to look and see how Ganara and Blue were faring. Every chamber clack, every thump of cannon fire, every minute roar of ignition formed a wall around her. And within those walls, she focused on Ozleji Sammhar.

Their gazes locked across the gap in the lines. A chill ran through her, from temples to tail bone. A terrible emptiness welled like the wound that had been where the painful bruise over her heart pulsed. She hated to face him, a student of her father's training.

Black Powder trained warriors from every nation. A mercenary, he rode with anyone who could provide him coin. Sammhar was different, a devoted servant to the Red Lector. Somehow that only made him more terrifying.

Ilsa planted her feet and waited for the sound of the bombardment to echo through the pass. One gun spoke, but no other shot followed. Good, Ganara stopped one of them. Flurries of snow erupted from the ridge where the Vogmem sharpshooters had taken their place.

Ice and stone and limbs would be broken as well, but the shot had not hit the camp. They still had time. She offered a prayer to Hathani that Tirica had not been close to the blast, then devoted her full attention to the giant man marching toward her. Within five meters, he stopped. 

His voice rasped, far different than the confident sound it had been when she last heard it. "Ilsa Barrett, the time to prove who is greater is upon us."

Another shiver ran through her at the sound of his maimed voice. "I don't need to prove anything to you."

He said nothing else but surged like a bear to one side. She circled opposite him. His finger rested on the trigger of his shotgun. She twitched her pistol, unable to pierce his bracers or palm-less gauntlet, and aimed for the shotgun's muzzle.

The weapon trained on her and his finger moved. Her bullet knocked the heavy weapon away from her. A spray of shot flashed past her side. 

She darted to within a meter and sent a burst of machine gun rounds to stitch a path from his sternum to his throat. The heavy collar he wore caught otherwise fatal shots, and his helm deflected a ricochet. 

He swung the ax-blade of his shotgun overhand at her. The blow fell. She skidded under the blade, then sprang out from under his stomping foot. Sweat ran down his pale face behind the grill of his helmet. She circled sideways, and he flailed out with his hand cannon, but could not turn his head toward her thanks to the collar around his neck. She took aim for a joint between his elbow and forearm. Her pistol cracked twice and his arm went limp, flopping against his side. Blood trickled from holes in his padded sleeve.

Sammhar turned toward her, eyes wide, but Ilsa was already gone. She sprinted after Blue and the others in the vanguard, leading the charge as the second wave of Vogmem riders surged forward, led by Hiragen. The Ayochian flanking force melted away before them. She did not see what happened to Sammhar, but his shotgun blast did not sound again in the fray.

Ilsa broke through, down to just five bullets loaded in her machine gun, and none in her pistol.

Carnage surrounded the gun carriages. The crews, Lectoral Protectors, and her father's mercenary's had made a stand before the weapons. Riders lay scattered all around. Smoke rose from the artillery carriage in the center, and the other gun’s crew had fallen to Ganara's assault. Ilsa caught up with the Vogmem chieftain and Blue as its side. Only the third gun, one still out of range of the camp, remained.

Ganara nodded to her.

"You made it," Blue said with a weary grimace. "Only one left."

Ganara grunted. "One left."

Ilsa could have liked Ganara's terseness were her eyes not always overflowing with lethal fury. But here in the fray, she was in her element. Ilsa turned toward the third gun, still rolling toward the position where the others had fired. The Ayochians retreated toward it. 

"If they set it up, they only need one of those to destroy the camp," she said. 

"Right," said Ganara.

Ilsa climbed up a cold metal ladder onto the back of the captured gun carriage. Droplets of blood ran along the metal rivets of the vehicles loading platform. She checked the chamber and found a shell in it, ready to fire.

She turned and called to the others. "It's loaded. Get everyone away from the front."

Blue raised her eyebrows. 

Ilsa shook her head. "Don't ask questions. I've got a plan."

She withdrew her pistol and made her way around the gun carriage to the armored driver's compartment. She offered a fast prayer that the driver had fled, then yanked the hatch on the top of the vehicle open.

Inside the cramped confines, she found her prayer answered. There was no one there. She took the controls, sparked the bio-electric battery, and then turned the machine with agonizing slowness, and a grinding of treads, to face toward the Ayochian's remaining artillery piece. She pushed the engine pedal and then climbed out of the compartment. The gun carriage rolled down the slope toward the troops that had brought it to the pass. The winds roared in the lull of the battle.

Twenty meters and grinding closer to the last gun, she raced around the back of the machine. The gun would take time to lower, but she could make sure this shell did some damage regardless. She rode the gun carriage toward the enemy line, crouched and sheltering behind the cannon that towered over her head.

At ten meters, she pulled the lever to fire the cannon. The round blasted with a deafening roar from the massive gun, which Ilsa realized too late, was not designed to fire while moving. The machine rocked backward and to the side, and the shell impacted the wall of the pass just a few dozen meters up and ahead of Ilsa. The sound blasted her senses. Rocks and ice chunks rained down from above. Screams and yells of warning reached Ilsa in muted tones. 

She vaulted the gun carriage's back railing and tumbled onto the cold rock of the pass below. The carriage flipped onto its side a second later, a boulder crashing down on the barrel of the main gun.

Ilsa ran back toward Ganara and Blue, still mostly unable to hear following the explosion. The Ayochian troops had formed up around the last gun carriage. Tracks ground into the fallen rocks left by Ilsa's shot. But even there, they wavered.

Then, Black Powder stepped forward from their ranks. He carried one of his bonded pistols in each hand, and the two pistols with their integral silencers slung at his hips. 

Ilsa's father was not alone.

On his left, the Red Lector stepped forward, flanked by his remaining protectors. At his right, walked the frizzy-haired Melinda. They stood before the lines. The Red Lector's eyes found Ganara across the gap between the forces.

"This is your last chance to surrender, Vogmem. You can only delay the inevitable."

Hiragen rode to Ganara's side. He nodded to the other chieftain. "We must have rocked them if they want to negotiate now. Well done."

Ganara regarded the Red Lector with an icy gaze. Then, she spat into the pass between them. 

She turned to the riders at her side."Return to camp. Tell the sharpshooters to keep watching the pass."

Ilsa climbed back onto Blue's strider and swung her legs across the saddle. She rode back to the camp with the rest of the survivors from the vanguard. Blood and wounds spotted and pockmarked many of the runners and riders. The pass was littered with bodies, and the wind whipped through abandoned weapons and whistled through holes in shattered armor.

Ilsa stopped beside the fallen form of the red giant, Ozleji Sammhar and found his breath still going in and out. But for once, he did not frighten her. It would be difficult for him to do that, given that he lay unconscious and beaten on the ground. The Vogmem collected him with a group of other Ayochian prisoners on the way back to the camp.

The battle of howling pass may have been brief, but the cost in flesh and blood was immediately obvious. Only as the sun set over the lake, and Ilsa watched with Lemuel and his sister, would Ilsa realize how much things had changed.

They had beaten back the Red Lector. The war had truly begun.

Tirica left them to get out of the cold wind.

Ilsa turned to Lemuel. "What do you think they'll call this in the history books?"

"I wouldn't know." He shivered. She put her arm around his waist. Lemuel looked at her with raised eyebrows. "I didn't need a weapon after all."

"You haven't fired it yet, but you may still have to. This is the beginning of the war, not the end of it."

"Yeah. I suppose it depends. Back in Chogrum, we don't really call the battles fought by Vogmem by names, especially when our troops aren't involved."

She frowned. So many things were forgotten by history. "I've fought in a few battles. I won't forget any of them."

"And you shouldn't," said Lemuel.

"I wish I could." She shook her head. "That's just not how things work."

Siuku approached, walking along the lake shore from the lodge. "Priestess," she said in her monotone. "I'm glad you are alright." 

"Thank you, keeper." She bowed to Siuku.

Then the dark manta-shape of a locust cut across the setting sun. Lemuel pointed at the locust as it circled down lower over the lake. A frown crossed his face. "What is that doing here?"

Ilsa scowled. "I have a feeling we'll know soon." The locust was large and carried a sky carriage. As it drew closer she read a name in the language of Morhoen, but simple enough to understand. "Koor." A high priest of the Unification had come to the mountains.
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Koor's locust descended onto the glittering icy surface of the Lake of Saints. Ilsa's eyes were ready to ache with hope at the sight as the massive manta-shaped locust slid off its restraints and into the cold water with hardly a sound. The creature left the long, boat-like sky carriage bobbing in the water.

Lemuel's eyes widened and he stepped backward. "Could they be Ayochian?"

"Not with that name written on the carriage," said Ilsa. "They're on our side." Part of her sighed with relief, another part of her only feared more. Surely Koor would not have been foolish enough to come to the mountains personally.

Many nations, including Ayoch, craved the chance to destroy any leaders behind the Unification.

The Red Lector's artillery may have been destroyed, but the camp was hardly safe.

Ilsa waved her arms in the air in an attempt to draw the attention of someone in the sky carriage. She called and waved until a pair of propeller engines on the back of the carriage spun into life. The floating vessel approached the rocky shore where she and Lemuel and Siuku stood.

Blue ran to Ilsa's side. Her skin looked gray, and her eyes shot with blood. "I can't believe it! What is Koor doing here?"

"My bet? He's trying to help us," said Ilsa.

"How did he know?" Blue frowned for a moment, then shook her braids. "Forget that. I should know better than to ask that question."

"Probably," said Ilsa, gaze still locked on the sky carriage. "Koor has his ways."

The front walkway of the sky carriage lowered so its end touched the stones a meter in from the water. A stiff, cold wind blew from the pass in the opposite direction. Tents shuddered and flags whipped. Water splashed onto the walkway.

From within, a cluster of people emerged, about two dozen in all, but difficult to see because of the shadows of sunset cast over Nurse Mountain's long western arm.

Ilsa straightened her back. Blue folded her hands. Lemuel glanced at Ilsa as the people from the carriage made their way over the walkway toward the shore where they stood. She put a hand on his back.

"It's alright. Koor is the one who sent me and Blue to find the keeper." 

Blue looked down at her hands "He'll only try his best to help us. That's got to be why he's here."

Lemuel nodded, still looking stunned. Ilsa pressed her hand to his back in what she hoped was a reassuring way. She squinted to see the face of the heavily clad man in the lead of the group and recognized the craggy features of Koor, Morhoen's highest priest in the Unification. She bowed her head to her mentor.

He nodded to her and Blue. "Be at peace, you two." His eyes twinkled like dark glints of steel. "From what I have heard, it seems I was right to send you to find the Guardian of Tenlyres." His gaze moved to Lemuel. "Who are you?"

"Lemuel Chollush. My sister and I encountered Ilsa and Blue on the steppe and joined them in looking for the keeper."

Koor smiled, aglow with inner warmth, despite his hardened eyes. "I take it you have also heard then, about the Gray Lector?"

Ilsa's eyes widened. There was that term again. The renegade priest of Ayoch.

"I have indeed heard things," said Lemuel. "I’m not sure what they mean.”

Blue glanced in his direction, confusion evident in her bloodshot eyes. She turned to Koor. "Is the Gray Lector near here?" she asked.

Koor shook his head and stepped off the walkway onto the shore. He motioned for his companions to follow him. "As far as I can tell, the Gray Lector is making his play, but you may know more about that than I. Someone freed the demons of the Central Lyre, and I have heard rumors you witnessed that event."

"The Uzan," said Ilsa. "Black Powder released them. He played the lyre with those odd pistols."

"Odd? How?" Koor's gray eyebrows rose.

"They were integrally silenced. Wooden grips. Looked really old."

"This is disturbing. Black Powder has the song pistols, and that means he only needs the True Blackwood staff if he wants what I think he wants." Koor turned to Ilsa. "I will tell you what I've learned since your departure, and perhaps you can confirm my suspicion."

"What suspicion?" Ilsa asked.

"Your father, Henry Vel, Black Powder, may be the Gray Lector."

Ilsa's stomach lurched. The bruise by her heart throbbed. "That doesn't make any sense."

"Let us get out of this wind," said Koor. "We must gather The Four, along with the guardian. They must hear what I have to say." His gaze fell on Siuku. “If you agree, guardian?”

Siuku nodded. “You make sense, Koor of Morhoen.”

The wind numbed Ilsa's every fiber almost as though an ice magus was trying to freeze her heart again. Her brows knit together as she met Koor's questioning eyes with hers.

"We'll talk, but I don't see how its possible my father could be the Gray Lector."

"I hope you're right," said Koor. "Or things will only become more complicated." He marched after Siuku toward the lodge, with Ilsa, Blue, Lemuel, and the rest of Koor's party in his wake.
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Inside the lodge, Ilsa found three of the Vogmem's four leaders. Only Megalli was absent, probably out scouting over the cliffs on hawk-back. Ganara, Akirette, and Hiragen gathered around the central fire and Koor introduced himself to them.

Ilsa felt only half-present during the minimal formalities. She only knew Koor suspected her father, always a bastard and a pain in her life, of being one of the masterminds behind a rebellion in Ayoch. The Gray Lector? How could that be? And why?

Black Powder was a killer, a mercenary, and a terrible father, but he had once told Ilsa he would never serve, or ride with someone he called an enemy. And the Red Lector was the Gray Lector's deadliest foe. Yet, he had released the Uzan. What more proof did she need?

She watched a few prisoners as Koor's troops hustled them out of the lodge before the meeting could begin in earnest. Ashnia Haram was not among them. Once the last of the prisoners left, Siuku joined the other leaders inside.

Blue stepped back from the group and closed her already bloodshot eyes. Ilsa knew what she was doing, covering the group from spying by the hermit. They could not trust the mind eater who lived on the other side of the lake not to have some way to observe what went on in the lodge.

At last, Blue nodded to Ilsa. Ilsa turned to Koor. "We're safe. No one else is listening."

Koor faced the Vogmem chieftains and the Keeper of Tenlyres and then bowed to them. "The coming battle means more than even you know," he said. "The Queen of Ayoch has sent the armies of the other four Lectors to the Plateau of Yr. Her military is committed to capturing every piece of Tenlyres."

Fear clutched at Ilsa's heart along with the prospect of the full onset of war between Ayoch and Dal on one side, and Chogrum and it's Morhoenese allies on the other. She had not seen such a war in her adult life, and things would be even worse with the renewed freedom of the Uzan.

"Are you certain?" asked Hiragen. "We have to be if we are to commit."

Ilsa frowned at the cautious chieftain. "The Red Lector and his wife are already waging war. The Queen of Ayoch wants Tenlyres. She will not give Chogrum a way out unless she sees strong opposition."

"You want us to ally with Chogrum?" Ganara glowered at Ilsa and Koor. "You are a fool, Ilsa Barrett. As are you, Koor."

Ilsa felt Lemuel’s back stiffen by her side.

Akirette hissed an intake of breath. "Damn it, but we must be careful. If we do not act, that could spell our doom."

Ilsa nodded to the oldest of the Vogmem chieftains.

"What about him?" Ganara turned toward Lemuel. "You are Chogrumian, as is the lancer who nearly killed the priestess beside you. What can you say for your city?"

"Not much different from Dal. But we all value knowledge." His eyes fell unsteadily on the black staff, the staff of Vada herself, which Ganara held in one hand with its butt on the floor."That staff. What is it, really?"

"Vada's staff, of course." Ganara shook her head. "I would be training my daughter to wield it today, had she not been killed by raiders from your city, Chogrumian."

A flicker of pain and cold raced from Ilsa's bruise to the top of her spine. She clenched her jaw. She could understand how Ganara would hate the Chogrumians after that.

"I've lost family to Chogrum as well," she said. "My uncles and grandparents all died in the last war."

"And yet you stand beside that man. So close. I can tell your feelings." Ganara's eyebrows became an angry formation like birds flying south for the winter. "Don't deceive us because you deceive yourself, priestess."

“Nonsense,” said Koor. “Ilsa’s feelings are not the matter here. Chogrum and Morhoen can help the Vogmem and the Oshomi.”

Ganara's lips drew back into a snarl. Her gaze fixed on Koor's calm face. "You are right," she said. "But I've never been one to pray for Unification. And I do not know you."

"You are right to be cautious. But don't take umbrage." Koor raised his gray eyebrows. "This is the greatest challenge for humanity, finding peace." His voice stayed even. "Ganara, we will stand as each other's allies from this day forward. You need only agree for your people to unify when the time comes."

"Now you seem to be asking for a great deal more." Ganara's eyes darkened. She spat into the fire pit. Her saliva sizzled amid the flames.

Akirette nodded to Ganara. "She's angry. But she is also right. We do not know you. Besides that, what do you bring to this battlefield? Two dozen soldiers at most."

"All of them are war magi," said Koor. "And each is a tested veteran. We do not lack for war in Morhoen." His eyes looked sad, but everything else about Ilsa's mentor remained completely calm.

Hiragen stroked his beard. "We could use your help tomorrow if we are to ensure our survival. What else can we offer you, Koor of Morhoen?"

"I'm afraid there is little else." He turned to Siuku. "But regardless what you chieftains of Vogmem decide, I would speak to my agents and the Guardian of Tenlyres alone."

Ganara pointed at the door. "This is the lodge of the Four. Talk outside if you want to discuss without us."

"Very well," said Koor. He bowed to the three chieftains present, then turned to Siuku. "If you will, your holiness."

Siuku's atonal voice answered with a grunt. Dark bags hung beneath her eyes, and she looked older, even with the veil covering most of her face. Blue followed Koor and Siuku to the door.

Ilsa turned to Lemuel. "I hope I won't be long."

"So do I," said Lemuel. "But say what you have to say."

"I'll do my best." She clasped his hand for a brief moment, then released him. Ilsa followed the others out of the lodge and into the chill of evening.
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They walked to the edge of the camp, still near the lodge. Blue prepared her defenses around them, to keep the hermit from overhearing. Then, Blue nodded to Koor.

"I am honored to stand in your presence, holiness," said Koor to Siuku. "But the situation is grave."

Ilsa put a hand to her bruised chest, which still pulsed with pain. She did not like the soothing tone Koor used. It was meant to convince without persuading, the sort of voice one used to distract from the words one said. 

Her mentor continued. "We sighted at least two-hundred Uzan approaching from the South, and they are not all without talent. Some are silencers, or sense magi, capable of concealing their kin from our mortal senses while they move. Thus, there could be far more on their way."

Ilsa's brows knit together. "How far south?"

"They will enter the pass tomorrow, before noon if they continue."

Siuku folded her arms. "What is your point?"

"I have my Locust, and there is room in the carriage for you and your tribesmen." Koor gazed evenly at the Keeper of Tenlyres. "Your holiness, we have set out to take you from this place. It is the only sensible thing to do."

Ilsa scowled. Hot rage mixed with tingling shock at Koor's cold plan to abandon the Vogmem formed an alliance within her. 

Siuku's tired eyes narrowed. "You want me to flee? My people are at truce with the Vogmem for the first time in ten generations. I will not be the one to break this fortunate peace." Her voice stayed flat, but she spoke haltingly, a sign of exhaustion and, Ilsa guessed, temper. "I have healed their wounded as if they were my own. They have bled for me, just like the priestess beside you, Koor, just like the mind eater at your back."

"I know I ask for a difficult thing."

"Such an act would make me unworthy of the power and the visions my predecessors and the spirits passed down to me."

Koor folded his hands. "But if you die—"

"Then I die!" Siuku's voice cracked, but the monotone was gone, replaced by tempestuous passion. “Like my band on the plains. Like my friend Duruko. I will die if I must, but I will not give up this chance to end a conflict I thought would outlive me as surely as it claimed my parents' lives. I am not a pawn on a board. I am a human, maybe an extraordinary human, but I will make my own decision. You cannot convince me otherwise." She swayed on her feet.

Ilsa stepped forward and reached for Siuku to steady her. "Keeper."

Siuku accepted Ilsa's help and leaned on her arm. She glared at Koor. "You cannot decide who survives, priest of Morhoen."

"Evidently not.” Koor’s eyes darkened. "But I will not throw my life away for this lost cause. Neither should you."

"Lost cause?" Siuku shook her head. "Have you seen the future?"

"My oracles have advised me."

"Your oracles are charlatans. The spirits have shown me countless visions, but every one of those becomes real in its own way."

"Have you foreseen the death of rulers tomorrow?" Koor's knuckles turned as white as his hair, his hands clenched together. "My oracles see death for crowns. The readers of cards and bones, the seers, and the water casters all predict such events. If I can prevent your death, I will."

"Then stay. Fight at our side." Siuku glowered at Koor.

He said nothing.

She closed her red, weary eyes. "You would trade the lives of others for mine. But you will not risk your own?"

"Unification needs leaders. I will not throw away my movement."

"Or your power."

Koor's hands unlocked from each other. "Ilsa. Blue."

"Yes?" said Blue, eyes still glazed with mental distance.

"Will you continue to protect the guardian? Or would you return to Morhoen with me?"

Ilsa grunted. "I will stand with the keeper."

Blue's eyes gleamed as she released her mental defenses. "As will I," she said.

"So be it." Koor nodded to them. "I will leave with the Locust tomorrow before dawn, but there is one other matter to attend to while I am here." He turned to Blue. "The Temple of Colors. I understand you have an agent to interrogate."
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Ashnia Haram lay on a bedroll in a tent near the center of the Vogmem camp, separate from the other prisoners. She appeared to be unconscious, rolled onto her side, and did not stir when Ilsa, Blue, and Koor entered the tent. Cass stood at the foot of the bedroll, broken arm in a sling, and her good hand gripping her red staff of office.

Ilsa stopped short when she saw her. “Cass.”

Cass looked up in surprise as Ilsa and the others entered. "Ilsa," she said. "What is it? Who is this?"

"This is Koor," said Ilsa. "Morhoen's highest priest of the Unification."

Cass' eyes narrowed. "What is he doing here?"

"Making plans, alliances." Koor nodded toward Cass. "You are also a priestess of Hathani?"

"I am. I'm from Saint Banyeen's Garden, like Ilsa."

"I know who you are," said Koor. "Perhaps one day you will accept the importance of Unification."

Cass shrugged.

"She's still asleep," said Blue as she walked over to Ashnia. "Mostly fatigue, I would guess." She sank to her knees beside the unconscious blond woman.

Koor nodded. "Luckily, we won't need to wake her to begin our interrogation. There is much even Blue could not tell us about the Temple of Colors, not to mention our current situation caught between the forces of the Red Lector and the Uzan." 

He walked over to where Blue sat, then, supported with one hand on her shoulder, sat down on the mat beside her. "We will have to make sure the hermit does not interfere. Can you stop him?"

"I'm not sure. If you help me, then maybe."

"I'm not the magus I once was." Koor looked at Ilsa. "But I have a sense Ilsa can assist us."

Ilsa started with surprise. "What? I'm no magus."

"Maybe not, but you have seen a vision, have you not?"

"When Ferdinand stabbed me, I saw my mother, but it was just a hallucination. I'm sure of it."

"Indeed not. You have a connection to the spirit world, just like your mother." He motioned her forward. "Please, take Blue's hand. We will both need a connection with her to be of any use."

"And what about me?" asked Cass. "I'll be useless in this."

"Far from it. It’s good you’re here," said Koor. "Keep an eye on us for physical reactions. And be prepared to go for help. If none of us can take clear action things could become dangerous."

"How dangerous can an interrogation be?" asked Cass.

"Dreadfully so," said Koor, "When the Temple of Colors is involved."

Ilsa sat down, legs folded, beside Blue. She reached for her friend's hand. "We need to know what she knows."

"I agree," said Cass. "Good luck."

Blue grasped Ilsa's wrist, leaving her hand free. "Be ready to use your bonds," she said.

Koor took Blue's other hand. "Be not hasty. This is a rare opportunity."

“And a rare person,” Blue thought into Ilsa's mind.

“Blue,” Ilsa sent back. “You still care for her?”

"We have to do this," Blue said aloud. "Let us begin." She took a deep breath and closed her eyes tight.

Together their minds melted into the world of thoughts.

“Such a communal process is similar to the temple itself, only smaller,” Blue related to them mentally. 

The voice of the hermit reached Ilsa's ears from outside in the following moment. "You think to try me?" he used Ashnia's voice, but the tone was absolutely that of the old man in the cave across the lake. "You are more foolish than I thought, Nameless."

"It is not you I try, Hoon. You are only one obstacle to batter down."

"I have studied in the temple for more decades than you have years as a mind eater."

Ilsa turned her attention from the opposed mind eaters’ conversation to the outer sensation of a world beyond their enclosed bubble of conflict. She could definitely sense other things out there, hazy, amorphous, but not threatening. She focused on the nearest one, the one she felt sure belonged to Ashnia's mind.

Then the hermit was between her and the mind of the girl on the bedding. "Priestess." Hoon’s mind yawned like wide leonine jaws to bite at Ilsa. "You are full of surprises." He smashed against her and sent her tumbling to the edge of the bubble where she and Koor and Blue were situated.

Her sense of the outside grew dimmer. She focused on pushing back against the hermit. Koor's mind did the same, along with Blue. A piercing scream and flash of rainbow light filled Ilsa's senses. 

Then, the hermit's mind was gone from the edge of the bubble. She could not tell what had happened to him. But the resistance to her approaching Ashnia's mind faded.

They turned their collective attention to Ashnia.

Blue broke through the outer barriers of the unconscious mind eater's defenses in seconds. 

“Ilsa,” Blue sent, “Be ready to leave us. Koor and I can take it from here.”

“But I can help,” Ilsa replied.

“You can help more on the outside. Someone has to listen for what she says, and I can tell Cass is going to have her hands full already.”

“I'm going.” Ilsa pulled free of Blue's hand and found herself in the tent once again. 

She turned to Cass, who leaned on her staff, eyes on Ashnia. "Get ready to listen if she starts talking," said Ilsa.

Ashnia rolled onto her back, pushing her hands, tied behind her, against the bedroll. Ilsa got to her feet and felt her wrist where Blue had held it. The spot ached from how tight her friend had held on.

A guttural grunt escaped Ashnia's lips. Another grotesque sound followed. Neither sound belonged to any language Ilsa knew, on or off the plateau.

The string of grunts and growls continued. Ashnia writhed on the bedroll. She tossed her head this way and that.

A cold feeling crept through Ilsa's heart. "What is she doing?

Cass dropped her staff so it thudded to the floor of the tent. "She's speaking. It's some kind of pre-ancient Yrian. I can't tell what she's saying, though."

Ilsa snapped her fingers. "Lemuel. Maybe he could."

"Go get him. I'll keep watch," said Cass.

"Right." Ilsa turned and rushed out the flap of the tent. Her shoes thumped on the stone and earth. She made her way toward the lodge, where she had last seen Lemuel. At the edge of the camp, she stopped and looked toward the water's edge.

His shadow stretched over the water near the sky carriage's side. She sprinted over to him. "Lemuel," she said.

He turned toward her, hands folded, small inside of large. "Ilsa, what is it? Are the Ayochians attacking?"

"No. But follow me, we need your help." She explained as quickly as she could about Koor's interrogation of Ashnia. "She's speaking in some old language. Neither Cass or I can understand her."

"Is it a harsh tongue?" he asked.

They made their way back toward the tent where she had left Blue and the others. 

“Yes.”

As they approached, a terrible, inhuman, howl of fury erupted from within the canvas coverings. 

“It sounds that way,” Lemuel added in shock.

Ilsa pulled the flap aside. Lemuel stared through the opening for a second. He gulped back obvious fear, then went through it. Ilsa followed him, cautious at the sound of the scream.

Cass had moved around Ashnia's bedroll to stand opposite Blue and  Koor. She looked down at Ashnia, who writhed below her, screaming, growling, and swinging her body with restrained wrath.

Good thing her arms and legs were all bound, Ilsa thought. She could be really dangerous otherwise. 

Ilsa dropped down beside Blue, where she had sat to commune when they had begun their attack on Ashnia's mind.

Blue's face was gray, and tears gleamed on her cheeks. Ashnia roared in a voice like a lion. Lemuel stared at her from behind Blue and Ilsa. 

"She is talking," he said. "The language of the gods. I've only seen it written before now, but that's got to be it."

Ilsa grimaced. "What is she saying?"

"It could be one of a few things, but given context..."

"Now!" said Cass. "Spit it out, scholar."

"She's talking about the Gray Lector," said Lemuel. "She's saying he leads the Uzan."

"He's with them? Those monsters?" Shock ran through Ilsa. Even Black Powder would not dare go to war beside the Uzan personally. "Why wouldn't they just kill him?"

"He's one of them. Or she's saying he's part of them. I guess it's unclear."

Ilsa scowled. "He's an Uzan?"

"The Gray Lector could be anyone, right?" said Cass. "And he has waged war in Ayoch for almost twenty years."

"This is his motive," said Lemuel with a frown as he translated the grunts and roars from Ashnia's lips. "He's a missionary, a demon who serves a god."

"A god?" Ilas asked. "Hathani? Another of the Three? Vada? Jath?"

"It's tricky. But I don't think so." Lemuel bit his lip. "I've got to keep up. Asur... Asurdeva is one of the old gods of the steppe, referred to in lyre lore."

"That helps," said Ilsa. "He's fighting for this old god?"

"He thinks so. The Uzan he leads are on the same side. They all serve this being."

"Why war in Ayoch?"

Lemuel's brow furrowed at the next screams from Ashnia. "The crown. The royalty of Ayoch, they ruled them. They controlled the Uzan once, a long time ago."

"Shit," said Cass. "If they could do that now, they could rule the world."

Ilsa nodded. "Imagine what they did back then."

"They conquered the continent," said Lemuel. "Maybe the whole world. The Gray Lector wants all of that for himself and his god."

"Asurdeva," said Ilsa. "Asurdeva."

Ashnia's back arched. The bonds on her wrists split with an audible crack and snap. Her hands lashed free and then scrabbled for her tied feet. 

Ilsa dove for the Ayochian mind eater's legs. She wrestled to keep Ashnia from untying the bindings on her ankles. Ashnia's muscles must be pumped with adrenaline because she seemed stronger than Ilsa had ever felt someone of her size before that moment. All the while, Ashnia barked and growled in the language of the ancients.

Cass cringed back and produced a pistol from a bond. She started to load the weapon.

Lemuel glanced at her. "What are you doing?"

"We have to be ready if she breaks free completely."

Ilsa fought for one of Ashnia's arms. The other one snaked out and wrapped around Ilsa's neck. She gave up her struggle to keep Ashnia from freeing her legs and sought to keep the girl from choking the life out of her with her adrenaline-fueled strength. Spots of darkness danced in her vision.

“Automatic chaos, a deliberate incitement of a violent reaction,” Blue said into Ilsa's mind. “Hang on, we've almost disabled her attack responses.”

Ilsa grunted, unable to focus on anything except prying the arm from her throat. She managed to keep her ability to breathe but lost the battle to understand anything else. Still locked within Ashnia's arm, she slammed herself down on the Ayochian's abdomen. The blow forced air from Ashnia's lungs and weakened her hold enough Ilsa could slither free of her grasp.

She lay on her back beside the mats. Cold ground sent tendrils clawing up through her flesh. She snarled and forced herself upright. Ashnia's limbs went still.

Blue's eyes remained closed, but she spoke between ragged breaths. "I—We-have what we need." She sagged in on herself. "And she won't fight back for now."

Koor opened his eyes. Unlike Blue, he seemed completely, infuriatingly, composed. "It seems she knew a great deal."

Ilsa looked in his direction. Lemuel stood off to one side. "She didn't say that much," he murmured.

"No, but her secrets are now in my mind," said Koor. He got to his feet slowly. When he left Blue's side, she spilled slowly onto the mat beside Ashnia. "Thank you, Blue."

Blue nodded, eyes open, but said nothing.

"I am leaving this camp at dawn," said Koor to Ilsa. "Make it clear to the Guardian of Tenlyres that she can still join me if she wishes."

Ilsa glowered up at the man, pain still fresh in her mind and body. "I'll tell her." But she knew Siuku would not change her response.

"Good." Koor turned to Lemuel. "Thank you for your assistance, Mister Chollush. You are a skilled interpreter."

"I did my best." Lemuel crouched down beside Ilsa. "Are you alright?" He offered her his hand. She took it and pulled herself to her feet. "I'm not hurt as bad as Blue. Come on, let's get her out of here."

They helped Blue up, though she had to lean on Ilsa every step of the way back to her own tent. The cold of the night sent them all to their own places, except for Lemuel, by the time she spotted Hailek outside her tent. He appeared to be in good shape despite all the shooting earlier that day and the day prior.

"Good strider," said Lemuel. "He found his way back."

"He's pretty smart." Ilsa smiled wearily. "Like someone else, I could name." She pressed against his side. "Thank you, for being where I need you."

"I don't know where else I would go."

"But you know enough not to run away." Her hand felt down his back to his belt. "Thanks."

"You're tired."

"We're both tired. Aren't we?"

He put his chin into her overgrown hair. "You don't mean—"

"What do you think I could mean?"

"I almost think you want me to sleep with you."

"I do. Just sleep. Have to be ready."

"For the morning." He sighed against her. "It's alright. I know."

They slipped into the tent, and lay down on Ilsa's bedding, fully clothed. She had not realized how tired she was until he wrapped his arms around her. Then she slept immediately.
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The locust left as the sun rose, taking Koor's sky carriage with it. He did not even bother saying goodbye to Ilsa, though Blue told her he had wished them luck. Siuku had refused his offer to the last moment. Ilsa did not know if she could be glad for that, especially given the revelation of the Gray Lector’s nature from the previous night.

She and Lemuel stood near Blue and Tirica and Cass as they watched the locust leave its glittering trail in the cold air. The aquatic sky beast circled the lake once, then flew eastward, toward Morhoen and safety.

Not one of Koor's war magi remained behind. Evidently, the Four could not agree to unify with the rest of the people of the continent, even now. Old grudges ran too deep, Ilsa could tell, and they were so different from the city-dwellers they would hate to make peace with them.

From the western shore of the lake, banners and lights indicated Shayi Haram's forces moving toward the camp. Ganara approached Ilsa and the others with the locust just leaving over the western peaks.

"We have to break one of the Ayochian forces if we are to escape. We four have decided to leave this lodge until we can fight to reclaim it some other day." As she spoke the Vogmem broke camp all around them. Ganara raised her voice and addressed the assembled warriors not helping to mobilize the camp. "We are all nomads today, my people. We will ride with the Oshomi and wage war on Ayoch, and the Uzan on the plateau.

"Red Lectors. Gray Lectors. Queens. Generals. They are all the same to us. Animals we hunt." Ganara raised her black staff over her head.

Her warriors cheered and clapped. Ilsa found herself joining them. Today, all of them were nomads. And today, all of them were warriors, even Lemuel. She glanced at him. He kept his revolver tucked into his waistband. He found her gaze, but his hands trembled.

She put her arm around him and rested one hand on his hip, by the weapon. "I won't let you down, Lemuel."

"I won't let you go alone. Not this time, Ilsa."

"You've saved me in battle before," she said.

"Not as many times as you saved me." He bowed his head. "Let's get through this together."

We have to try. But nothing is certain, Ilsa thought. She lifted his chin and pulled him close. They kissed fiercely, warmth against warmth in the cold light of dawn. 

She pulled him onto Hailek's back behind her. She loaded her machine gun, then her pistols, and her shotgun. She wore them all on the outside for the moment. She needed to be ready.

They rode back toward the windy gusts of the pass together. Blue and Tirica joined them, closely followed by the small cluster of Oshomi that surrounded Siuku.

The Keeper of Tenlyres nodded to Ilsa through the crowd of horse riders.

A flight of great Vogmem hawks with skyriders on their backs glided past overhead. Ilsa glimpsed the glint of steel, and the pennant on Megalli's spear rising from one bird's back.

Hiragen's troops held the the pass. Akirette and Megalli had skyriders on the cliffs, ready to act as snipers before they took off to escape for themselves.

Cass waited by the mouth of the pass on a borrowed goat runner. She and Ferdinand, along with one of Ganara's lieutenants were in charge of the prisoners, from the hulking form of Ozleji Sammhar to the slim Ashnia Haram, Who rode behind him.

This whole mass of humanity and beasts needed to break through the pass before the Uzan closed their trap on everyone. Two hundred indestructible monsters made for a deadly force on their own.

Indestructible. There must be a way to kill them, to cancel whatever magic preserved their lives despite fatal wounds. But for the moment, mortal humans stood between them and their escape. She took a deep breath of crisp morning air. The time to run was coming, but they would have to fight through the Red Lector to have any chance of survival.

Blue and Tirica fell back from them as the column advanced. Both were better fighters at a distance.

Damn Koor's oracles and seers. She would see Siuku through this battle. 

Ilsa guided Hailek into the pass with Ganara's Vogmem vanguard.

Shots rang out from the cliff top as the cavalry split into two serried columns to use the large boulders and wreckage from the previous battle on either side of the pass for cover. Ilsa and Lemuel rode with Ganara and her troops on the eastern side of the pass, the one that would take them into the heart of the Ayochian forces. She spotted the immobilized gun carriage just behind the Ayochian line as men and striders raced this way and that. 

The few remaining armored vehicles were spread out among the troops, forming a barricade to hold the nomads back. With Shayi Haram's force advancing on the Vogmem rear from west of the lake, the Red Lector probably hoped to trap the tribal forces in a pincer movement.

Ilsa leveled her machine gun at the enemy lines as they drew closer. Pounding of the feet and hooves of steeds thundered in her ears. Black Powder and his mercenary company shifted behind the front line to form up between the Vogmem advance where Ilsa rode and the immobile gun carriage further back.

Evidently, her father knew they would break through the thin group of Ayochian regulars between them and the artillery. But did he really think his few hundred troops, however well-trained, would hold if the soldiers in front of them routed?

No. He had to have another plan. A counter-attack? That would make sense. Given the deadliness of modern weapons in the hands of skilled and bonded soldiers, he could be planning to stop Ganara's charge by picking off troops during the fight at the front line, then closing to push them back. 

Ilsa gritted her teeth. Too late to change plans now.

Ganara whirled the black staff over her head, then thrust it's point forward as she bellowed a battle cry. The Vogmem joined her. In the din of shouts and screams of pain, Ilsa thought she heard Lemuel's voice join them. She urged Hailek to accelerate with her heels. The lines closed with each other.

Bullets whined and shotgun blasts sprayed. Troops on both sides fell, but the Vogmem steeds proved as tough as ever at this range. They often continued forward when wounded. Few even made sounds of complaint. Fewer still remained audible over the drumbeat of hooves.

The Ayochian troops began to retreat before Ganara's charge could meet them. The Vogmem column raced towards Black Powder's mercenaries.

The line of her father's troops looked heavy, thick with the long shadows of ballistic pavises interlaced with the barrels of rifles ending in bayonets. They were prepared for a charge.

Ilsa urged Hailek forward. Her fearless strider followed her heel's pressure as law. He accelerated. She took her shotgun in one hand, and her machine gun in the other. Recoil from the two combined could make her less accurate, compared to using one with a pistol, but she needed options against the dug-in troops.

She and Lemuel reached the front of the column. Hailek jostled with the steeds of Ganara's vanguard, close to the Vogmem chieftain herself.

She raised her voice and shouted to Ganara, "They're ready for us."

"Not ready enough." She held her staff before her, dragging bullets and shot to form a halo around her as Black Powder's mercenaries began to open up. The black staff held the projectiles just a moment each, before bouncing them back the way they had come. Most of the reflected shots impacted on the steel shields in the front rank, but a few mercenaries yelled in pain and went down.

Ilsa scanned the ranks, looking for her father. She spied him by the piece of artillery, his hands empty. So confident. She gritted her teeth. Arrogant as ever.

Ilsa took shots when she saw them. A wounded shield bearer collapsed, and she killed the mercenary behind him with a blast of her shotgun. She hugged close to Hailek's long-maned neck, felt his hair whip against her face in the wind. Her blood pulsed as she aimed, and shot, and killed.

The Vogmem column hit the mercenary line. There, the resistance intensified. Mercenaries with lances and axes fought hand to hand with Ganara's warriors at close quarters. But they could not hold out long as more Vogmem poured into the fray.

Ilsa's guns blazed. Her machine gun ran out of bullets, and she replaced it with a pistol from her hip. Lemuel took the fully-automatic gun and started to reload it. She felled another with the last loaded shotgun shell. Lemuel took that weapon as well.

A pistol in each hand, she slew foe after foe. All around her Vogmem began to drop, lacking the protection of Ganara's staff at such close quarters. Step by bloody step, Black Powder's troops retreated to the bulk of the immobile gun carriage.

Ilsa reached Ganara in the midst of a lull as warriors surged around them in pursuit. 

"We have momentum," said Ganara. "Keep moving."

Ilsa's bruised chest ached. "Something is wrong. Black Powder wouldn't just throw away so many troops."

Ganara scowled at her. "Time is already low. Press forward."

Ilsa could not disagree with that. The Uzan could be only minutes away by now. She wheeled Hailek to continue the attack.

Behind her, Lemuel cursed under his breath as he fought to reload the shotgun. "This mechanism is impossible."

She kept her eyes on the enemy. On the loading platform of the gun carriage, stood Black Powder, Henry Vel, her father. One sleeve was pulled back and marked with the long red line of a fresh brand from wrist to elbow-joint. He was trying to bond to a new weapon. But why now, in the thick of battle?

"Forget the gun, and hold onto me." Ilsa pushed her heels into Hailek's sides and the strider bounded forward.

Lemuel fumbled with the shotgun but put his small arm around Ilsa's waist. Hailek carried them to rejoin the front of the Vogmem column, with Ganara not far behind them.

At the head of the column, the fighting continued, just a short ten meters from the gun carriage where Black Powder stood. Ilsa shot down another pair of mercenaries and closed. 

"Jump, Hailek."

The strider obeyed, leaping over the front line of mercenaries fighting on the ground. Ilsa killed another of them from mid-air. A small shadow darted between her and the gun carriage.

Hailek's head bucked back. Blood spurted from his jaw, then his right leg gave out as he landed. Ilsa shouted, surprised. Her strider stumbled forward, half-dragging the limp right leg, then collapsed onto the stones.

Hailek's blood flowed down his weeping yellow mane in thick rivers. Ilsa leaned close to the strider's head as he struggled, still trying to stand, despite his uncooperative legs. She felt tears in her eyes. "Rest," she said. "Hathani keep you, my friend."

Lemuel grabbed her shoulder with his big hand. "Ilsa." He pulled her sideways from the saddle. She grunted as they hit the ground  a meter below. A hail of bullets raked across the saddle where they had been sitting and cut the saddlebags to pieces, sending splinters of Ilsa's red staff flying.

She leaped to her feet and ran past Hailek's ragged, bloody body. Before her stood Melinda. Her father's psychotic apprentice leered at Ilsa. "There you are." She giggled. "Sorry about your strider, but Black Powder must not be interrupted."

Even with the battle raging, Ilsa could swear she heard Hailek scraping on the stone, still trying to move. Always trying.

Ilsa's narrowed gaze met Melinda's gleaming eyes. "All gods damn you."

"Dull curse. He deserves better than you for a daughter." Melinda's pistols both aimed at Ilsa. With Lemuel somewhere behind her, Ilsa did not dare dodge. 

Instead, she took aim with both guns.

Melinda's breath misted before her. No more words. A flame kindled atop the gun carriage at her back. Black Powder stood just behind the fire and reached for the artillery gun with his branded arm. 

Melinda ducked toward Hailek and opened up on Ilsa. Their bullets could have crossed in flight. A rush of pain flooded Ilsa's right elbow, followed by the creeping numbness of Melinda's poisoned bullet. 

But her fingers still worked. She twisted her wrist, one eye closed in concentration. Her finger hit the trigger as Melinda's foot touched stone. Ilsa's bullet went through the girl's chest, just below the collarbone.

For a moment Melinda stood, halfway paralyzed. Ilsa's stomach churned. "Sorry," she murmured.

Blood bubbled between Melinda's lips. Her knees buckled. She slid sideways to the stony ground beside Hailek. Ilsa held her left pistol aimed at Melinda until the guns fell from the girl’s limp fingers.

Lemuel caught up with Ilsa. He looked at where Hailek and Melinda lay still. His eyes went wide and he turned to Ilsa. "Dead?"

"Both of them," she said. "I'm sure."

She turned toward the gun carriage. Suddenly the mercenaries seemed very far away. But the flame on the gun carriage still burned. Black Powder's shadow danced against the wall of the pass. His hand gripped the dull steel base of the artillery gun as the fire crept toward the munitions piled by the gun's autoloader.

Over the sound of Vogmem hoof-beats catching up to them, Ilsa heard her father's voice say, "Join to me, dear weapon." And the long brand on his arm burned red.

Ilsa remembered the way the ritual fires flared when father had bonded her guns to her as a child. 

Flames ignited a collection of shells on the front of the carriage.

Too late to run away.

Shelter. Need shelter. Ilsa shoved Lemuel toward Hailek's sagging bulk with her shoulder. She pressed herself close to him and dragged him down to the ground behind Hailek's body.

The explosion of the gun carriage rocked the entire pass.
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Ilsa's mother swam into view before her eyes.

"Ilsa," she said, "I'm glad to see you."

"Mother..." Ilsa gasped as she remembered the explosion. The world seemed far away, the pain, and the tears distant. Melinda had killed Hailek. She had forced Ilsa to kill her. "...It's all so terrible."

"What's terrible Ilsa?"

"War," she said. "The battles I've been fighting. It's all wrong. But I felt like I had the best reasons."

"It's war," said her mother seemingly from far away. "And war is awful, no matter why someone fights."

"You're right. Of course, you are." Ilsa's heart felt ready to burst. "Is it strange? I've fought so many battles, but I never realized that before now."

The world swam around her. The pass returned, cold, and painful, and filled with bitter smells. Lemuel lay by her side, his arm around her. They lay side by side within the curve of Hailek's still bulk. Ilsa's ears were ringing, yet she knew what her mother said next despite physical deafness from the explosion.

"It's alright, Ilsa. Everyone keeps learning."

"Mother," she said and sat up. The bodies of mercenaries and Vogmem warriors were scattered across the stones before her. Further down the pass, she glimpsed the banners of the Red Lector, many of them torn and tattered from flying debris. Small fires burned in bodies and wreckage all around.

Lemuel groaned and looked at her. He said something, but she could not hear his words, and judging by the look on his face, neither could he. She shook her head and tapped one ear.

He nodded. She got up carefully, a pistol in her left hand, and her right locked tight from Melinda's poison, the gun she had held dropped in the rush to find cover.

The girl's body lay near Hailek's head, completely still except for the spreading blood around her. Someone so young should have been given the chance to survive, Ilsa knew, but she had given Melinda every chance she could. 

Damn her, Ilsa thought with a flush of rage as she looked at Hailek. But there was no way left to punish her steed's killer.

Lemuel stood up and put his hand on Ilsa's shoulder. She noticed the revolver still tucked into his waistband. He had yet to fire a shot.

Good.

Hopefully, he would never have to feel what she experienced in the heat of the fray. A gun held in an angry hand. 

She scanned the battlefield as her hearing began to return little by little. The other Vogmem group had survived the blast of the exploding artillery shells unscathed, but Ganara's lead troops had been devastated. Blue had fallen behind in the charge, so Ilsa could hope she was safe. Most of the other riders and goat runners were in the same state as Ilsa and Lemuel or lay bloody and torn, unmoving.

She wandered back the way they had come, looking this way and that, Lemuel at her side, carrying her still-unloaded shotgun in his big hand. The machine gun had returned to Ilsa, and if she tried to summon it now she would have a full magazine of ammunition. So that would be simple enough to remember.

She stumbled between two runners and glimpsed a black staff beyond one of them, lying close to pale, out-stretched fingertips. Ilsa circled the fallen goat. Ganara lay beside her steed, her fingers slack where she had been reaching for the staff. Bloody lines and holes cut through her coat, and red speckled her face from chin to closed eyelids.

But her breath still misted in the air above her.

"Lemuel," said Ilsa, in a voice that sounded far away. "We need to get her help."

Ilsa sank down beside Ganara.

Lemuel stayed standing and looked this way and that, but no one else moved nearby. Ganara's wounds looked serious, life-threatening judging by the amount of blood on the shards of shrapnel beyond her. They had to move quickly.

Ilsa pressed her good hand to the largest wound, a gash across Ganara’s shoulder and nearly down to her chest. She applied what pressure she could with her one hand to hold back the blood-flow. Her fingers quickly turned red and sticky.

"Ilsa?" But it wasn't Lemuel who spoke. It was Ilsa's mother, standing by her side in a ghostly white hospital gown.

"Mother," Ilsa said. "She's dying."

"The spirits can heal her."

"Siuku," said Ilsa. "Of course. We need to find her."

She reached out, searching for Blue's spirit. Two bright beacons in the other column of Vogmem, far from the front line, appeared in her vision. Blue rode near Ashnia Haram. She must have gone to make sure the Ayochian mind eater did not escape.

"Blue," Ilsa said. "Get Siuku. I need your help on the other side of the pass."

Blue answered her with a confused flurry of thoughts. Of them, only one stood out intelligibly. "Ilsa, you're alive!"

"I am," she said. "But Ganara is dying. Get Siuku now."

Lemuel put a hand on her shoulder. His voice sounded small after the blast. "Who are you talking to?"

"Blue. I contacted her."

"You can do that?"

Beside Lemuel, Ilsa's mother nodded, and made a small smile.

"Yeah," said Ilsa. "I think I'm like my mother."

"Your mother?"

"She was never crazy. She saw things other people couldn't."

Mother folded her arms and her smile grew. "Ilsa, I have to tell you something. Your demons can be killed. If you separate them from their god."

"She's talking to me now." Ilsa turned to Lemuel. "We can kill the Uzan if we separate them from their god."

"The old god... Asurdeva." Lemuel circled Ganara and knelt down to press his hands to a wound on her side opposite Ilsa. He grimaced and turned pale as his hands became bloody. "Every Uzan has a name on its brow," he said. "I've seen it, and they're written in the old language."

"Their god's name?" said Ilsa.

"It's worth a shot," he said. "Literally." He turned his head, averting his eyes from Ganara's wounded form.

Ilsa nodded to him, but tears formed in her eyes. She leaned her face to Ganara's ear. "You can't die today," she said softly. "We're all nomads today, and nomads keep moving, no matter what happens."

Ganara's eyes twitched open. She gave Ilsa a sideways glance but said nothing before she closed her eyes again. But she went on breathing. She went on living.

Ilsa did not know how long she and Lemuel held Ganara before she heard the steps of striders and the hoof-beats of horses. The Oshomi arrived, Siuku in the lead, and Blue riding beside Tirica Chollush, who carried her long rifle across her saddle. A group of Vogmem leading the prisoners including Ashnia Haram, and Ozleji Sammhar, followed at a distance behind the steppe nomads.

Ilsa looked up at Siuku. "Quickly, keeper, she needs your help."

Siuku leaped from her horse's back and then ran the final meters. She unfastened her veil as she reached Ganara's side. Her hands moved and touched and healed. 

Ganara remained still for a long time. One eye opened. "I never thought an Oshomi would save my life. But you, you’re even paler than me..." she said. Then her eyes rolled back and closed. She slept.

A cheer went up from the distant Ayochian line. The Vogmem who had pressured them on the western side of the pass had been forced to a stalemate. A few of the hawks from Megalli's skyriders lay on the field where they had fallen. In a moment of fear, Ilsa realized she could not see Megalli herself among the riders still circling over the battlefield.

The Red Lector and his few remaining protectors stood at the front of the Ayochian line where the Vogmem had lost their momentum. Haram himself waved a red-streaked saber in his hand and shouted loud. "Which of you four barbarians shall fall next?"

Siuku's riders helped Ganara onto one of their horses along with her black staff. The Vogmem chieftain slumped in the saddle between two Oshomi, still unconscious. Ilsa and Blue exchanged glances. 

"I’m losing my sense of Megalli," Blue said softly.

Ilsa's stomach turned.

War is terrible. War is always terrible. And Koor's oracles were right that they would lose a leader. 

To fight a battle is always to lose the peace, Ilsa thought, as tears ran down her cheeks.

The Keeper of Tenlyres turned to Ilsa. "Ride. We can still break through. His line is weak, no matter who he has killed."

Ilsa and Lemuel climbed onto separate horses, behind their Oshomi riders. The Keeper of Tenlyres collected the survivors of Ganara's column. She wheeled her forces, both Vogmem and Oshomi and pressed the attack on the broken side of the Ayochian line where Ilsa's father had detonated the gun carriage.

Had he known it would explode? Could even he survive that blast? Ilsa doubted it, but she had no tears for him when so many others had died in this windy pass already. She rode through gaps in the enemy lines in the wake of Siuku's fresh troops.

The Red Lector's forces fell back to a rise in the center of the pass, two or three kilometers back from where the Vogmem charge had begun. They could not stop the nomads fighting past them on either side.

For a few minutes of riding and fighting, Ilsa thought they could escape without much more resistance. Then, a roar went up from the column ahead of them. A typhoon of incredibly varied gunshots and the smell of ancient propellant, bleak on the wind, reached Ilsa. Huge semi-humanoid shapes waded into the fray, uncaring if they killed Ayochians or nomads.

With bursts of bullets and hammer blows, they killed.

With furious blasts of shotguns grown from bloated bellies or yawning jaws they killed.

Screams and roars and cries of despair rang out from both sides.

The Uzan had arrived.
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The Uzan marched up the pass, too few in number to block it entirely, but each individually powerful enough to slay a dozen men and women in seconds. They bristled with weapons that belched impossibly bitter smoke.

And they surged toward the rise in the center where the Red Lector's forces still held ground. Cannon fire from the Uzan wrecked most of the remaining armored vehicles behind the Ayochian troops.

Ilsa looked for the Red Lector and found him quickly, at the heart of his troops on the sliver of high ground, beside the fat commander, Boraij Kanan, and to Ilsa's surprise and horror, the tall shape of Black Powder.

Her father looked no worse for the explosion he had triggered on the gun carriage, except for having shed his outer coat. He held a bonded pistol in each hand, but for the moment did not appear concerned with the battle, or the Uzan. 

Aloof as ever, even in the face of the demons he had set free.

Ilsa's half-numb and paralyzed right arm twitched. She kept her eyes on her father and the Red Lector who stood so near him. She clenched her teeth just to keep from yelling at them to stop hiding and fight. But her father had survived the explosion he had caused. He seemed as invincible as the Uzan, but there had to be a way to finally end him.

The Red Lector brandished his sword and waved it at a pike with a broken end held by one of his few remaining Lectoral Protectors. Ilsa squinted through smoke and dust as the red-armored protector hoisted his weapon higher. Megalli's body hung from the weapon, tied by the wrists. Cuts and gashes ran through her clothes, dripping with blood. Ilsa's stomach turned at the sight of the small woman being displayed as a gory trophy.

A shout of dismay ran through the Vogmem near Ilsa, and none was louder than the oldest of the Four, Akirette. Tears in her eyes, the old woman raised a rifle in one fist and held the reins of her goat runner in the other.

"Warriors to me!" she shouted. "Show them our answer to this insult."

Ilsa pointed Akirette out to the Oshomi rider guiding the horse on which she rode. "Follow her. The Uzan are too close."

The Oshomi, a scar-faced woman with tangled black hair, grunted and turned the horse toward Akirette. Nearby, Lemuel spoke to the rider of his horse in a voice Ilsa could not hear. But then he pointed at Siuku, who rode opposite Ilsa.

He must be thinking the keeper could still save Megalli. For all Ilsa knew he could be right, but the danger of closing with the Red Lector would be terrible, even if all the nomads attacked at once.

Ilsa caught Lemuel’s eye and then shook her head. 

Then, the horse beneath Ilsa accelerated after Akirette. The Vogmem charged.

Ilsa's mother's voice reached her mind through the ghostly world. "You may be wrong, Ilsa. She could still be saved."

"She's still alive?" Ilsa murmured.

Mother's eyes opened. "Don't let her hang there any longer."

"I won't." Ilsa checked the pistol she held in her functioning hand. She grimaced as she thought of the difficulty of reloading the weapon, and the fact that her other hand could not clench to summon its bonds. Only two guns left loaded.

The horse thundered beneath her, a far rougher ride than a strider like poor, loyal Hailek. She clamped her legs around the saddle and held on tight.

Akirette's warriors closed with the enemy, opening fire on Ayochians and Uzan alike. Bullets rebounded from stone more than they found their marks, but members of every force fell in the exchange with screams and cries of pain, or in the case of Uzan, with eerie silence.

Ilsa looked for Blue in the charging force. She found her friend riding her strider close to Lemuel and Tirica. Blue sent her a message mentally.

“The keeper has our flank, Ilsa. Be careful, there's something odd going on among the Uzan.”

Ilsa scowled. "Something other than them being undying monsters?"

Blue did not answer that question.

The horse carried Ilsa into the heart of the battle ahead of Lemuel and the others. She shot and killed the nearest Ayochian, but dread built in her stomach as the Uzan continued to advance. And she and the nomads kept charging right at them.

Time to find out if defacing the name of their god would break the magic that kept them from dying.

She caught up with Akirette just as the Red Lector's troops surged forward with him and his protectors at their center. Black Powder and General Kanan followed with their personal troops around them. Mercenaries and mechanized infantry formed a line behind the Red Lector's household troops.

Ilsa spotted the protector carrying the pike where Megalli hung by her wrists. She shot the man twice at close range, once in each arm. Her small rounds did not break his armor but made him turn toward her with a wavering half-step. She found the gap just above his collar and mortally wounded him with a third bullet.

He sank to his knees. Ilsa leaped from the saddle of the Oshomi horse. She landed beside the dead protector and found Megalli laying, bloody and unconscious on the edge of the fray. 

The Red Lector howled in rage and rushed toward her with two more protectors flanking him.

Black Powder advanced nearby, leading his mercenaries away from the Ayochian rearguard where the Uzan continued the slaughter.

Oshomi flooded around Ilsa and Megalli. Hooves stamped the ground. Bullets and arrows flew. But there was no sign of Siuku, and Megalli did not have long judging by the amount of blood she had already lost.

The Oshomi horses reversed as the Red Lector's close-quarters troops advanced. Ilsa crouched beside Megalli's bloody body and leveled her pistol at the leader of the Ayochian forces. She would fight here alone if she had to, just like in the cave, just like always.

Maybe that was her destiny, no matter how many friends she knew. She fought alone.

The Red Lector stood just behind his protectors, and the two red-armored men loomed over Ilsa. Goji Haram's lip curled. His saber's edge gleamed red. "You're too late to save her, priestess. But you can die at her side."

Black Powder's familiar voice burst like a shell over the sounds of carnage that surrounded Ilsa, Megalli, and the Red Lector's guards. "It's time."

Two shots cut the air, louder than the rest. Snipers. The Lectoral Protectors in front of the Red Lector staggered. One of them looked up at the cliff side where the deadly shots had originated. Ilsa smelled their blood, mingled with the same, almost-sweet, scent of paralyzing ballistic venom as Melinda's bullets. The bodyguards crumpled between her and the Red Lector.

"Damn you all.” The Red Lector thrust his saber at Ilsa. 

She shot him twice. The first bullet smashed his fingers and made the sword tumble from his grip. The second clipped his back knee, so when he tried to step forward, he fell to the ground in front of Ilsa. Pain wracked his lined features.

She looked at him from her crouch. A sick confusion built in her stomach. Who had shot those bodyguards? 

"Your father's men," said mother in Ilsa's mind.

Black Powder and Boraij Kanan marched forward through the battle. Neither of them fired a shot, but the Vogmem retreated before them. Even the sounds of the Uzan and their roaring guns faded away.

Mother's voice returned to Ilsa. "Your father... This isn't like him."

"He wouldn't betray his commander to save me," Ilsa said. "I know that much."

She kept her pistol extended before her. Just two bullets remained in the magazine. And one in the chamber.

Black Powder looked down at the fallen, struggling, bleeding shape of the Red Lector.

"Goji Haram," said Boraij Kanan in a voice too fierce for his heavy frame. "Sinner against the gray."

The Red Lector gave up reaching for his saber and rolled onto his back to face Kanan and Black Powder. In the same motion, he went for the pistol on his hip. “Kanan, you’d dare betray me?”

Before Ilsa's eyes, Black Powder shot the Red Lector through the palm. Haram recoiled and clutched at his shattered extremity.

"You-Vel, how dare you betray your Lector!" Haram spoke through gritted teeth. "You will hang for this, mercenary scum."

"Make no mistake, Goji," said Black Powder, stone-faced, "Half of me is Ayochian, but another half comes from Chogrum and the east. You are not holy."

"Only the divine monarchs of Ayoch are holy!" 

Kanan stepped onto the Red Lector's wounded leg. Haram gasped with pain but surprised Ilsa by maintaining a defiant expression. Kanan sneered at Haram. "We belong to a different master. The Gray Lector is with us now, Goji Haram!" He raised his pistol over his head, a light of ecstasy gleamed in his eyes. "I bowed for you, scraped for you, killed for you. But now, you will die by my hand." He lowered the pistol to his heaving side. "My loyalty has always been to the Gray Lector." He raised the barrel of the pistol.

"I won't beg for my life," Haram said, "But please shut up."

Behind Kanan's back, Black Powder nodded.

"No, I will not listen to you." The traitorous general pressed his heel into the bullet wound Ilsa's shot had left in the Red Lector's knee. "I want you to feel the humiliation I felt for all these months of serving under you."

On the ground near Ilsa, Megalli groaned softly. Her eyelids fluttered and looked at the Red Lector, fallen nearby. Her hands were still chained to the broken pike, and she looked weak, closer to death than ever. Ilsa snarled. Three shots. She still had three shots. And three enemies stood between her and saving Megalli.

She lurched to one side and fired at Kanan. Black Powder's hands moved in a flurry. The bright flare of a scatter shell flashed from one pistol. Ilsa's ears rang with the sound of the shot and shell. 

The bright shards of Black Powder's scatter shot spread across her bullet's trajectory. And there its line ended. He had picked her bullet from the air. Ilsa's teeth ground together. Her father continued to demonstrate his impossible, infuriating skills.

Her father's lip curled. "Give us a moment, daughter."

Kanan turned toward her, his pistol leveled. "You are next, priestess." He swung the gun to point at the wounded Lector on the ground. "I think I hear your sons and your wife on their way," he said. "But they will be too late." He looked around lazily. "Give my regards to the 'divine' monarchs of Ayoch. Your gods are dead, Haram."

"Kill me or not. My family will punish you."

Kanan laughed and turned toward Black Powder. "Do you believe this man, Vel? I cannot take his threats seriously. Never could, really."

Black Powder rolled his eyes, then focused on the Red Lector. His pistol-barrel twitched, almost imperceptibly toward the man on the ground. He squeezed the trigger.

A shock ran through Goji Haram's body. He snapped to one side, then went limp on the ground. The wound from Black Powder’s bullet went straight through his heart, spreading blood across the stones of Howling Pass.

Ilsa stared at the fallen Lector for an instant, then surged toward Megalli, keeping her pistol trained on Kanan. The fat general whirled toward her, gun in hand.

He could not normally have beaten her to the shot, but she felt slow from fatigue as well as the poison spreading from the wound in her arm. He trained the pistol on her and shouted. "Vel, you had no right to take his life from me. For that, your daughter dies."

A simmering heat at the back of Ilsa's awareness broke through to her conscious mind. With it, a terrible shriek echoed in her mental world, and she somehow knew, in the minds of every human and animal in the pass. Unmistakable rage combined with incoherent grief in Ashnia Haram's psychic outburst. Kanan flinched to one side. His eyes crossed and he dropped his pistol so it skittered to the ground.

The entire battle roared with the mental fury of all Ashnia's mind eater abilities bent to one single emotion. Anger. Warriors stopped fighting, stood paralyzed. Even the Uzan froze in their paces.

Ilsa's mind burned with the sensation. Tears ran down her cheeks as Ashnia’s rage melded with sorrow. Uncontrollable, unwarranted grief made her cold, bruised heart feel ready to burst. She fell onto her side and lost her grip on her pistol.

The shriek of temper was everything for an immortal stretch of seconds. Then, the furious mental scream subsided as quickly as it had arisen. Ilsa looked around, disoriented.

Uzan guns roared anew, killing more Ayochians and nomads alike.

Kanan regained his footing and turned to his right. There, Black Powder walked to the body of the Red Lector.

"You were a fool," he said. "But an enemy must be respected."

"Vel, you bastard," Kanan's eyes fell to the Red Lector's body. "You had no right. He was mine to kill."

"We are in battle," Black Powder said. "Kill, then gloat, if you must."

Kanan's troops pushed forward around the two men, Ilsa, and Megalli. Ilsa gripped her pistol, but kept her head down, hoping they would think her still stunned by Ashnia's explosive anger. They had killed the mind eater’s father, but Ilsa could hardly relate to that level of devotion to a parent.

Kanan raised his eyes and glared at Black Powder. The sound of hooves and claws approached, but Ilsa smelled Ayochian powder like a cloud approaching with them. 

General Shayi Haram's troops were about to reach the battle.

Ilsa's mind shifted halfway to despair.

Then, mother's voice spoke in her ear. "You can still live through this.” In a stern tone, she said, "Ilsa, stand up."

And Ilsa listened.
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She shot Kanan first, and the bullet made him stagger. Then his knees buckled. One shot left, she turned toward her father. The troops all around were crying out in dismay, maybe at the fall of their general. Or maybe at the closing ground between them and the nomad's resurgent attack.

In a few seconds, it became obvious Kanan's troops were too occupied with Akirette and Siuku's attack to shoot at Ilsa. She glared at her father over the body of the Red Lector, and the fallen forms of Kanan and Megalli.

Black Powder closed the dead Lector's eyes and then straightened to his full height. His dark gaze glimmered with something that could have been a hint of an emotion in any other human. But not in her father.

His guns hung in his hands, both nearly fully loaded.

"Haven't we done this before?" he said. "You, with a wounded arm. Me, always surprising you?"

"Melinda is dead. I had no choice."

"You killed her. There are always so many eager to learn from me." Black Powder's fingers remained off the triggers. "And hers is far from the only life you've taken today."

Ilsa's stomach churned. "You too."

He nodded. "Did you like the trick with the exploding artillery carriage? I'm glad you made it through the blast."

"I still don't know how you survived it." Ilsa's heartbeat seemed loud, too loud with the battle going on behind her. She could not help but notice the Uzan behind her father had stopped shooting. They marched toward the battle, side by side with Black Powder's remaining mercenaries. 

"It ruined my coat," said Black Powder. "But that couldn't be helped, I suppose."

She glared at him, partially to cover her fear for Megalli's faltering breaths. She did not want him to know she was concerned for the Vogmem chieftain. If he cared enough, he could kill the woman on the ground in an instant.

The chill air grew colder. Ilsa's bruised chest felt almost like the lance had never been removed from the wound.

Kanan snarled as he scrambled for his fallen pistol. "You bitch, I'll kill you."

"I'm talking to my daughter," said Black Powder. "Stay out of it, Boraij."

Kanan's face went white. "She shot me." Spittle flew from his lips. "Kill her. Vel, you must."

"Do not tell me about 'musts,' Boraij. I answer only to the Gray Lector and his master. No human stands above me."

"That's not like you," said Ilsa. “To answer to anyone.”

Her mother floated near her in her minds-eye. "You're right. He's always been ferociously independent."

Black Powder's eyes twinkled. "I could nearly say the same for you. Except you've always had one master even as a mercenary in the east."

"What do you know about me?"

"Unification will never occur under the power of humanity. The dreams of your clergy are hopeless."

"You may be right." Despair clutched like a cold hand at Ilsa's heart even as she said those words.

Nothingness would be better than her father's view of the world being true.

"Daughter, you know I am." Black Powder smiled, actually smiled, within the heart of a bloody battle. "Now, put down that gun. I can't offer you more than your life, but it is more than the priesthood with its flowers and feathers ever could."

"What are you saying?"

"Abandon your mission here. Go live your life the way you want. I won't stop you." He motioned with one pistol over his shoulder at the line of Uzan a mere twenty meters behind him. "Neither will my allies. You like men, don't you? Have some fun. Make friends. Enjoy your existence for a change. Ilsa, your mother and I only differed on the details of what we wanted for you. We both care, in our own ways."

Ilsa's mind raced at the ridiculous offer that hung in the air between them. 

Blue. 

Ferdinand.

Siuku.

Lemuel. 

The Four, even Akirette, and Ganara.

And Cass.

"I have made friends," said Ilsa in a near-murmur. "And you won't let us all go, even if you'd spare me."

"What makes you think that?"

"You chased us all here."

"Goji Haram commanded his army to pursue the Keeper of Tenlyres." Black Powder looked down at the dead Lector. "I'm here for what is in this pass." He motioned toward the wall of the mountain off to the side where he had detonated the gun carriage.

Where the stones had shifted and pockmarks scarred the wall, a shape stood outlined in the stone.

The shape of a smaller lyre made of darker stone, with pale strings of metal stretching from top to bottom.

Ilsa's eyes widened.

"Another one?"

"Not just any of them either," said Black Powder. "This marks the entryway to the realm of Asurdeva, hidden in death."

"The god of the Uzan."

"Eldest of his kind, daughter." 

"You would really let us all go?"

"I have a different army to fight now. The Red Lector's widow has troops at your back."

Two Uzan stomped forward to Black Powder's side. He nodded to them, then pointed at the outline of the lyre in the cliff side. "There it is, my friends."

The gun-demons grunted words Ilsa did not understand. Black Powder frowned. "No need to kill the goat and horse riders. They are fleeing already." He smirked at Ilsa. "See, daughter? Your friends are free to go."

Ilsa knelt down beside Megalli keeping her gun trained on Black Powder. "I don't trust you."

"Probably wise," he said.

Akirette's vanguard broke through Kanan's troops behind her with a thunder of hooves. The eye of the storm became charged with violence once again.

Kanan scrambled away from Ilsa toward the line of Uzan. Blue's strider stopped beside Ilsa and Megalli. A mounting line slapped against Ilsa's shoulder.

Lemuel helped her lift Megalli, until Blue could get the wounded chieftain onto her saddle.

Then, others arrived all at once, Akirette, Siuku, Cass, surrounded by nomad warriors. And the two Uzan beside Black Powder opened fire.

Bodies fell from saddles. Blood misted in the air and the battle was fresh. Black Powder threw up his arm to stop the Uzan and pushed one of them back with a shout of "Cease-fire!"  

It shocked Ilsa to hear the sound of urgency in her father's voice. She climbed onto the back of the horse that carried Lemuel. Her pistol flew into her hand once more.

The only Uzan left firing rounded toward her, guns leveled at Lemuel. A perverse, hideous grin stretched across the monster's broad gray face. The name of its god spread across its brows.

Ilsa's last bullet hit the creature in the face. She shouted toward Siuku as she dropped the gun. "Get everyone out of here. We have to go, as fast as we can."

The Keeper of Tenlyres heard, and guided her horse back from the fray, calling to her riders.

The nomads began to slip past the Uzan and headed west out of the  pass, but the Uzan Ilsa had shot propped itself up on its back, the bullet wound yawning between nose and eye. Guns emerged like flowers from its palm and fingers. It aimed at Lemuel and Ilsa.

She pulled the revolver from the back of his pants, then thumbed the hammer back on the unfamiliar single-action. The Uzan opened up on them.

Suddenly, Akirette was between them, spinning Ganara's black staff to catch the stream of bullets unleashed by the lethal demon. She looked back at Ilsa and Lemuel. "Ride," she said. “Get away.”

Black Powder stared at the Vogmem chieftain, shock on his face. The Uzan kept shooting, but Akirette deflected or caught all the rounds headed toward her. Her teeth gritted in concentration and effort.

“Not easy,” she said.

Ilsa and Lemuel rode away from the battle. The Uzan turned toward them. Ilsa picked a shot around Akirette and the staff. She took careful aim at the name of the old god on the one with the hole by its eye.

Her bullet streaked across the name of Asurdeva, scarring the word with a line of blood.

The Uzan went limp and stopped shooting. The monster seemed to shrink as it died, withering and becoming thin where it had been beefy and bloated.

Akirette lowered the staff, breathing hard, and turned her goat to follow Ilsa and the rest of the retreating nomads.

Black Powder shot her in the heart. One squeeze of the trigger. She dropped the staff and it clattered to the ground. Black Powder stalked toward the fallen length of wood. He withdrew one pistol and picked up Vada’s staff.

Akirette hugged her goat's neck with both arms and the runner continued after the rest of the nomads, carrying the mortally wounded chieftain with it.

Ilsa screamed in fury and pulled back the hammer to fire again. Her father nodded to her, then turned his back as the Oshomi horse carried Ilsa and Lemuel away from the bloody battlefield and back to the plateau of Yr.

Tears ran from Ilsa's eyes, but somehow she had survived the day.
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Smoke rose from the funeral pyres built of tower and steppe-grass.

There were far too many, especially considering the number of fallen nomads left behind in the pass. 

Hiragen and a limping Ganara had laid Akirette at what was now the center of the blaze, with her people all around them. Megalli had yet to wake again since the end of the battle, though she still drew breath.

So much had been left behind. From Hailek. To Ilsa’s red staff. To her instinct for mercy.

The fires blazed higher. Ilsa watched from a distance, standing beside Lemuel and his sister, tears in her eyes. She could not help but remember how Akirette had sworn not to die in the cave, that night not long ago. Yet, she had raced into action to save the leader of a different tribe.

Megalli had only survived because of Akirette's charge, and come to that, Ilsa and Lemuel owed her their lives as well. Those facts only made watching the smoke rise more difficult.

Ilsa choked out a sob and leaned against Lemuel where they stood.

And the greater tragedy yet lay ahead. With the death of the Red Lector, a war for Ayoch on the steppe had become inevitable. It did not matter how he died. The other four Lectors of Ayoch, and the Queen's army with them were on their way. They would wage war against the people of the steppe, and the demons of the old gods. 

The war would begin, and the people of the mountains and steppe would be caught in it. More Uzan would arise because Ilsa had been weak. Because she had failed.

She sagged where she stood, completely exhausted after kilometers of riding west from the pass, across the plateau. The mountains had taken a lot from her, including her faithful strider. She shivered in the breeze that came with the sinking sun. Blue contacted her mentally.

“You killed one of them. I know you did this time.”

“Maybe marring the name on their forehead really worked,” Ilsa thought back, brow furrowed. 

“We can’t be sure yet,” she said out loud.

Lemuel glanced at her, tears visible behind his glasses. “What do you mean?”

“I was talking to Blue.” 

“She’s close,” said Tirica. “I see her.”

Lemuel frowned.

Her friend approached through the gloom and shadows cast by the flames. The mind eater’s face looked as tired as Ilsa felt. “The Red Lector isn’t after the keeper anymore, I suppose.” She sighed. “But his wife won’t give up the chase as long as we have her daughter.”

“Ashnia made it?” said Ilsa.

“After her mental scream she passed out,” said Blue. “I’m just glad she didn’t get hit in the melee.” She indicated her own dented and scratched body-armor.

“You’re glad?” Tirica wrinkled her nose. “She’s really dangerous.”

“Yeah, but isn’t everyone?” Blue shrugged. “There was a time all I remembered was how I loved her. Now I wish I didn’t.”

Tirica looked into the fire and nodded. “I guess that makes sense. Because of who she is.”

Blue turned to Ilsa. “Cass and Ferdinand are talking.”

“Where?” asked Ilsa. “And hey, you shouldn’t spy on everyone.”

“I’m keeping my mind open for now.” Blue pointed down by the fire where two shadows stood with their arms around each other. Ferdinand’s overgrown mop of dark hair pressed into Cass’s red one.

Ilsa raised her eyebrows at Blue. “What are they talking about?”

“I thought I shouldn’t spy?”

“You have an open mind right now.”

“You can guess.” Blue gave a small snort of laughter. “Each other.”

Ilsa glanced at Lemuel. “Who’d have thought?”

“What, my old enemy and your old friend?” Lemuel shrugged his shoulders. “I guess there’s never a good time, and they both know that well enough.”

The fires burned higher, and the shadows deepened. In the morning they would need to keep riding and send out messengers to gather more Oshomi. Ilsa would do her best to tell what happened in those letters. But for the night, the pyres held back a little bit of the cold, and a little bit of the darkness.

Ilsa prayed their sacrifice would not be in vain.
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If we are to ride for any reason, let us ride as one people.

Ilsa rode the dappled gray steppe horse into the Filami village. Over the past month, she had become used to the animal, though it was completely unlike any strider or runner. In a way, that seemed fitting for a ride to Chogrum, a city where she had never been before. Everything became strange at once.

The village was tiny, as were most of the Filami settlements on the plateau of Yr. And like the rest, it was located in an area rich with underground plant piles. Atalem, however, had a dire distinguishing feature. It was the closest settlement of any kind to the Eastern Lyre, the place where Uzan slept closest to Chogrum.

If an attack was going to surprise the Prince of Chogrum, it would come from the lyre south of Atalem. The maps of the Oshomi called it the Flowering Lyre. The nomad warriors who rode with Ilsa assured her she would understand why they did once she saw it.

For the first time in years, she rode without Blue close by. Her friend was with a group of nomads further north, but also on their way eastward. They would reach Heaven's Lyre, located just a little further west than Ilsa was now, and make certain the Gray Lector and Black Powder did not try to raise another demonic army from it.

Even so, her friend felt close.

Ilsa touched the egg-shaped locket that contained a bit of plant pile and hung from a string around her neck. It had once belonged to Ashnia Haram, but Blue had repurposed it to amplify Ilsa's sense of spirits, at least as it applied to humans.

She had been skeptical at first but learned that if she focused a little, Ilsa could send a short message to Blue over seemingly any distance. Useful, in keeping their two groups in contact with each other while not sending out radio signals or messengers.

Her horse snorted as they passed a bale of Filami winter root. The hottest part of summer was approaching, but evidently, the people of Atalem still had some of their winter crops left over. Winter root could grow deep within piles and be extracted without damaging the rest of the organism if one knew where to dig.

Ilsa supposed the Filami here had mastered that sort of knowledge long ago. She pulled on the reins to slow her horse. That had taken some adjustment, as opposed to a whisper or flex of posture which would have sufficed to control a strider.

Siuku, the Keeper of Tenlyres, caught up with Ilsa, riding bareback with no reins, and brought her horse to a stop in the center of Atalem's main street. Villagers emerged from some of the nearby houses with caution. Some even held firearms, though none had the weapons readied.

Ilsa understood their caution. Oshomi like Siuku and the rest of the band riding with Ilsa sometimes raided the Filami villages near them for goods and supplies. Still, she doubted it would come to violence here, and if it did, Ilsa could quickly disarm the Filami without killing them. She doubted any of them had weapon bonds, and she was confident she could out-shoot unbonded marksmen.

Siuku called out to the villagers in the steppe's trade language. "Do not fear. We are not raiders."

A murmur ran through the Filami. A few of them came closer to the keeper.

Siuku continued, "I am the Keeper of Tenlyres, and I seek to protect all of Yr from the awakening of Asurdeva."

More murmurs. One of the Filami elders waved his arm at Siuku. She turned toward him. "What is it?" Her voice lost much of its grandeur. When she lowered the volume it went back to its usual monotone.

"You are Oshomi. When have the Oshomi protected anything?"

"I speak for all Oshomi now, not those of the past. In the coming days, we must all act as one if we are to survive."

The Filami exchanged glances as more Oshomi from Ilsa's group rode into the village, and along with them, Lemuel and Tirica Chollush. The scholar Ilsa loved, and his sister made their way toward her on their own horses, having also traded their striders to keep better pace on this ride east. She glanced in their direction.

Lemuel gave her a nod, more confident in their relationship after their time in the mountains. Ilsa felt the same way about things. They had held together under pressure without collapsing inward. She turned and rode to the keeper's side.

Ilsa raised both her branded hands. "She speaks the truth. I am a priestess of the Unification. I am not Oshomi, and you can trust the keeper's words."

Another elder shook her head. "I have heard the Keeper of Tenlyres rides the lands in the center of the steppe. Peaceful or not, why should we believe you are who you say?"

Siuku bowed her veiled head. "I would not ask you to trust me on faith alone. Have you anyone with cuts or wounds among you?"

The second elder's lined faced pinched into a frown. "The young occasionally cut themselves on the digging blades. What are you suggesting?"

"Bring me anyone with an open wound, and I will heal them."

After a few minutes of jostling and whispers and then some talk among the elders, a young man with a bandaged forearm walked forward. 

Siuku climbed down from her horse and unfastened one side of her veil. She carefully opened up the bandage with deft hands. Then, she touched the exposed wound in front of the crowd of Filami. Light flickered beneath her fingers.

The young man's eyes went wide and he stared at the smooth skin left behind from Siuku's touch. 

"It's true," he exclaimed. "The Keeper of Tenlyres can heal the wounded."

Siuku held out her hands, fingers streaked with small traces of the young man's blood. "I have been given this power by the spirits. Please, trust that I will not betray you."

The villagers crowded closer, their fear abated. A miracle has a way of convincing, Ilsa thought. 

She suspected Siuku's abilities were more similar to the powers of a mind eater or other magus than the keeper herself did, but the evidence was light. For one thing, Siuku's mind did not seem to cloud with the after effects, which was a difference between her and any type of magi but the ones referred to as mind eaters.

Her powers had physical influence. That meant if she was a magus she should be emanating traces of illusive fog as well when she used them. But that never happened either. 

The Keeper of Tenlyres remained mysterious to Ilsa, even after being healed by her more than once.

Siuku healed more wounded villagers. The elders inspected each one and eventually motioned for the other Oshomi to dismount. After that, many of the villagers left to prepare a feast. Others stepped forward to help the Oshomi tend to their tired horses. The band of the keeper was welcomed to Atalem with food from the local stores of crops.
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As the meal came to a close a few hours later, and most of the nomads and villagers had finished eating, Ilsa and Lemuel sat on a wooden bench facing south, where sunlight spilled down from a cloudless sky. Siuku was talking with the village elders at a table nearby, and Ilsa caught a familiar word one of the Filami said in a soft voice.

"...Demons..."

Ilsa rose from the bench and looked toward the table, sharpening her ears to better listen in.

"Uzan," said Siuku. "They can be difficult to detect. But you say they moved about in the night?"

"Yes. South of here, by the field of flowers," said the elder. "There are not many of them, but there need not be to threaten our village."

"I understand," said Siuku. "My people will investigate the place at once."

"You are generous, Keeper of Tenlyres."

A rumble of agreement came from the other elders.

"If we are to be friends, we must share what we have. And I have warriors." Siuku bowed to the elders. When she raised her head, she did not look in Ilsa's direction, but motioned her closer to the table with one hand, eerily aware of Ilsa's location.

"Priestess," said the keeper. "It seems our visit to the Flowering Lyre must be today."

"It makes sense," said Ilsa. "I can look into it right away."

"I will send a few of my warriors with you."

Lemuel and Tirica approached behind Ilsa. The Chogrumian siblings drew Ilsa and Siuku's attention.

"With respect, your holiness," said Lemuel, "But my sister and I have studied this lyre before. We should go as well."

"A good idea," said Siuku. "Go now if you can. I will send a group of warriors to join you once I have them readied."

"Thank you, keeper." Ilsa glanced at Lemuel and Tirica. "Are you sure? This could be dangerous."

"You know how to kill Uzan."

"That doesn't make it easy. Or safe."

He shrugged. "Nothing out here is safe. Chogrum will be sending troops to fight Ayoch and Dal any day now. And who knows how many Uzan there will be."

"Fine."

"You can't get rid of us that easily," said Tirica with a grin.

"I know." A smile tugged at the corners of Ilsa's lips. "We've been across half of Yr together."

"Damn right," said Tirica.

They went to retrieve their horses. Once mounted, they rode south toward the place where wild flowers bloomed from the plant piles. The easternmost artifact of Tenlyres.
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If we are to fight for any reason, let us face evil together.

Blooming flowers of every color surrounded the looming form of the Eastern Lyre. Ilsa realized what the Oshomi had told her was true, she understood why they always referred to it as "Flowering." The plant piles close to the surface here made the name obvious by sending up their stalks for pollination.

She, Lemuel, and Tirica rode through the flowers. A shame their horses left hoof prints in the soil and disturbed the natural beauty. However, the flowers also made it easier to spot if anyone else had been poking around on a steed. Strider and runner prints would be effortless to spot in this field where steppe grass gave way to bright blossoms.

Like the other structures of Tenlyres Ilsa had seen, the easternmost was made of dark-colored stone, raised on a circular base, though this one lacked ramps. Metallic strings gleamed in the afternoon sun. 

They left their horses beside the base. The animals could have leaped to reach the top, but they were already strained by the morning ride, and the stress would be unnecessary.

The three of them climbed the meter or so up onto the stone. She knew from what Lemuel had discovered about the lyres that, though the stone seemed still, they vibrated at a subtle frequency that made them impervious to the ravages of time. And they could morph to open up to allow access when the right notes were played on the lyre's metal strings.

She led the way to the strings and looked up at the flat stone support stretching across the top of the lyre. Lemuel glanced at the broader of the two arms of the lyre, where a gate to the empty upper chamber could be opened. "Looks like part of it is still sealed." 

"Yeah," said Ilsa. "Let's keep it that way."

If the lyre was opened entirely, as the central instrument had been, who could tell how many Uzan would be set free from its hidden chambers.

"I should study the piles around here," said Lemuel. "See if they can tell us anything about the history."

"I thought you two had been here before?" said Ilsa.

"We have. But I didn't know what to look for back then."

"I suppose it makes sense to check them before we play any notes."

Tirica nodded. "Don't want any surprises."

"Right," said Ilsa.

Lemuel and Ilsa walked to the edge of the raised base of the lyre. While the two of them climbed down to study the piles, Tirica took up a position by one of the lyre's arms and began to scan the steppe around them through the scope of her rifle.

Ilsa was grateful to have someone watching, in case of nearby enemies. She was even more grateful she hadn’t been forced to use her weapon bonds for weeks. 

In that time she could feel the guns joined to her spirit silent, but ready as ever to spill blood and take life.

On the ground, among the flowers, Lemuel retrieved an interface tablet from his pack. He crouched down and jabbed the long needle that unfolded from one end of the screen into the stem of a flower.

The screen flickered into life, activated by the bioelectric battery within it. Information stored by natural plant piles could be difficult to decipher, but if one knew what to look for, one could uncover many things about the area in the vicinity of the pile.

Lemuel's gaze moved over the stream of data points, mostly numbers with only a few words to label the units and title the columns. The interface translated the pile's information into simple characters when connected.

"Looks like someone has been around here in the last ten hours. Three someones today," he said. "One is average height, but low step pressure. Someone lightly built. The other two are a lot bigger."

"How big?" Ilsa asked, leaning in to look at the screen, though its digits and characters made little sense to her.

"Well, they could be Uzan, but a human the size of someone like Ozleji Sammhar would be about as heavy."

Ilsa's blood ran cold for a moment at the thought of Sammhar, though she knew he remained a prisoner of the Vogmem nomads allied with Siuku. She had out-shot him more than once, but it did not ease her completely, as it shouldn't for any of her father's apprentices.

"I can't see anything else out of the ordinary," said Lemuel. "My guess is, even if there are Uzan around, they haven't found the way to open up the lyre yet. It would be obvious if they had."

"Definitely," said Ilsa. "Is there anything else out here to see about?"

"I doubt it. If one of the piles has information the others don't, then it would still be like looking for a needle in a haystack."

The two of them climbed back onto the base of the lyre. Tirica nodded to them. "The plains look clear to me," she said.

"You ready to have a look inside?" Ilsa asked.

Lemuel folded his little hand into his big one. "It's funny. Just this spring I couldn't have imagined ever going inside a lyre. Now, I don't know how much there is to learn down there."

"Being trapped in one of them for a week could make anyone nervous," Ilsa said.

"The smell of days of our own excrement. The threat of death outside." Lemuel wrinkled his nose. "How could I forget?"

Ilsa took a deep breath and produced one of her pistols from her brand. She took her scroll case from her belt and handed it to Lemuel. 

The paper inside carried the instructions to play the notes to open the top chamber of the lyre. Ilsa had written them down during their stay within the Central Lyre. Later, she had added notes on what she suspected other tunes might do after her father used the relic song pistols to open the entire instrument and free its Uzan. She had only had time to think in the evenings on their ride east after escaping the mountains.

Lemuel unrolled the scroll. "Okay, just a few strings to hit." He relayed the information Ilsa half-remembered on her own.

She loaded her pistol and took a deep breath. A stray shot could bring out Uzan, but she would not miss. She took aim at the first string. "I'm ready." 

She pulled the trigger. Pivoted. Pulled the trigger again. The strings sounded more like heavy bells than an ordinary lyre, but as she played, the sound came out deep and distinct, even over the sound of Ilsa's gunshots.

If I'm not going deaf from playing these yet, I will be soon, Ilsa thought. She completed the brief tune and lowered the pistol.

Tirica let her rifle hang in the sling around her shoulders and applauded, then jerked forward, startled by the lyre's stone moving near her. Lemuel smirked as the wall beside Tirica opened up into a passage leading downward.

"It still amazes me the way this place works," he said with a note of awe in his voice.

Ilsa nodded to him. They walked toward the passage, side by side. "Tirica," said Ilsa. "Can you stay out here and keep watch?"

"Can do," said the girl. "Someone here has to look out for trouble." She walked a few paces away from the passage and sat down nearby. "Don't you two distract each other down there."

"Distract each other?" Lemuel flushed. "Sister, I don't know—"

"I know what you two have been doing when we camp at night. And it isn't all making notes and plans in your tent alone."

Lemuel's face grew redder than Ilsa had ever seen before. She stifled a laugh with her hand. Tirica did not bother hiding her own mirth.

"Sister, please," said Lemuel. "It is not polite."

"Brother, really?” Tirica seemed to choke on her laughter. “I'm happy for you. Besides, Ilsa doesn't mind. That’s obvious."

He waved his hands. "Ilsa has more experience with this sort of thing than I do."

"That is not the sort of thing most men just admit, you know," said Tirica.

Lemuel froze, suddenly silent, but still red.

"Your brother isn't most men. He's an uncommon genius." Ilsa put a hand on Lemuel's arm.

Everything from Lemuel's ears to his chin flushed after that.

Tirica shook her head, then sat back against the lyre's arm. She adjusted the scope while making a disgusted expression. "Alright, that was more than I needed to know." 

"Shouldn't have pushed," mumbled Lemuel. He started down the passage into the lyre. Ilsa followed him with a smile at Tirica as she walked past the girl.

Tirica pulled a disgusted face.

As they descended out of earshot of Tirica, Lemuel took a deep breath and turned to her. "An uncommon genius? Did you really mean that?"

"Of course I did. You figured out more about lyres than anyone since the ancients."

He started to speak but stopped himself. They continued to follow the dark sloping passage, illuminated by glowing stone streaks along the walls on either side of the five-meter-broad passage.

They emerged into the empty chamber under the base of lyre visible on the surface. It appeared to be identical in structure and dimensions to the one in the Central Lyre.

"Not much to see here," she said.

"Maybe. Maybe not." Lemuel followed the glowing lines in the stone along one of the walls. "If the passage above can be opened with a song, there could be other chambers accessible from this one using different notes."

"Siuku definitely seemed to think so." Ilsa frowned. "She didn't know any of those songs, though. just the one that opened the prisons of the Uzan, and the one that got us down here."

"If we have time, we should experiment with different notes." He furrowed his brow. "Something tells me there are other passages out from here."

"Intuition? You?"

"I know, I usually prefer data. But sometimes one has to make a hypothesis and then test it to learn. In this case, the hypothesis of songs is that they can help us learn without also freeing more Uzan."

"The hypothesis of songs," said Ilsa. "Sounds pretty poetic."

"That's more your field than mine," he said. "History, information, lyre lore, that's my skill set. You're the one with words. I'm glad you're writing them down now."

Ilsa followed him along the wall a few more paces then stopped. "I only do that when I think you're asleep."

"Yeah, but you didn't used to do it at all."

"Cass told me I should, back at the lake."

"I think she's right. You're still a priestess of Hathani, even without your staff."

"I'm starting to feel that way again," Ilsa said. "Sometimes I wasn't all that sure what I really believed."

"Well." He turned to face her. He took her free hand in his larger one. "We rely on each other to figure that out. At least, that's how it seems to me."

She pulled him close and they shared a kiss hot as summer in the cool chamber. 

"I keep counting on you," she said as they drew apart.

Two gunshots cracked the air. The sounds echoed down the passage to reverberate inside the chamber.

"Shit," said Ilsa. "Unfriendly company."

"That was Tirica's rifle." He reached for the revolver holstered at his belt. 

She turned toward the entrance and raised her pistol. They ran for the surface.
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When war wracks the land, armies band together, only to fall apart amid the fray. 

Even in defeat, strive to help others.

Ilsa dashed up the lyre's passage and ducked into open air. She kept her pistol ready as she turned toward Tirica. The Chogrumian girl continued to look through the scope of her rifle.

"Lemuel guessed right," she said. "Two Uzan and a woman."

Lemuel caught up with them, hand still on his revolver. He crouched and looked out over the field of flowers that stretched around the base of the lyre. "Where did you see them?"

"Just at the edge of the flowers," said Tirica. "They sort-of appeared there. I took a few shots at one of the Uzan. Hit his god's name with the first one, but missed the second. After that, they vanished."

"Vanished?" said Lemuel. "Into thin air?"

"They must have a sense magus with them," Ilsa said. "Koor mentioned some Uzan could conceal themselves and others back in the mountains."

Tirica muttered an old-fashioned Chogrumian curse. "What are the odds that one of two has that ability?"

"Pretty likely," said Ilsa. "If those two are meant to move around unseen."

"So, how are we supposed to know where they are?" asked Tirica.

"Look for the depressions in the flowers?" said Ilsa.

"Even better. If we connect to the pile, we should be able to sense their ground pressure through it." Lemuel took his hand off his revolver and pulled his interface screen from his pack.

"Good plan," said Ilsa. "Tirica—"

"I'll cover you two while you climb down," said the girl.

Ilsa nodded to her, then drew her shotgun from its brand. She loaded the weapon and raised it. Then, she gave Lemuel a glance. He nodded back.

They hustled to the edge of the lyre's base. She kept the shotgun ready as he climbed down, but saw no disturbances in the pattern of flowers beside where they had ridden up to the lyre.

Their Oshomi horses stamped the ground and snorted nervously as Lemuel dropped down. Ilsa was reminded of Hailek. Her poor loyal strider had always remained calm, right up until the end.

Horses, without the carefully engineered loyalty and genetically tweaked intelligence and confidence of a strider, could be spooked easily compared to such animals.

Ilsa kept scanning for Uzan but saw no sign of them or the woman who Tirica had seen accompanying the monsters. Her gaze locked on the path they had taken to the lyre's base on horseback. Most of the trampled flowers had begun to shift again in the wind. Ilsa squinted and found a few small flowers, still plastered flat. 

She smelled some kind of faint propellant on the wind. The scent was was subtle, but distinct enough to let her know that propellant did not belong to Tirica's bullets.

An idea to test the wrongness of the flowers and the whiff of propellant combined to cut through her other thoughts.

She crouched low and dropped over the side of the lyre. She landed in the flowers there and leveled her shotgun at the spot she had found before. 

Lemuel lowered himself to his hands and knees between her and the three horses. He inserted the needle of his tablet into a stem with as much care as his speed would allow.

Ilsa did not dare wait for him to make her certain of her guess. "Time to test a hypothesis," she whispered. 

She aimed her shotgun down the line of the path she and the others had ridden and pulled the trigger.

The spray of shot went airborne, then vanished from sight completely mid-flight. She scowled at the spot it had disappeared into a veil of illusion. The shape of an Uzan, taller than any man, with dark gray skin and the name of Asurdeva carved into its forehead, the arcane letters already marred by the slash of a bullet, appeared from the fading veil. 

The Uzan bellowed in rage more than pain as shot speckled its chest and shoulder. A gun-barrel emerged from the monster's open mouth and aimed at Ilsa. Blood ran from the Uzan’s wounds. Ilsa knew the creature was mortal for the moment.

Her shadow wavered among the flowers, but her body did not hesitate. She darted sideways and fired her pistol. The blast of the Uzan's weapon rebounded from the lyre behind where she had been standing. Her bullet cut the jaw of the creature. Dark blood flecked the flowers.

Lemuel looked up in shock at the sounds of their shots. Ilsa ran toward him. The Uzan whirled to follow her. She skidded in the flowers, trying to change direction away from the horses.

More weapons emerged from the Uzan's flesh. It could kill Ilsa, Lemuel, and all the horses in the next second if it fired. 

Another shot interrupted the monster's pivot. A hole burst through the Uzan's forehead. Rather than completing a lethal sweep, the Uzan sagged sideways and collapsed in a heavy wheeling motion.

Ilsa kept her pistol braced and trained on the fallen demon, but Tirica shouted in triumph. "Hey, Ilsa, you're not the only one to kill a monster now."

"Don't get overconfident," said Lemuel as he fiddled with the interface. "We still need to find the other one and that woman."

"Right," said Ilsa. "Keep your eyes open."

"What do you think I've been doing all this time? Got you both covered."

The Uzan Tirica had dropped did not move. Really dead? It must be.

Lemuel finished reading the interface. "That was the only one on this side."

"What about the others?" Ilsa asked.

"Looks like they could be circling around, right at the edge of the pile formation."

"Damn." Ilsa turned and scrambled up the side of the lyre's base once again. She reached the top with her hands pressed to warm stone and shouted a warning at Tirica. "Check the back. They're trying to flank us."

Tirica uttered an inarticulate curse and whirled to look around the arm of the lyre, rifle in hand. A shot roared from nowhere and through the scope from lens to lens. Tirica flinched back, though she had not been hurt by the shot. A shadow fell across her. The second Uzan, the sense magus, materialized out of its illusions.

Chest still flat on the stone, Ilsa grabbed and fired her pistol at the Uzan. The first two bullets opened holes above and below the name of Asurdeva on the monster's brow. It leered crazily, with iron-colored teeth and back-handed Tirica. She flew two meters and fell onto her front by the lyre's strings.

A set of light footsteps approached around the other arm of the lyre. A woman in her mid-forties and wearing a scroll case on a belt without a firearm holster, but with two magazines of large pistol rounds stood over Tirica. She held a large caliber pistol with a smoking barrel in one hand.

Another weapon bond. Could she be one of Father's apprentices?

The Uzan sense magus leveled an arm bristling with weapons at Tirica. The girl groaned and rolled onto her back. She looked alright, considering the force of the Uzan's blow, but her nose was bleeding in two trickles that ran to her lips. 

Ilsa did not give the Uzan another chance. Her shotgun roared and the name of Asuredeva shredded with dozens of pieces of shot. The weapon bucked in Ilsa's hands and then settled against stone.

The woman who stood over Tirica smirked. The veins in her bare arms stood out as she aimed her pistol at the girl on the ground.

Tirica grimaced up at the gun.

"You're a pretty good shot for someone unbonded," said the woman.

Tirica coughed, sending blood from her nose into the air. "Sneaky," she said.

Ilsa grunted. "Tirica, stay calm. I'll get you out of there." 

"Sure you will." The woman's eyes flicked toward where Ilsa had risen to a crouch. "I heard you killed Melinda. Is that true, Ilsa?"

Ilsa's stomached churned. "She gave me no choice."

"What if I give you a choice, this time, my dear."

"Who are you?"

"You don't remember me? I suppose you wouldn't. You were, what, ten last time we met?" She smiled. "Ah, those were the days. I was still getting over not wearing gloves in the cold." she waggled the fingers of her free hand at Ilsa. They were all bare.

"You. You were one of his apprentices."

"Not just one. I am the first. And I'm a little proud of that fact. You can just call me First because that's who I am."

Ilsa gritted her teeth. At this range, the shotgun could easily hit Tirica if she used it, but her pistol was down to the last few bullets loaded. "First," she said. "You had a name when I met you before."

"But you don't remember it. That's obvious." First rolled her eyes and then looked down at Tirica. "Time to go, my talented young friend." She aimed with her pistol. Like all of father's students, she preferred to target the heart over the head. 

Tirica squeezed her eyes shut.

Ilsa rolled onto her side to aim her pistol at First. The woman did not hesitate but immediately swung her weapon around. Without looking, she shot Ilsa in the abdomen. Searing pain burned through her, not the numbing of the paralytic venom used by Black Powder's younger apprentices. The hot agony of a solid metal slug.

She fell onto her back but kept her pistol trained on First. She squeezed the trigger, but as she did her stomach spasmed and the shot went high. Her bullet deflected from the lyre’s arm behind First.

First shot the gun from Ilsa's hand with her next bullet. "I think we're done here, child. Shame I've been asked not to kill you. Yet." She frowned down at where Ilsa writhed on the base of the lyre. "Your father isn't happy about you killing Uzan." She leaned toward Tirica. "You either."

A cold wave of panic hit Ilsa she struggled to move the shotgun, fighting the pain of her wounds. First grabbed Tirica's collar and tugged her up.

The Chogrumian girl spat drops of saliva and blood onto First's face. The woman showed no sign of surprise, and she did not slow. She slammed Tirica's skull against the lyre's stone. With a dull thud, Tirica went limp.

First shook her head, but didn’t bother to wipe the blood and spit from her face. She slid one arm under Tirica and lifted the girl onto her shoulders.

Ilsa tried to turn the shotgun toward her. Her eyelids fluttered, close to blacking out from the shock, though not as bad as when Ferdinand's lance had stabbed her. The bullet was still lodged in her, searing hot. Blood coated her shirt around the wound. She forced her eyes to open fully.

First and Tirica were gone. She groaned and sagged against the lyre's base. No. Damn it. She had to get up, to go after them. Her legs responded, but she only barely got to her hands and knees, one hand on the grip of her shotgun. 

Something thumped against the stone behind her. She looked at Lemuel. He crouched where had just climbed up the base. He met her desperate gaze with one of his own. "Are you alright? Where's Tirica?"

"That woman took her," Ilsa managed. "Not sure which way they went." The world swam around her and her arms trembled.

Lemuel's eyes found the dead Uzan not far away. He turned toward Ilsa. "She shot you." 

"Yeah. I don't know how long I've got before I pass out." She grunted. "Sorry."

He crawled to her side. He brought his face close to hers. "Tirica's still alive. We can go after her once you’re healed."

She nodded unsteadily. He brushed her cheek with his fingers. "I can help you get to the horses. Come on." 

They moved to the edge of the stone, where he climbed down first. Ilsa slipped during her descent, but he steadied her with both hands, then helped her into the saddle. Blood stained her hands, saddle, and the bags hanging from it. She hunched forward in agony. They turned the horse back toward Atalem where Siuku could put and end to this pain.
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When humans stand united, we can face any challenge and succeed.

Once a warrior had dug out the bullet, Siuku healed the wound in Ilsa's stomach with a few careful presses of her hand. A bruise remained, painful and black, an artifact of the internal damage caused by the shot. Ilsa gave Siuku a grateful nod as the keeper replaced her veil. It hid her face except for her weary red eyes.

The keeper left the small room where Ilsa lay and went out to the parlor.

They were in a house in Atalem, with probably four hours until dusk. The Oshomi were making camp south of the village. Siuku had gathered forty riders from the bands they had encountered on their way east. Almost all of them were planning to stay near Atalem. From the village, it was only three days' ride to Chogrum on horseback.

Ilsa groaned as she thought over the plan, lying on her back on a bed in the low-ceilinged Filami house built from packed Earth and tower grass. One of the few companions who would have gone all the way to Chogrum had just disappeared. She swore she would do everything she could to find Tirica.

She did not want to think of what her father's apprentices would do to the girl if Ilsa took too long. Target practice looked optimistic, the way she saw it. Tirica had survived so much, and she had come so far. Ilsa would not let Black Powder just snap his fingers and have her killed.

She swung her legs off the bed. Voices came from the parlor, one obviously Siuku because of the monotone. The other belonged to Lemuel.

"I won’t just let them take my sister."

"You cannot save her alone."

"You think Ilsa won't agree with me?"

"She may. But I suspect she will see things my way. We have a mission to ally with Chogrum."

"My sister has saved me more times than I can count, keeper."

"I am sorry about your sister. Truly. Right now we must do the greatest good we can."

Ilsa made her way to the doorway of the parlor. She ducked her head to step out of the windowless bedroom. The parlor was almost as shadowy as the room she had just left. Only one small window let in sunlight. The door to the street out front was closed. Good. The villagers did not need to hear this argument.

"They could kill her," said Lemuel softly, just as Ilsa stepped into the room.

Both Lemuel and Siuku's eyes moved to look in her direction.

Siuku said, "That woman could have killed her already if she wanted. It would have been easier."

Lemuel's gaze remained on Ilsa. "Please, Ilsa."

A cold pain mixed with the churn of her stomach to make her feel sick. "Lemuel. I hate to say it, but the keeper could be right."

"Or she could be wrong," said Lemuel.

Ilsa touched the egg-like locket hanging around her neck. "I can contact Blue, ask her to scout for Tirica's mind."

"We must move on," said Siuku. "The Prince of Chogrum holds Hathani's True Red staff. If it's powers are anything like the True Blackwood, we will gain more than an army once Chogrum is our ally."

"I don't like it," said Ilsa, eyes downcast. "But it's true."

"We can save your sister while we save the rest of Yr. Trust me, Lemuel." Siuku managed to soften her voice just a little with the last word.

Lemuel sighed and shook his head. "I understand the stakes. Promise me you'll help me find her once we have Chogrum on our side."

"I promise," said Ilsa.

"As do I." Siuku bowed to Lemuel. "We leave at dawn. Let us give this family their home back." 

They left the house and went out into the street.

Lemuel turned to Ilsa. "Are you alright? It looked pretty bad."

"It doesn't hurt as much as Ferdinand's lance, but its close."

He nodded. "I'm sorry. You were hurt, and all I could worry about was my sister."

"She's in more danger than I am. Thanks to Siuku healing me."

Lemuel nodded. "You put yourself in so much danger for your mission."

"The mission is important. That doesn't mean it is all I care about." She put her arm around him. "We'll find her. Believe me."

"I believe you more than the keeper. She seems so cold most of the time."

"She can seem that way, but I can tell she cares." Ilsa looked after Siuku. The keeper made her way over to a group of villagers and warriors. "It was her idea to offer protection to the Filami, and her compassion doesn't end with them."

Lemuel nodded. "She even managed to make peace with the people who killed her family. I might not be able to do that."

Ilsa nodded. She had done what they were talking about, but she didn't want to say so. Her mother had done the same. Chogrum had taken a lot from Ilsa's family, and her father, though only partially Chogrumian, threatened to keep doing so.
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A few paces beyond the last house to the east in Atalem, Ilsa reached out with her spirit. She strained to connect to Blue, over two hundred kilometers to the north. She had never reached so far with conscious intent, even to her mind eater friend.

She focused on Blue's mind, her gregarious manner, her enthusiasm combined with her discipline. 

Her friend met her mind to mind.

"Ilsa, you seem upset. What's wrong?"

"One of my father's apprentices captured Tirica."

"How? When?"

"She out-shot me, I guess. It was just this afternoon, less than two hours ago."

"Did you get her name?"

"She told me to call her ‘First.’ Said I had met her before. I don't remember her."

"That's not too helpful."

"She got away. Blue, can you help me find her?"

"I doubt it. I can only connect to you at this distance because of that temple locket. But once we both get to Chogrum, maybe."

"How far out are you?"

"Just two days ride."

"You'll probably get there first. Oh, the Flowering Lyre is still sealed."

"That's good news," said Blue. "So far, it looks like the Gray Lector has only managed to gather a couple thousand Uzan from the middle lyres."

"Only... Well, two less, as of today," Ilsa said.

"You killed more of them?"

"When First attacked. I shot one, and Tirica killed the other. She actually got the first one." Ilsa's mind darkened. "I'm worried about her, Blue."

"We can't help her right now. You've always been good at focusing, Ilsa. Use it."

"Right. How are things going with Ashnia?"

"I've got her suppressed." Blue's mental presence rippled with frustration. "She can't break out, but I wish I could talk to her. She's so close, and I keep remembering more about my time in the temple."

"Anything from before that?"

"Not yet, Ilsa. I don't know if I'll ever get that far back."

"Good luck with her, Blue."

"You too. How's Lemuel holding up?"

"He's worried about Tirica. I don't blame him. But there was one other thing..."

"What is it?"

"First told Tirica she was a good shot. That's true. I guess it’s not impossible Black Powder, my father, may want to recruit her."

"They'll be in for a surprise if they think they can control her," said Blue. "She's as stubborn as Ashnia. And that's on our side."

"I don't know. Black Powder offers things to gunfighters they can't get without him, the deepest form of weapon bond."

"Bonded to the spirit. I wonder why it seems like no one else can figure that out."

"I wish I knew."

"Hold it together, Ilsa. Oh, I think we're losing connection."

"Stay safe."

"You too."

Their mind drifted apart. Ilsa opened her eyes on the edge of the village. When they met up in Chogrum, she would have a prayer to find Tirica again. But her mission remained, to prevent the war from consuming Yr. She may not have much respect for her mentor, Koor, any longer, but her goals had not changed. She would fight for a greater peace, as paradoxical as that seemed.
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Often, taking even the lowest action is better than taking no action.

The next morning, Ilsa rode east out of Atalem with Siuku, Lemuel, and two of Siuku’s lightning catchers. One of them, Okko, had been with the band in the mountains. He was young and beamed with a kind of familiar happiness near constantly since they returned to the steppe.

Ilsa rode ahead of Lemuel and Siuku with the lightning catchers, their long two-pronged lances fully charged since they had encountered a wild animal pile two weeks ago. She kept her eyes alert and sniffed the breeze for any hint of propellant. Okko raised his eyebrows, which only slightly disrupted his infectious smile.

"You expect trouble."

"After yesterday, we need to be careful."

"Agreed," said the other lightning catcher, a wild-haired woman with dark eyes.

Okko shrugged and his smile returned. "You women are too cautious. The steppe belongs to us Oshomi."

The other Oshomi grunted. "We have competition now."

Ilsa nodded. "Things keep changing. We don't know how fast Ayoch is moving east." 

She squinted into the distance. A cloud began to bloom in pale colors ranging from gray to blue, over the steppe northeast of them. She recognized the excess illusions produced by war magi manifesting physical abilities.

"That could be trouble," she said, pointing at the cloud.

"It must be at least twenty kilometers away," said Okko.

"Could be an army," said Ilsa. "And if it is, they will have scouts and sensors to look for us."

Lemuel and Siuku caught up with them. 

"What is that?" asked the keeper. "Magic?"

"Looks like it," said Ilsa. "It could be an army."

"And we can't tell whose army," said Lemuel.

"No way Dal or Chogrum got ahead of us," said Okko. "We Oshomi are the wind."

"We had best be careful." Siuku scowled behind her veil, brows bending inward. "Do not lose your head in the fresh air, Okko."

The young lightning catcher flushed. "Keeper," he said, and lowered his eyes. "I won’t."

Lemuel frowned. "It's still a ways out. We could get a little closer and we might be able to learn something about them if we do."

"Right," said Ilsa.

"It will not slow us down." Siuku turned to the other lightning catcher. "Let us ride."

As they continued to the northeast, the group stayed close together. Ilsa leaned toward Lemuel as they rode side by side.

"How long has it been since you've been to Chogrum?"

"We—Tirica and I—were there for the winter. Our family has a house in the city, but my father usually rents it out."

"Could be useful to have a place to stay if we can't find anywhere else easily."

"Chogrum is a huge city. Even bigger than Dal. We shouldn't have any trouble finding a place to stay. And, much as I hate to admit it, Ferdinand probably has more contacts there than I do, thanks to the kinds of ‘business’ he does in the city."

"Selling artifacts?" said Ilsa.

"Yes," said Lemuel. "I've had to track down items he’s sold before so I could study them. Tirica was always eager to push on his fences to find their wares." He sighed.

"We'll get her back," said Ilsa. "Blue says once we meet her in Chogrum we might be able to work together to track Tirica’s mind."

Lemuel's eyebrows went up. "That’s a good idea. Hopefully, we can get there without an army catching us." He craned his neck and looked north. "That cloud is getting bigger."

"Yeah." Ilsa turned to Siuku. "Looks like whoever is making that cloud isn't moving."

"We should adjust. We will go around them."

The lightning catchers led them off to the south, and then the group arced east. They rode with speed. The hooves of their horses pounded over the steppe grass. Ilsa kept her eyes on the cloud of shifting colors as it went from bluish gray to nearly pink.

The ground began to slope downward the way it did toward the edge of the plateau, except for along a narrow outcrop. Okko rode to the edge of the drop-off and brought his horse to a stop. Ilsa and the others followed him. It would pay to get a view.

A few stones poked up at the rough edge of the cliff. Ilsa reined in her horse beside Okko, with Lemuel just behind her. She peered out over the plains below them.

Stands of tower grass dotted the ground below, stretching off here and there into the distance. This close to the edge of the plateau, there were not a lot of lotok formations, and the air was clear of any geysers of ground water. She scanned the ground below. A disturbing combination of smells reached her on the headwind.

Blood and propellant were all too familiar together in Ilsa's nose.

Okko pointed. "Looks like someone's been fighting down there."

Ilsa sniffed the air. "Smells like pretty recently too."

"Keeper, we should look into it," said the older lightning catcher.

"Indeed," said Siuku. "Be cautious. Enemies could still be nearby."

They rode back along the outcrop, then down the slope to circle around the small cliff of black granite. After they circled, they headed eastward, toward the increasingly clear smells of blood and battle.

Ilsa spotted the first dead Chogrumian runner while it was still almost two-hundred meters away. She frowned as more slain animals and humans drew into view. Her nose told her they had not been dead long. Flies buzzed over the remains.

Ilsa slowed her horse, then dismounted and started closer on foot. 

The Chogrumian by the first runner lay dead on his side, blood stained on the grass around him. He had been shot more than once. Ilsa thought of the pain he must have felt in his final moments. She scowled.

She looked for signs of who had killed the group of scouts that spread out along the ground over the next fifty meters. They were all Chogrumian. None of their opposition had been left behind.

She felt her teeth grind as she walked amid the remains of the carnage. The Chogrumians, definitely scouts, had been hit fast. Most of them had not discharged their weapons.

Slaughtered with their long-clawed runners. Chogrumian runners were different than most Ayochian or Vogmem runners in that they could walk on their claws with good speed, and remain nearly silent as they moved.

A few of the eighteen Chogrumians had definitely shot back at their attackers. A group of four scouts had died in a circle of their runners, the animals sheltering them at the expense of their own lives. Ilsa crouched in the center of the bodies, one hand over her mouth and nose to hold back the smell. It did nothing for the sound of concentrated clusters of flies.

These troops had fired off a few shots each. But their ammunition had been left in the weapons and magazines where the scouts had dropped them. Whoever had killed them used weapons different enough to not bother collecting their gear after they had wiped them out.

And there, in the center of the last stand of these men and women she had not known, she found a single piece of metal in the midst of the bodies and fallen gear. It was a shell-casing, but different from all the others. She could tell because it was etched with mystic symbols along one side, the side where the bullet would have shot free. The casing belonged to a magus round. 

Ilsa's blood ran cold. Not as cold as the hearts of these dead soldiers had been, she suspected. She looked around and saw that none of the soldiers in the last stand had wounds that should have killed them, not on the outside, anyway.

Just the same, they were dead, their hearts stopped.

As the Oshomi picked through the remains, collecting weapons and bits of gear that had not been ruined in the fight or by the day of animals and insects feeding on the scene.

Ice in the heart. Yunn Haram.

The Ayochian scouts had attacked these men. The sons of the Red Lector had fought on this battlefield. Ilsa turned and saw Okko staring at her where she stood amid the four soldiers who Yunn Haram had killed with his magic.

His smiles from before were gone, and his eyes were wide.

"It could have been the Red Lector's scouts," said Ilsa. "They may have survived the battle in the mountains."

Okko stared at her. "I had hoped we'd seen the last of them."

"Me too." Lemuel walked to Okko's side. "We have no luck."

Okko nodded, expression looking numb. He had seen battles, like the one in Howling Pass, Ilsa knew, but he must never have seen a massacre like this before. The horror of merciless killing filled the air like a ghost, like the ever-present smell of death, or the clouds of flies that sometimes moved as if they were one being.

She left the circle of runners where those four had fought. She breathed a little more easily once clear of them, but still, she scarcely had a way to tell if Yunn had killed them, or if another ice magus had been here. She looked down at the shell casing in the palm of her hand.

"Lemuel, can you give me a second opinion on this?" 

He took a step toward her and leaned in to look down at her hand. "Magus script, from the look of it."

"Do you think its Ayochian in origin?"

"There isn't much there, but what there is, looks that way."

Ilsa gulped. "That pretty much confirms it. For me, at least."

Siuku joined them, along with the other lightning catcher. She bowed her head. "This is an evil place. Say a prayer for them, but we must ride on."

"I understand," said Ilsa. She opened her scroll case. Her words for the dead and dying ran down the middle portion of the thick paper.

"Be at peace," she intoned. “Your names may go unknown to us, but you will not be forgotten. Life must end. But life does not have to end in horror..." 

[image: image]




[image: image]

And when life ends, let it end with peace. 

No matter how much one must struggle to survive.

––––––––
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Chogrum appeared the next day, and the five of them rode right toward it, along the eastern cliffs of the plateau. The horses kept a good pace, but it still took them until late afternoon to make it to the city. At the outskirts, Ilsa began to become nervous their steeds would make them conspicuous, but Lemuel assured her horses were not unknown in Chogrum like they were in Dal.

Not for the first time, she missed Hailek. The strider would have given her a higher vantage point to observe the street around them. Siuku and the other Oshomi took in the sights of the city with awe. 

The people around them regarded the five weary, bloody, worn riders with curious, sometimes nervous, gazes in return. 

In Chogrum, the people varied even more in appearance than Dalites. They ranged from the dark skin of the southern continental peoples to Morhoenese, to pale skin like could be found in Dal or Ayoch. Some could have belonged to the Filami or even the nomad peoples.

The buildings on the outskirts were less different from each other than the people Ilsa saw. Almost all of them were two-stories with vines and creepers turning green in the summer sun crawling along their sides. Some of those vines attached to plant piles where the pavement parted, bulging at the edges where the roots pushed up from below concrete. Almost every one of the gray structures was topped by a glowing screen. Letters in Yrian common that scrolled across each one. 

To her surprise, Ilsa noticed uniformed soldiers patrolled the rooftops on the main thoroughfare that led toward the city's center. Yet, no one stopped the obviously armed Oshomi riding down the street. Maybe they figured five riders made little difference against the numbers of troops in the neighborhood. They were probably right. 

Trash filled containers in alleyways, but the smells were muted compared to the massacre, still fresh in her mind.

Eventually, they moved into a less dilapidated part of the city, a few kilometers from the edge. There, Ilsa began to feel the presence of Blue nearby.

Feel may not have been the right way to think about it. She understood Blue's mind was extended, and it brushed against her spirit senses at the edge of awareness. She took the lead and followed that sense. 

They made their way to a hotel, five times the height of the buildings around it, where they reined in the horses and then, led them to the stable next door. The stable was built for larger animals, and Ilsa spotted the dark-colored strider Blue had brought from Dal in a stall next to Ferdinand’s white one. Part of her heart surged with new confidence because of the knowledge her friends had made it to Chogrum safely. 

She followed the others out of the stable. They had paid with coins collected from troops at the massacre site. 

Ilsa felt sick at the thought of the slaughter. They checked into the hotel with the same tragic currency as collateral. The group had enough for a week in two rooms. Plenty of time. Thanks to their scavenging and the little money given to them by the Vogmem tribals when they separated a month ago.

They went up to the rooms. How odd they must look, walking down the halls of even a small hotel. The Keeper of Tenlyres and her warriors. And Ilsa and Lemuel, who probably did not look much different from the Oshomi, after two months as nomads.

Ilsa and Lemuel took one room. The Oshomi took the other. 

While Lemuel took the first shower, she reached out with her mind and looked for Blue.

At first, the vast number of people in the city around her was overwhelming, chaotic, shifting, difficult to comprehend. She touched the locket, focused on it. Blue's connection to the locket brought her back, guided her around the hotel, and quickly brought her to the suite just above hers and Lemuel's room.

Her friend was at the center of a group of familiar spirits in the suite. Ilsa hopped up from the edge of the bed where she had been sitting. She went out into the hall, taking her room key with her. She headed upstairs and knocked on Blue's door.

Audible motion came from within. After a moment, the door opened inward. 

The room on the other side was far larger than the room Ilsa and Lemuel had been in downstairs on the ninth floor. Blue stared at her from the center, by a crescent-shaped couch. She still wore the same set of body armor she always did, and her hair hung back in thick braids. Her eyes widened when she saw Ilsa. 

"Get in here," she said in a thick voice, almost slurring her words. Ilsa hurried into the room. Blue wrapped her arms around her shoulders. "You made it!"

"So did you," said Ilsa.

Someone chuckled off to her left. Ferdinand Thoss shook his head as she looked in his direction. "I thought you never missed, priestess?"

"You thought wrong." Ilsa felt tears in her eyes. She half-wished his joke was true. 

At the window, where she had been looking over the city, Cass turned toward Ilsa. "Hathani, you're crying, Ilsa."

"I know." She wiped her eyes. "I'm just—I'm just glad you all made it." She looked around the lavish room with three bedrooms connected to it by adjoining doors. "Looks like you sprang for some nice rooms."

"I had some cash saved from the last time I was here," said Blue.

"I've never stayed anywhere this nice." Ferdinand whistled, "But then, I never knew how to save money."

Cass gave a snort of laughter.

"We needed the top room," said Blue.

"Why? For a lookout?" Ilsa asked.

One of the bedroom doors opened. Ilsa stepped back in surprise at the sight of the lithe form of Megalli standing in the doorway. She wore Chogrumian city clothes, including a pair of white trousers and a small-brimmed hat.

The chieftain of the Vogmem skyriders grinned at Ilsa. "For my people to land on, priestess."

Ilsa could not help the smile that crept onto her face. After days of riding with worry about Tirica, and witnessing the sight of the massacre on the way to the city, Ilsa had needed some good news.

"You're awake! Blue didn't tell me you had joined her group."

"They only caught up with us yesterday," said Blue. "Ten skyriders and Megalli."

"The greatest of the skyriders, that is," said Megalli with a grin. "Since the keeper healed me, I made a decision for my people. We may never convince the others, especially not Ganara. Still, my people can do what is necessary to fight the Uzan, even allying with Chogrum." She bounced up and down. "I'm the only one to enter the city so far. The first Vogmem chieftain in over a century."

"You led the way." Ilsa nodded. "I'm glad to see you."

"Me too," said Megalli. Her faced grew serious. "I did not expect to survive my wounds when I fell in the pass. I remember thinking: This is death. It felt so simple. I wonder if Akirette felt the same?"

Ilsa bowed her head.

Blue put a hand on Ilsa's shoulder. "Ashnia's here too, still suppressed of course."

"Where?"

Blue motioned to the bedroom. "In there. She has been sleeping a lot."

Ilsa nodded. "I had better get back downstairs. Lemuel was in the shower, and I don't want him to worry about where I've gone. He has enough to worry about."

"Go," said Blue. "Keep the man reassured. We’ll look for Tirica tonight.”

Ilsa left the suite and made her way back to the room below.
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Ilsa sat cross-legged on the floor of the room she shared with Lemuel. Her eyes were closed and she breathed deep and calm. Her arms crossed in front of her. She held Blue's hand with one of hers, and Siuku's hand with the other. Their minds joined, and they sought for Tirica's mind located who-knew-how-many kilometers away across the steppe.

Human spirits were few and far between once they passed beyond the armies of Chogrum and Morhoen arrayed between the city and its western foes. Feeling as though she was flying on a hawk over a ghostly world, Ilsa realized the way she and the others had ridden into Chogrum was now being closed by Chogrumian troops. Those troops moved through the night. 

They had only just slipped through the net.

She turned her consciousness westward extended by Blue and Siuku's powers. As the weakest of the three, she served the team by leading the way, the rider to their combined psychic steed.

It took hours of searching westward, before she saw the first hint of Tirica's presence. A group of mercenaries just on the other side of the horizon from the view of Chogrum's westernmost army contained Black Powder himself. She recognized her father's spirit as sure as her mother’s as if he was standing right before her, giant against the land. He knew where Tirica was, she could feel, but did not have the power to dig deeper. 

Neither First nor Tirica was in his camp.

Blue's grip on Ilsa's hand tightened in the physical world. "She's not that far away."

"Closer? I combed the steppe. She isn't anywhere near us out there."

"She could be in the city," said Siuku. "I can barely distinguish individual minds with so many around us."

Ilsa's brows bent. "I don't have your abilities, but I grew up in a city. Let me try."

She reeled in the extension of her conscious mind, pulling back to the city. Chogrum was a seething soup of different thoughts, hatred and fear, love and joy, all swathed in a heavy layer of nervousness from the approaching conflict. Somehow, it made sense to her.

People were pressed so close to each other, they formed chains of spirit between them. The nomads were tight-knit on the plateau. But Ilsa could see the same sort of bonds among the different communities of Chogrum. She cut through that mental jungle like a machete and cleared her way to the bright beacon formed by the object of her search. 

Tirica was close. Once she brought herself into the city, she could sense the girl's presence clearly.

However small the star, it still provided a little light. Ilsa dug deeper into the center of Chogrum, chasing that light. 

"She's in the city. Somewhere near the middle. I can't tell exactly."

"Careful, Ilsa. The Temple of Colors has a strong presence in Chogrum."

"Blue." Ilsa's spirit reached for the tiny source of starlight within the veils and chains made by the city's people. "I'm almost there."

Siuku spoke. "I sense aggression, a powerful temper."

Blue's hand tugged on Ilsa's. The fingers in her grip ached. "She's right. The temple has found us."

Ilsa pulled back the last veil from Tirica's spirit. A blinding light filled her vision. Then, like she had been kicked by a strider, pain bloomed in her chest. She released Blue's grip and fell onto her back on the hotel room floor. Her eyes flew open. The pain in the back of her head from the impact with the floor could not match the agony in her chest. 

She gasped for air. 

"So close."

Blue slumped where she sat. 

Lemuel rushed to Ilsa's side. "You alright? What hurts?"

"My heart." Ilsa pressed a hand to her chest. "Maybe it’s the old wound Ferdinand gave me."

Siuku got to her feet. "Focal pain. That wound awakened Ilsa's spirit senses, but it also serves as her weak point."

Blue nodded and took a deep breath. "Mental attacks can have physical consequences. The temple knows how to strike both ways."

Ilsa looked up at Lemuel, her own breathing ragged. He clasped her hand. "It's alright. She's close. We can try to find her another way."

Ilsa nodded. Her chest throbbed. "Good idea."

He helped her sit up. She pressed a hand to the back of her head. "I got overconfident, didn't I?"

"It happens to many with new abilities," said Blue. "The temple doesn't need someone with your potential to train into a mind eater. But you could have been a strong one if you studied with them early."

Ilsa looked at her friend as pain wracked her from sternum to skull. "I'm glad I didn't. This power hurts."

Blue unfolded her legs and got to her feet. "It gets easier, but mental attacks always hurt. No one is invulnerable."

"Indeed," said Siuku.

Blue frowned. "Did you see your attacker?"

"No. I just saw light." Ilsa sighed. "I wish I had more to tell you."

"Sounds like you saw enough. Brightness is a calling card of a few temple members. We can guess they are operating separately from Black Powder and his people, I would say."

"Would they interfere in the war?"

"I can't say for sure. My gut says they don't care who rules." Blue shook her head. "The temple is crazy that way."

Ilsa turned toward Lemuel. "I won't give up on Tirica." 

"None of us will," said Blue.

Siuku bowed her head. "It is getting late. The sun set long ago. We should rest."

"Yeah." Ilsa got to her feet with Lemuel's help. The others left their room.

Ilsa stretched her arms, cleaner than she had been since Dal, following her shower that afternoon. She was a little hungry, but as she looked at Lemuel, she forgot about it.

He looked at her with bright eyes. "Thanks, for looking for Tirica. I wish I could have helped."

"You can get started on helping more tomorrow," said Ilsa. "After all, this is your city." 

She sat down beside him on the broad bed and smiled wearily as the pain began to fade away.

"I wouldn't say that," said Lemuel with a smile. "Not many people even think I'm still alive, probably."

"You've still got family here, don't you?"

"A few," said Lemuel. "But right now, I'm not worried about most of them." He took a deep breath. "Say, do you remember how we met?"

"In Dal, where that idiot was shouting about Chogrum outside a stable."

He nodded and adjusted his glasses. "It was after that, at Doubtless Manor, the last time I had a shower. But at that I point, I still didn't know who you were. Not really."

"Now you do," she said, one hand on his. 

He put his small hand to her cheek. Warmth came from within. "I'm thankful I met you. All the time."

She drew herself closer to him and they kissed in the heat of their embrace. Ilsa guided him back onto the bed.
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The next morning, the group ate breakfast together in the hotel restaurant. Ilsa almost could not believe the taste of city food could be so good after months of travel rations on the steppe. Megalli told stories about her best hunts, and how the meat had been afterward.

After breakfast, the group split up.

Some went to search the city, while other remained to plan a way to get an audience with the prince. Megalli, Lemuel, and Okko went with Ilsa to scout the house owned by Lemuel's parents close to the city center for Tirica.

As they moved deeper into Chogrum's urban jungle, the buildings became higher until they reached for the sky in the center-most districts around the arched rooftops of the prince's palace, with the lower-built government buildings spread out all around. 

Snatches of song drifted over the market street from a speaker system as the group made its way north toward the palace. They were already close to the city center. Ilsa wondered how close First would have gotten to the palace without raising suspicion if she had Tirica with her as a prisoner. 

Slavery was outlawed all across the plateau, which would make it easier for people to see Tirica was being led around captive. Most likely, First had hidden the girl wherever she was staying. She could not have arrived in Chogrum too long before Ilsa and her group.

The recorded music fluted in the air. Birds rustled their wings on the rooftop. Ilsa smelled fresh fruit and cured meat rather than powder and blood. Everything seemed warm and safe, compared to the steppe, even in spite of the undercurrent of nervous tension that ran everywhere through the city.

Lemuel plowed ahead of Ilsa through the crowds, using his larger arm to push past people. His black clothes and height made him stand out among the people flowing around him. She followed in his wake, with Okko behind her. Megalli kept pace close to Ilsa’s side.

The four of them were almost to the place, Ilsa realized, where she had sensed Tirica's spirit the previous night. She held out one arm to stop Okko and then closed her eyes. Tirica's spirit had gone.

"She's not here." Ilsa frowned. She pushed past a few people to catch up to Lemuel. Megalli and Okko followed her.

"What's wrong, priestess?" asked the Vogmem chieftain.

"Tirica's gone. First must have moved her."

Megalli nodded. "Isn't it odd for someone to want to be called that? First?"

"It is strange, in every culture." Ilsa took a deep breath and caught a whiff of propellant, and not Chogrumian propellant. This had the auto-launch scent found in ammunition from Ayoch. No shots had been fired so far, but someone in this crowd had a foreign weapon.

"Lemuel," she said, "Wait."

He turned just in time for Ilsa to glimpse the towering, hooded form of Kaij Haram over his shoulder, among the Chogrumians. Her eyes went wide. She shoved Lemuel by the chest. He stumbled backward, nearly tripping over himself.

Kaij lunged through the crowd. The huge cavalry sword he had bonded to him slashed out from his palm and toward Ilsa. She produced one of her pistols by instinct and ducked. Her hands worked automatically. She slammed the magazine into the pistol.

A chill fell over the marketplace. Kaij faced her in a gap formed by Lemuel's stumbling. People drew back from him with cries of warning.

So much for keeping things quiet.

He glared at her over his blade. "Where is Ashnia, priestess? I know you know."

This close, her gun gave her little, if any, advantage. She had to fight carefully. Yunn must be here too. Someone's powers were already lowering the temperature on the street. Ilsa's bet was on Kaij's twin.

Her eyes followed the glint of Kaij's blade.

"My sister, priestess. Tell me, or this time you won't survive."

Ilsa glared at the big Ayochian. "I can't tell you."

He gritted his teeth and swung his blade. The motion was swift. But she had guessed it was coming. Ilsa darted backward and out of reach.

Okko, his lightning lances left in the stable, cried out, a harsh, blood-curdling battle cry as he circled around Ilsa to rush at Kaij from the side.

He slipped on traces of ice as they formed on the surface of the street beneath his feet. Okko fell, dropping a small electric dart he must have concealed somewhere when he left the hotel. 

Kaij pursued Ilsa as she fell backward. Her pistol was loaded, but she could not take him down without risking hitting a civilian with a miss or ricochet.

A horn echoed over the street. Ilsa kept her focus on Kaij. Megalli had vanished into the crowd. 

Chogrumian soldiers emerged from alleyways ahead and behind Ilsa and Kaij. 

He cut at her once, twice, three times. Each time, she fell back further to avoid the cut. The fourth strike caught up with her. 

She got the butt of her pistol in the way and deflected the tip of the blade so it slashed along her forearm, opening the clothes and a shallow gash beneath.

Her eyes narrowed with the pain.

Kaij pressed forward. A shadowy shoe, small and in the Chogrumian style snaked out from the crowd. The foot hooked around Kaij's ankle. He fell forward and caught himself on one knee. Megalli vanished into the crowd again.

Ilsa pointed the pistol at Kaij's temple. He looked up at her. Hatred seethed in his eyes.

Chogrumian soldiers closed in on them.

Ilsa counted a dozen she could see, but she did not dare turn and give Kaij a chance to attack again.

"Drop the weapons. Hands in the air."

Ilsa let her pistol fall to the ground at her feet, fully loaded. She raised her hands and met the sergeant's gaze. A pair of hands grabbed her arms. Another soldier forced her to the ground. She heard radios crackle as the soldiers sent word of the situation to their commanders.

Two more soldiers grabbed Okko, and another pair went for Kaij. As they led Ilsa away, Lemuel followed behind them, but not held by the soldiers. He nodded to her as they passed each other on the way to the nearby security center.

A prisoner in Chogrum. Ilsa could have imagined the day going better.
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Electricity. Genetic shaping. Magi.

The gods, whichever you believe in, left their powers to humanity. It is up to us to know when to wield them.

The Chogrumian soldiers at the security center gave Ilsa more than a few curious glances as they processed her. Show us your hands. Take off your shoes. Are those all weapon bonds?

"Not all of them. Some are just scars."

She tried not to give them a reason to be upset with her. After all, she had not fired even when Kaij pressed her. Being a weapon bond was not illegal in Chogrum any more than it was in Dal. Still, she was Dalite, even if she could fit into a crowd in Chogrum better than most.

She decided it would be best to stay silent and let Lemuel talk them out of this one.

An officer turned from talking to Lemuel. The officer approached Ilsa. "What were you doing so close to the palace?" he asked.

"My friends and I were looking for someone."

"Someone? Who?"

"My friend's sister," she motioned to Lemuel with her head because her hands were still cuffed. "He could tell you more."

"His sister, huh." The officer took a note on a piece of paper. 

Then his eyes glazed over with the control of a mind eater. Ilsa noticed Blue’s spirit. His expression returned to normal. 

Blue made him signal to the others. "Let's go. The prince wants to see them."

"The prince?" someone asked. "Why?"

"By the gods, I don't know," said Blue's officer. "But it has to be right now. Bring them all."

Blue had chosen her target well. The other soldiers obeyed.

[image: image]

Ilsa and Lemuel were marched out of the lock-up and led side by side with Kaij to the five hundred meter-long black ramp leading to the gates of the palace. Behind them, the Chogrumian soldiers herded Okko. The young Oshomi kept looking over his shoulder. Ilsa hoped his worries of being shot in the back were groundless. She doubted that even with Blue in control of the lead officer in front of them.

The palace loomed over them as they started to climb the ramp. Walls of black and red stone were topped by high crenelations. Even on the hot summer day, this place was warm within the city. Waves of heat rose from black courtyards on either side of the ramp. 

As they climbed, Ilsa wondered how Blue planned to get them out of here if they failed to convince the prince to ally with the nomads. He may not be as absolute a ruler as he once had been. Before the parliament was installed. Even still, all Chogrumians still answered to their prince in the end.

They arrived at the gates high atop the ramp. There, a squad of palace guards in black and gold stepped forward and stopped the officer ahead of Ilsa.

"Who goes there?" The leader of the guards looked around the officer at Ilsa and Lemuel. His eyes lingered on Ilsa.

"The prince made clear to me his desire to meet them."

"Who are they?"

"A priestess of Hathani, a scholar, and an envoy from the Keeper of Tenlyres."

"And the fourth one?"

The officer looked over his shoulder at Kaij. Blue must have been thinking fast because Ilsa saw the man's face pinch for a moment with surprise. She had to be nearby to keep her control over this officer so absolute, but she must not have realized Kaij was still with them.

"A noble prisoner from Ayoch."

Kaij's eyes flashed. His cuffs rattled on his wrists. "Let me go and I can have you all spared."

The leader of the palace guard squad sneered. "Impudent, even when captured."

"Don't take him lightly," said Ilsa. "He and his brother killed an entire patrol south of the city."

The guard leader's eyes narrowed. "I see. I will send an extra detail to ensure the prince's protection."

"A good idea," said Blue's officer. "Now, they are cuffed because of suspicions we had of them fighting."

"Understood," said the guard leader. "Leave them to us." 

Blue's officer bowed to the palace guards, and then he and the security soldiers with him descended the ramp back to the low gates of the palace. Ilsa wondered if they would make it back on the tram before they realized what had happened to them. Would there be enough time to convince the highest leader of Chogrum before they returned? 

She could only hope.

Her gaze returned to the leader of the palace guards.

"You're almost pretty for a priestess," he said.

She shrugged her shoulders the best she could with cuffed hands. "It's not often I've been called pretty. Please, take us to the prince."

The other palace guards behind their squad leader exchanged glances. A heavy one grinned. None of them spoke. The leader grunted. He had the squad take each of them inside one by one, starting with Kaij, and followed immediately by Ilsa.

Lemuel and Okko were brought in last.

The guards escorted them to a narrow passageway going deeper into the palace. The walls within were sheer. With no light fixtures along its length, the only flicker of color was at the far end of the passage, a warm yellow glow.

"Enter," said the guard leader to Kaij. "Any of you who are impure will be tested."

"Impure?" said Ilsa.

"The bonded and the magi use powers beyond the understanding of mortals. If you have those gifts, prepare for hardship." With that, he fell silent. The squad formed into two lines, one on either side of the prisoners.

Kaij growled. "They're lying to you. These people are not what they seem."

"Are you?" asked the guard leader. "We could kill you where you stand if you are. Someone like you. The prince would not punish us."

Kaij's lip twitched. He turned to face down the passage. With a deep breath, he stepped into the darkness. His footsteps faded away until they sounded like a kilometer away, even with the reverberations in the small space.

"You're next, priestess."

Ilsa nodded. She braced herself for the test, jaw set, and started into the darkened hallway. Almost immediately, she lost her sense of the world outside. Her hearing seemed muted, except for the sounds of her own footsteps.

Her brands began to ache as the light at the far end of the passage grew larger. She could not tell where Kaij was, or whether he had left the passage yet or not. Her brands began to tingle with pain.

Then, the pain burned her from within.

Heat could scarcely even serve to describe it.

Agony only began the march to the indescribable gates of suffering which Ilsa began to push open. She groaned. One foot moved. Then, the other.

She forced herself forward, pushing further into the passage.

Every step hurt more than the last. She grimaced, her face sore with the reflected pain from her brands. She felt like screaming, but she would not give them the satisfaction. She sagged in on herself. She had emerged into the yellow light on the other side.

Kaij sat on his knees a few meters away. Tears streaked his face. Ilsa realized she was crying too. Who wouldn't, given the pain both of them had just experienced?

"What. What was that?" she managed to say. She sank to her knees on the floor, looking up at a vast basalt throne. Before the throne stood a slim, dark figure in a white robe. The prince of Chogrum carried a red staff, the True Red staff of Hathani, Ilsa felt sure in a wild moment. He carried it with him.

Ilsa fell forward. Her hands, still aching with remembered pain, pressed on the cool tiles of the floor, cuffs still around the wrists. And she held herself up, just a little. She had made it into the throne room. Going any further might not be possible, but she had made it inside.

Lemuel and Okko emerged from the passage behind her. Both of them rushed over. Lemuel crouched down by her side.

"Ilsa. What happened?"

"It hurt. Not a test. More like torture," she murmured.

Okko looked from Kaij to the prince. Ilsa followed his gaze with wavering eyes. There were guards around the room, but all of them were dressed differently from the ones outside.

These wore all black. And Ilsa suddenly knew they were weapon bonds. All of the guards in the throne room were weapon bonds, and there were at least twenty.

"Stand, strangers. If you can," said a firm, high voice.

Ilsa struggled, and pushed, and got to her feet. Nearby, Kaij somehow managed to find it in himself to do the same.

The prince of Chogrum smiled.

He had a small black beard, with a few hints of gray. Tall and thin, he wore no crown or jewels, only the white robe, and the red staff. The light in this room came from a skylight in the center of the domed ceiling.

"You have experienced the trial of Hathani, newcomers." The prince motioned to his guards to stand back. Then, he marched down the steps from his vast throne. One end of the red staff clicked on the tile. "I take it you know what this is." He indicated the staff in his hand with three elegant fingers.

"The true staff of Hathani,"  said Ilsa, her legs wobbling.

"Yes," said the prince. "My guards tell me you are a priestess of the goddess. Is that true?"

"It is."

"Where is your staff of office?"

Ilsa gritted her teeth. "It was broken in the mountains of the northwest. I was fighting against Ayoch."

"Indeed?" The prince's gaze moved to Kaij. "So, this could be one of your enemies from there?"

"He is," said Ilsa. "All four of us were there at Howling Pass. We three—" She indicated herself, Lemuel, and Okko. "—Fought alongside the nomads, the Vogmem at the Lake of Saints."

"My spies tell me the Red Lector died there. Is that true, priestess of Hathani?"

"It is, prince of Chogrum." She straightened as the pain from the trail began to subside. "But we did not kill him."

"Then who did?"

Kaij glared at Ilsa, teeth clenched. "He was betrayed. By his general. And by Black Powder."

"Black Powder. The mercenary bonder is known to us. For killing my enemy, perhaps I should thank him."

Kaij’s eyes boiled. He said nothing.

"He is still on the steppe." Ilsa lowered her eyes from their lock on the prince. “He is on his way east.”

"You are well-informed priestess. Something tells me you know Black Powder. How?"

"He is my father," she said through her teeth.

The prince raised one eyebrow. "Interesting. You have earned my curiosity. I will listen to what you have to say."

Ilsa explained the mission to the prince of Chogrum. Lemuel helped when the pain from the trial flared up again, as it did in waves. The prince listened with quiet attention. At last, he nodded to her.

"I believe what you say. Priestess, you fight for the Unification. But I have never felt pressured by them, not from Koor in Morhoen, or Embrana the Islander. I trust you also are not trying to pressure me, Ilsa Barrett."

"I would not presume," she said. "I came to Chogrum with the Keeper of Tenlyres. She seeks to ally with you and your people to protect the plateau."

He nodded. "I will speak with her. Tomorrow. At parliament." He motioned to Kaij. "Guards, take this one to the cells. We will send him for interrogation as soon as we can."

He turned to Ilsa and the others. "You used deception to enter this place, but after that told only the truth. You intrigue me, priestess. The guards will show you the way out."

Ilsa nodded. She almost lost her footing to a wave of nausea and had to steady herself on Lemuel's arm. The guards led them to a side passage, and then out of the palace. There, they ordered a tram that took the group back to the hotel. She could only sit, eyes closed, and pray for the pain to fade away.
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Back at the hotel, Ilsa collapsed onto the bed. When she woke, Lemuel was talking to someone in the doorway of their room. Ilsa sat up, feeling less pain than she had when she had returned from the palace, and looked toward the hallway where the muted voices were coming from.

"I'm awake," she said in their direction. "You can talk in here."

Blue and Lemuel walked into the hotel room. The sky was dark outside the curtains. Ilsa sat up.

"Whoa," said Blue. "Take it easy. Whatever that trial did to you, it was rough."

"Can't afford to stay down." She groaned. Lemuel winced. "The keeper needs to meet with the prince."

"We know. Lemuel and Okko told us."

Ilsa rubbed her temples. "What about Megalli. Where is she?"

"She's back in the suite. Got here before you did."

"Tell her thanks. She tripped Kaij back there. If she hadn't we might not be having this conversation."

Kaij. He had tracked them all the way to Chogrum. And his brother, Yunn, was still out there.

Ilsa shook her head. "I think the Ayochians could try something."

"We'll be ready for them if they do," said Blue. "But we could use your help if you recover in time."

"I'll be ready," said Ilsa. She clenched her jaw. She had to make sure everything went right if only to justify the pain she was suffering through in that moment.

Her eyelids closed. "I will be ready."

She felt Lemuel’s hand on her shoulder. "Come on, you can't do anything more tonight."

But later that night, when he was asleep, she climbed out of bed and limped painfully to the writing desk in the room. By moonlight, she wrote another set of words for the day. Words of endurance. Words she believed were true.

Lemuel woke as she climbed back into bed. "What's going on?"

"I felt a little better," she lied. "Had to get some words recorded."

He stroked her chin, and then reached back to touch her earlobe. "You are amazing."

She put a hand on his lips. "Shhh. It's late."

“Very late.”

They pulled each other close and slept.
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Fighting is not always the best option, especially in war. 

Sometimes one must wait and listen, or even retreat to improve the odds when one returns to the fray.

Dawn's light crept in under the slit of the door frame. Ilsa dressed in Chogrumian city clothes and concealed her ammunition belts under a skirt she wore over a pair of trousers. Yes, it looked silly, but she had seen people with the same sort of clothes the previous day. It would do well to hide the magazines. She kept the bullets loaded in one pistol. She felt confident she could produce the weapon easily, despite that complication.

Lemuel rose and went to the window. He pulled on his clothes, tucked a revolver into the waistband of his new black pants. She nodded to him.

"Let's hope we won't need these," she said.

"Definitely," he said. He pulled on his overcoat to hide the gun. "Let's go make an alliance."
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They met Siuku and Blue along with Megalli at the suite upstairs. Ferdinand and Cass were on the roof, keeping an eye out for trouble in the skies over Chogrum.

So far, it seemed no battles had been fought on a large scale between the east and west. Not yet. Soon that would change if they did not do something.

The prince would meet them at the parliament building near the palace at the city’s center. Ilsa and the others took the tram to the north. Her pain had mostly faded. Only small hints remained.

She rode in silence. Even Blue seemed subdued, or maybe tense. She did not reach out with her mind and talk to Ilsa. They both knew the other was tense.

Her eyes watched the buildings passing outside. All of this should be protected, even if it was Chogrum. No, because it was Chogrum. It was so much like Dal where she had grown up, even with the many differences between the two cities. Ilsa swore to herself she would not let them destroy each other if she could help it.

The nomads too were hers to protect as long as she could. As long as she drew breath.

The tram turned away from the palace and toward the parliament building. The charged guiding wires over the track emitted a low crackle as one set disconnected and the next attached. Ilsa rubbed at her eyes to clear the last of the sleep dirt from them.

Blue looked across the tram at Ilsa. She wore her armor openly. "It's been tough to sleep."

"Today could be a moment of truth," Ilsa said. "If we don't succeed it may cost us the war."

Blue leaned forward and folded her hands together. "It could cost the peace."

"You're right." Ilsa frowned down the length of the tram. 

Besides her and Blue, most of the others had come with them.

The young Okko and the veteran lightning catcher who had ridden into town with Ilsa, Siuku and Lemuel sat near the keeper. Lemuel was beside Ilsa. On his other side, Megalli fiddled with the spare buttons on her trousers.

Only Ferdinand and Cass were elsewhere. They had ridden out on separate striders to look for trouble ahead of the tram. Ilsa had barely had any time to talk to Cass since the mountains. They always seemed to be moving parallel to each other. At least they were going in the same direction.

The tram pulled to a stop at the station in front of the broad parliament building. Ilsa led the others down the steps and then up to the troupe of bonded palace guards fanned out on the ramp leading to parliament. The ramp was broader and less steep than the one to the palace. Her senses felt sharper. She could feel each of their bonds, two or more for each guard. Ilsa felt certain none of them were bonded to the spirit, and not just because her father's technique was so rare. Somehow she could feel each of them had their shrine somewhere in Chogrum.

Ilsa suspected the guards were only here because of the prince's presence, because groups of ordinary soldiers also patrolled the building, their radios sounding of static as two of them moved along the street nearby.

The leader of this group of palace guards, a big woman with a thickly scarred jaw, bowed to Siuku as the Keeper of Tenlyres walked toward them.

"Your Holiness of Tenlyres. Bless me, please."

Siuku's eyes narrowed. "You serve a different master, the Prince of Chogrum."

"Indeed. But my family has often prayed at the Flowering Lyre. I have heard what you did in Atalem. You healed their wounds."

Siuku's eyes relaxed. "Then I bless you, servant of Chogrum. Proceed in the ways of the spirits."

"Thank you, your holiness." The guard leader turned to her squad as the rest of Ilsa's group caught up with her and Siuku. "Allow them to pass. The keeper and the prince have words for parliament today."

They climbed the ramp, past the first group of palace guards. Then past another set at the top. They passed through burnished doors painted with murals depicting Chogrum's founding a thousand years prior. Ilsa fought the urge to marvel at the sights of the grand building. Dal has structures like this too, she reminded herself, though she had rarely seen them up close.

Okko did not resist the same urge. He craned his neck. "This is the biggest tent ever," he said in the Oshomi language.

The older lightning catcher gave a disapproving click of her tongue and tapped the top of his head with her hand. "Keep your guard," she said in the same language Okko had used.

He laughed at her. "There is an army around us."

"An army, but not our army," said the veteran lightning catcher. "Stay alert."

"I'll keep my eyes peeled.” He went on gaping as they entered a columned passage forty meters broad, the public corridor into the parliament hall. It was lined with more palace guards, but fewer than there had been outside. Wall mounts held bioelectric lights.

Someone snapped a photograph of them, the flash dazzling even in this bright hallway. Ilsa looked in for the source of the flash and found a cluster of news teams. Most had large pile cameras for video. As she turned to them, though, another series of bright flashes made her blink.

"The press is allowed in?" she murmured.

"Parliament exists for the people," said Lemuel from beside her. "And the Keeper of Tenlyres has never visited the city in all of its thousand years."

"You would know about that." She smiled at him.

He flushed.

They reached another set of double doors, smaller and less colorful than the ones outside, but not by much. These, two large men, in uniforms not belonging either to the ordinary soldiery or the palace guards, hauled the gate open as Ilsa and the others drew near. Each of the big men wore a large battle ax on a baldric tied around the back of their deep green and gilded uniforms. Neither was a weapon bond.

She glanced at Lemuel.

"Parliamentary Lictors," he said to answer Ilsa's questioning look. "They are mostly ceremonial, have been since powder became more common."

"Why the axes?"

"Chogrum's founders are said to have lived for a time in the forest east of the plateau. Tradition holds that woodsmen served as representatives of the commoners in those days."

They passed the lictors with their axes and entered the hall of Chogrum's parliament. Ilsa looked out at a huge room set in muted tones, except for the rings of red tiles among the gray of the floor at the center of the ranks of desks.

"One hundred and twenty members. And nearly all of them should be in attendance because the prince is here."

Ilsa nodded as she took in Lemuel's words. Part of her did not like that she felt the power in this room. As if politics could accomplish everything it claimed.

On the other hand, democracy could be beautiful in the right circumstances. Ordinary people deserved more power than they had in Ayoch and many of the Morhoenese monarchies.

A pair of green-clad lictors led them down to the floor below the desks. "You will stand before the prince, in the sight of the people," said one. "As foreign representatives, you may not sit during the proceedings."

Lemuel sighed. "Never thought I'd have to hear that, personally." 

Megalli bounced on the heels of her shoes. "You keep foreigners off guard. I like it. I may have to do something like this once I return home."

The lictors looked at her with solemn expressions.

Blue directed an unrestrained smile in Ilsa's direction. "At least someone is going to benefit from our sore legs."

Ilsa nodded. "How long do parliamentary proceedings last?"

"Hours, usually. For something like this, at least three or four. And it could be a lot longer than that," said Lemuel.

Ilsa patted his shoulder. "Lean on me if you need to. I can handle it."

"Four hours?" said Megalli. "That's a lot of the day. How do these people have time for it?"

"The members of parliament are mostly ordinary citizens like me and Blue, but they receive compensation for their civic duty." Lemuel glanced at Megalli. "Money means more in the city than in the mountains."

Siuku turned to them. "These may be ordinary people, as you put it. But they represent our chance of an alliance."

Megalli nodded, a little of her exuberance suppressed. She straightened her back a little. "I can be dignified too." She pressed her lips into a line. "Just watch."

Okko covered his mouth with his hand. His suppressed laughter still sounded too loud. 

The lights above them dimmed. Then, a plain door, almost invisible when closed, opened in the center of the wall of the low part of the room where they stood. Two palace guards processed in, hands folded. After them came two lictors, and then the prince of Chogrum, flanked by two more lictors. He wore a white robe and carried the True Red staff. His feet were bare.

All six guards bowed their heads and stepped off to the sides of the room. The prince stepped into one of the two circles formed by red tiles and motioned for Siuku to stand in another near him. The members of parliament took their desks.

The prince tapped his staff on the floor twice. 

From behind Ilsa, two bells chimed. 

"Session begins," whispered Lemuel.

They stood as the prince introduced the Keeper of Tenlyres to parliament. They stood as the heads of parliament responded to the prince. They stood for an hour as Siuku made her case to the people and bureaucracy of Chogrum.

Ilsa noticed that, though there were one hundred twenty desks, each one sat both a representative and a government bureaucrat to assist them. In the gaps between different representatives standing to speak and then sitting back down again, others conferred quietly with the bureaucrats beside them. The system struck her as sensible, with advisers for representatives whose jobs were not normally political. 

Ilsa could not follow it all. She had been a mercenary and priestess for half her life. Her field of action was not here.

In the second hour, her legs began to feel stiffer and stiffer, though she did her best to shift them to keep from cramping. When the session ended, at last, it had been four hours, and she fairly lurched back up the steps to leave the room. This time, the prince walked with them. He moved slowly with the true staff of Hathani in his hand.

They descended the ramp outside the building. A plain black car waited on the street by the tram station, surrounded by a squad of palace guards. Ilsa wondered how dangerous the city would actually be for the prince, though she did not doubt the guard were necessary.

News-people took photographs and videos. Others shouted out questions, which the prince and Siuku ignored. Okko laughed and called out words Ilsa didn't know in Oshomi, including one he repeated every time the cameras flashed.

"Bakasta. Bakasta."

Ilsa glanced at Lemuel. 

He shrugged his shoulders. "I'm not an expert on Oshomi language."

Megalli smirked at them over her shoulder. "It sounds rude."

"It is," said the dour lightning catcher walking close to Siuku. "You're better off not knowing. Shut up, boy." She tapped Okko on the back of the head.

"Bakasta," he said and then gave a snort of laughter.

The older lightning catcher rolled her eyes, an expression of exasperation that existed across cultures. As they reached the car at the bottom of the ramp, Ilsa's small smile morphed into a frown. There were weapon bonds on the sidewalk, and not all of them were members of the palace guard.

"Wait," she said. "Somethings wrong."

Lemuel glanced at her, as the prince reached his car, closely followed by a cluster of news people, held back by the presence of just a few guards. One of the news-people, an older woman with stringy white hair, looked strangely familiar.

Ilsa's eyes went wide as realization struck her. The woman might be different above the brows, but other than the wig and the camera in her hand there could be no mistake. Black Powder's first apprentice snapped a photograph of the prince.

Ilsa clenched her hand, preparing to draw her loaded pistol. She leaped from the last meter of the ramp toward the car. Her pistol appeared in her hand as she landed beside the prince. The guards began to produce weapons. Ilsa shouted in warning as First started to move a pistol produced in the hand not holding a camera.

For a second no shots were fired. Ilsa faced First down. 

"What is the meaning of this?" bellowed the prince.

"This woman is one of Black Powder's apprentices." Ilsa kept her eyes on First. 

The woman swung her weapon hand. She fired twice, and two of the guards holding back the news-people fell. Ilsa's retaliatory shot hit First in the other hand, smashing through the camera.

Her father's apprentice flinched backward.

People screamed. More shots went off, exchanged between the prince's guards and more of her father's hidden weapon bonds. The enemies emerged from their cover all down the sidewalk in front of the parliament building.

Ilsa put herself between First and the prince. She fired another shot. Then a third. 

First ducked around the front of the car and evaded both bullets. Ilsa cursed almost as much as Okko as the bullets ricocheted off the pavement. 

One of them hit a genuine newsman. He fell to one knee, his leg ripped in and out by the bullet. The man clenched his teeth and shouted in pain, but as he did he pointed behind Ilsa.

Ferdinand Thoss rode his white-furred great strider down the thoroughfare, towering over the low-built cars and even the tram. He thrust his long spear into one of the mercenaries who had just dropped a palace guard.

Ilsa called to the prince, "Stay close to me. We have to get back inside."

A high caliber shot rang out from across the street and another of the guards fell. The prince ducked his head but raised his staff. "That looks to be a risky proposition at the moment, priestess."

Caught on the end of Ferdinand's spear, the weapon bond struggled with something under his bloodstained summer jacket. Ilsa smelled powder. A bomb.

"Ferdinand, drop him!" she called over her shoulder.

He did not hesitate but withdrew the spear into its bond. The wounded mercenary vanished in an explosive roar that sent shreds of his jacket flying through the air. Ilsa winced from the blast, surprised at the lack of blood with such a concentrated detonation.

First darted around to the street-side of the car, firing a pistol at the guards on the steps. The other mercenaries appeared to have fallen or retreated.  

Ilsa scowled as she stepped around the prince. "Stay here, sir."

"I am not eager to fight," said the prince, hunkering down behind one of the car's rear wheels. "Finish this attacker."

With what pleasure there can be, Ilsa thought. "I will." She snaked around the back of the car, moving to flank First.

The older woman shot another guard on the steps. She broke from behind the car just as a rusted van barreled down the street toward them.

Ferdinand, his strider now on the sidewalk, jumped down and joined the prince, Lemuel, and the rest of Siuku's group near the car and the dazed members of the press.

One of them actually kept taking pictures. Apparently cooler-headed than the rest. Or crazier.

First reached the other side of the street and the van screeched to a halt between her and the guards on the parliament building ramp. Ilsa glanced at Ferdinand's strider. The creature's eyes glinted and swung his long body, sending one of the mounting lines flying to Ilsa. She grabbed the line and scurried up.

The strider swung back and she leaped off the line onto the top of the van. Her stomach roiled, and then shock ran through her legs. She took aim at First, who had just finished crossing the street.

Ilsa's bullet hit her father's sadistic apprentice in the leg and sent her staggering.

Beneath her, Ilsa could hear firearms being loaded. She gritted her teeth. More mercenaries, but she could tell where they were by sensing their bonded weapons. She fired the remaining rounds in her pistol through the thin metal roof of the van. She killed the occupants, all except one.

That one kicked out the windscreen and climbed out. He wore the same kind of hooded jacket of light material as the man who had blown himself up. And he leveled a shotgun at her.

Cass's bullet hit him from behind. The red-haired priestess rode in from the end of the street opposite the way Ferdinand had come. He stumbled on the hood of the van, then pulled the cord of the explosive vest he wore beneath his coat. The blast burned through the van. Ilsa leaped from the roof.

She rolled onto the pavement two meters down, limbs and spine aching. Her arms had shielded her head from the worsts of the fall. She scrambled to her feet and went after First at a fast limp. One leg burned with pain from scrapes through the leg of torn pants. Her vision narrowed with intent.

Stop First from escaping. Find Tirica.
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A chance at reconciliation is not too much to ask from the gods.

First limped down an alleyway, trailing blood from the wounds Ilsa’s bullets had left in her hand and leg. Damn it, though, she kept moving. Ilsa glimpsed her father's wounded apprentice just as she flashed around the corner ahead of her.

Catch First. 

Find Tirica.

She dragged herself forward and reloaded her pistols with the magazines she had kept under her torn skirt. These city clothes were less durable than the sort she had worn on the steppe. Far less.

She rounded the corner, both pistols readied. First crawled onto the rooftop to her right. A rusted, iron tube for vines hung down a meter from the edge, just over the dented roof of a small car.

Ilsa doggedly pulled herself up and onto the hood of the vehicle. The pain in her leg might as well be nothing after the trial Hathani's staff had put her through in the dark passage.

She stuffed both her pistols into the waistband of her pants.

She threw herself at the crook of plastic tubing that reached the top of the building. One ankle flared with pain but she got a grip on the tube. Her fingers dug into a layer of rust.

With a surge of adrenaline, she forced her arms to boost her upward. She reached for the edge of the roof above her. Her outstretched fingers passed over it then came down and grabbed hold. She pulled herself over the top.

Panting with pain and exertion, she crouched there and looked around the flat roof of the squat building. First looked back at her with a grimace from the far side of the building. A figure in a hooded jacket threw down a crude bridge from the rooftop across the next alleyway ahead of First. First did not hesitate.

Neither did Ilsa. She drew her pistols and stormed after the woman. Her legs were battered, but First was already dragging one appendage. Ilsa fired the moment she found the range.

The bullet clipped First's shoulder. The bullet ripped the press badge from the woman's disguise. A splash of blood hit the rooftop in front of her, but she did not slow for a second.

"Slow her down," First said.

The other figure faced Ilsa across the bridge as Ilsa raced across it. Her footsteps thudded on the scrap metal and boards tied together by hasty hands.

Then she was on the other side. She took aim at the mercenary in her path. "Out of my way."

"It's me, Ilsa."

The hood fell back. Tirica's dark hair and pale face appeared. Ilsa twisted her hand to aim away as she continued forward. Her finger fell from the trigger. Instead, she spread her arms wide and wrapped Tirica in a hug that bowled the girl over backward.

They rolled onto the rooftop.

"Ilsa, get away," said Tirica. "She's got me wired to go."

Ilsa's eyes widened.

She pulled open the front of Tirica's jacket. Rows of powder explosives with their natural smell were wrapped around Tirica's chest, and neck.

"Pitiful. You fell for it," wheezed First as she backed away from them across the rooftop. She held a small but unmistakable detonator in one hand and a pistol in the other.

Tirica shoved Ilsa in the chest. Ilsa's legs bunched together, then she kicked out. With strength of desperation she shoved Tirica in the chest. The girl rolled to the edge of the roof. Ilsa sprang up, trying to get as far as she could in the second before the bombs detonated.

"Don't do it!"

First panted for breath. "Too late." She dropped the detonator to the rooftop. The blast from behind Ilsa ripped through the roof. She tripped forward toward First.

"Damn you!" Ilsa swung the barrel of her pistol into First's face. The weapon cracked against bone. Tears streaked Ilsa’s face. 

Tirica, gone into the air, just like that. 

She swung blow after blow into First, until the woman sagged to the rooftop.

First grinned up at her with flecks of blood on her puffy face. "I guess you're angry." Her eyes were cold. "Totally meant to do that, but you know the best part? You don't. Or you wouldn't be beating me. You'd just finish me off."

Ilsa stepped back from the woman's battered form. She looked down at her, tears running from her eyes. "What do you mean, you twisted bitch?"

"She's not dead. It’s just an old trick." First lay on her back, looking up at Ilsa, head on the cracked plaster that covered the rooftop.

"You can't be serious."

"Your father never told you about blast seals, did he? Turns out—" She coughed and blood trickled down from her broken nose. Then a laugh broke from her, real audible mirth.

Ilsa stared, trembling, at the bloody mess laughing at her.

"—You can summon a human from anywhere to anywhere using the same technique as bonds. You just need a lot more bang!" She pulled open her own coat, revealing a vest of explosives like the one Tirica had been wearing. 

Ilsa scowled at her, eyes cloudy. "Why are you telling me this?"

"He told you to quit fighting. You didn't. He won't spare you again if you meet him on the steppe. Bye now."

Then, First pulled the detonator cord on her vest.

The explosion was larger, and the building, already damaged by the first explosion, collapsed in on itself. Ilsa fell into agonizing darkness.

[image: image]

Spirits with human faces and horse's bodies crowded around where Ilsa lay. They looked just like her mother had always described them, horse up through the mane, then the eyes followed by features of people Ilsa knew.

They spoke to her, told her things she couldn't understand in voices that sounded like musical instruments ranging from drums to silver to wind.

She saw her mother among the horses, fully humanoid, in her gown. "Mother," she said. "Hello, again."

"Ilsa, you're hurt."

"Must be pretty bad this time." Ilsa grunted. "I can't even tell where I am now. I was in Chogrum."

“You’re still alive.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Ilsa, do you trust me?”

“Now that I’ve seen what you see, yeah.”  

“You know I’m not crazy. I can go free if you help me, Ilsa.” 

“Yeah... It wasn’t right to leave you in that place. I’ll get you out of there. Just let me... Just let me...”

“I trust you, Ilsa. But right now, you have to wake up."

"Wake up," Ilsa said. "Yeah, that’s what I was trying to say. I have to tell Lemuel. His sister survived." She reached out her mind and found she could feel the entire plateau. She smiled as best she could through the pain that began to eat at the edge of her senses. Tirica was out there, within a few days travel of Chogrum. So were Black Powder and First.

There was also something larger, a spirit but unlike the ones she saw as horses with human faces. At once it seemed more powerful, far stronger, but also more brittle. Her mind pulsed as she regarded the being through building pain.

"Asurdeva." As she said it, she knew she was right. The ancient god of the Uzan seethed and turned in her direction. She looked to her mother. "Yeah, I need to go. Need to warn the others. And you need to warn Dal if anyone will listen."

"Warn Dal about what?"

"The army is moving east. It should be ready to fight a god."
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She woke with a sweaty brow, and pain. Aches ran through her whole body. A soft pillow supported her head. She was alone, and that worried her. But she hurt too much to get up.

For the next few days, she saw only a few nurses who came in with food and changes of underclothes. She found her legs worked, and she had no need for breathing tubes or other devices. One arm had apparently been dislocated at some point, and she was bruised all over. Considering the shape the building she had been on was in, she could have been a lot less fortunate. 

And Tirica was still alive. On the third day, she felt well enough to leave the hospital. One nurse gave her a map of the city, a cane, and the coins she had with her when she had been found. Ilsa took the tram back southward to the hotel where Siuku had been staying with Blue, Lemuel, and the others.

She arrived, tired and aching.

Blue met her on the ground floor. "Ilsa."

"Why didn't you visit me?" she asked, sounding petulant, even to herself. "I'm lucky to be alive."

"We knew where you were, but if we let on, we were worried the mercenaries would try to kill you."

"Oh." Ilsa blinked. "That makes sense."

"Lemuel fought us on it. I insisted. Sorry."

"No, you were right." Ilsa flushed. "I need to tell him, his sister is alive, but she isn't in the city anymore."

"How do you know?"

"First told me. And I sensed her while I was out." 

"Alright. It’s going to take some getting used to, you just knowing things when you wake up." Blue frowned. "We need to get ready. Chogrum is moving, and the prince wants us to ride with the army."

"I guess we succeeded then."

"It's true. I almost think it's a trap, the way they attacked the prince so close to the first battle. It's like they meant for Chogrum to bring more forces against them. It worked for someone, one way or the other."

Ilsa frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Someone got Ashnia away from the suite while we were out."

"Yunn."

"Maybe. Either way, she's gone."

"Damn," said Ilsa. "We should watch out then."

Blue nodded, then sighed. "We have to get moving, no time to worry about her now." She touched Ilsa's shoulder gently. "I'm glad you're back."

"Me too," said Ilsa. "We'll find her again, Blue. I know she’s important to you."

"Dangerous too," said Blue. "If her brother freed her, at least she's safe."

Ilsa nodded. She did not know what else she could say. Ashnia was a powerful mind eater and a dangerous enemy. Still, Blue cared for her. 

But the war was here, and it was guiding them west.
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When enemies put aside their differences, Hathani is there.

When friends become enemies, Hathani is there.

But there also are human beings in all our varieties.

They rode out of Chogrum with a column of troops the next day. Once the column met Megalli's Vogmem warriors, Ilsa, Siuku, and the others took a branching path toward the village of Atalem. They were accompanied by a detachment of Chogrumian troops.

Through the next night, and the following day, a summer storm swept in from the north. Ilsa and Lemuel huddled together as rain and wind battered the camp.

Even when they could move again, the rain continued to fall in showers until they reached the Filami village by the Flowering Lyre.

The Oshomi there came out to meet Siuku. She told them of their successful alliance, and they rode into the tiny town.

Then, in the light rain, Ilsa, Blue, and Lemuel broke from the rest and made their way back southward, to the lyre where First had captured Tirica originally.

Shielding her eyes against the falling droplets, Ilsa peered at the instrument. She felt the urge to cry just looking at the place among the flowers. Even with Chogrum on their side, could they really defeat the old god? Asurdeva was awake, and right by Tirica's side.

"Hathani help us," she breathed.

Blue glanced at her. "Something has you worried, and it isn't this little bit of rain."

She nodded. "What does it mean that the Uzan have their own god? I mean, what does it say about the world?"

Lemuel guided his horse out ahead of them. "What does it mean that the staves of the Three are real? It means there is more to the world than science and electricity and powder." 

"More than magi," said Blue.

Ilsa closed her eyes and felt the rain on her skin, cool against her remaining bruises. “If Asurdeva is god of the Uzan, why does my father serve him? He always swore never to serve a single master. He laughs in the face of Unification. And he can do things no one else can.” 

She told them again about how First had escaped through the explosive seals.

“No matter how dangerous he is, that doesn’t make him right,” said Lemuel. “I’m not a priest, but I have my own morals.”

“Before this mission, I didn’t believe the gods were literally real.” Blue sighed. “In spite of my time in the Temple of Colors. Or maybe because of it.”

Ilsa looked at her friend. She took a deep breath, felt the pain swell near her heart, a wound that she would always remember, the one Ferdinand had dealt her while under Ashnia’s control in the mountains. 

Her hands tensed on the reins. Now, Tirica was the one in the clutches of an enemy. She waited in meditation, feeling pain from new thoughts and old memories. She released her breath and loosened her grip on the reins of her horse.

“We’ve all changed.” Ilsa held up one palm and caught a few raindrops. “I hate to admit it, Blue, but I was wrong about the mission when we left Morhoen.”

“We both were.”

“I’m not sure. I thought I was looking for something that would give my life meaning, to justify the things I’ve done. I was looking for the wrong thing.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Lemuel.

She sighed. The void sensation in her chest contracted with her exhalation. “I thought I could justify killing other humans if it made the world a better place if it served the Unification or the Three. I still believe in Unification. But killing... I don’t know if I can go on doing it.”

Blue looked down at her hands, cupped over her strider’s saddle. She said nothing, betrayed no thoughts of her own. Her silence worried Ilsa. Blue usually had some kind of answer.

“I killed Melinda, at Howling Pass,” Ilsa said.

Lemuel frowned. “She would have killed us both if you hadn’t.”

“She wasn’t any older than your sister, Lemuel.”

“She was insane. Tirica has nothing in common with her.”

“They were both like me. We all carry guns, use weapons. I wonder. Why do we bother, when the only use of them is to destroy people? Maybe it would be better to step back from violence altogether.”

Blue snorted. “Tell that to Black Powder. Or the Gray Lector. Hell, even the prince of Chogrum. Every nation uses weapons, and as long as they exist, we’ll need to fight against them.”

“I understand, Blue. But I don’t have to enjoy killing.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

“I tell myself I don’t.”

“What brought this on?” asked Blue. “Now is not the time for pacifism, Ilsa. The Uzan will kill us. your father will kill us. The Ayochians will kill us if we don’t fight back.”

“I learned from you, Blue. Passionate belief is better than rigid dedication to a cause.”

Blue looked down at Ilsa from her saddle. “A good lesson. I didn’t realize I was teaching it.” She shook her head. “But passion does not mean you have to enjoy killing. Do what you have to do for the sake of justice, and enjoy what you can.”

Ilsa’s eyes narrowed, but she could think of no argument for her friend.

Lemuel pointed at the lyre standing among the flowers ahead of them in the rain. “I hate to interrupt, but there is someone up there.”

Ilsa looked toward the lyre, eyes still narrowed, and saw he was right. She produced her pistols. “Lemuel, stay back.”

[image: image]

The forms moving on the lyre belonged to Uzan and weapon bonded mercenaries from Black Powder’s unit. Ilsa's sense of their spirits infused her with awareness of each set of weapons they carried. She loaded her pistols and rode closer to the lyre through the falling rain.

"Blue, can you suppress them?"

"I can do more than that," her friend answered. “I’m ready.”

On the lyre, humans and monsters turned toward Ilsa, Blue, and Lemuel. All along the stone base of the instrument, the soldiers of Black Powder produced weapons.

She did not sense her father. That did not put her at ease. None of the mercenaries or Uzan opened fire, though she spotted a few rifles in their midst.

They have the range, so why aren't they shooting?

"Blue, are you stopping them?"

"I would be if they wanted to shoot you."

"What is it with these guys? It's like they're not willing to kill me. First was different. She shot me." And tried to blow me up.

Ilsa knew she should retreat, call out to the others to fall back to Atalem. Still, she pushed her horse toward the Flowering Lyre. Drops of rain felt like nails in the wind.

"Ilsa, don't get too close. I can't stop them all at once," Blue said into her mind.

"I know," she said under her breath. "But I have to see.”

She guided her steed around the lyre's southern side. Her fear, the sort that built in her gut even at a gallop was confirmed. A dark line of Uzan strung out in the distance, interspersed with the tall shadows of striders and the silhouettes of even larger things that looked a little like the electric crawlers used by Ayoch, but with far larger weapons protruding from their backs. Those shadows dwarfed striders, Uzan, and human forms and towered like Dal or Chogrum's skyscrapers. She counted five of the machines, rolling slowly over the land.

"Damn it," she said. "They've got war machines."

"Ilsa, get out of there!" said Blue, her mental voice carrying the sensation of strain. "I won't be able to keep them from shooting at you."

Ilsa pulled her horse's reins to turn the animal. She raced to cover the range on her way back toward Blue and Lemuel, who were themselves pulling back. Well, Blue was. Lemuel waved her on, even as the enemies at Ilsa's back finally went for weapons.

Ilsa made a face. She grunted and kicked her horse to drive the animal faster. It whinnied in annoyance, frustration, maybe fear. She crouched down in the saddle.

The mercenaries started taking pot shots. The Uzan lumbered toward her, climbing down from the lyre. Soft sounds of fear came from Ilsa's steed. She drove the horse toward Lemuel and the hint of some kind of safety. The horse carried her clear of the Uzan's range. She waved at Lemuel to move.

He turned his horse and headed toward Atalem, not needing a second urging. Ilsa went after him, angry at her own headstrong desire to see the other side of the lyre. She would not make that mistake again, not with his life on the line. She owed him better than that, and maybe even owed herself more too.

She gritted her teeth and sighed unevenly.

Enemies drove them northward. 

[image: image]

Ilsa paced the command tent, uneasy with memories thick in her mind.

"Mercenaries have often talked about the perfect war," her father had told her. "And I want to give it to them."

That had been years ago, but Ilsa still remembered, still hated the man for his arrogance, his evil thought.

"A perfect war?"

"A war that never ends. Ideal for my kind."

And over the years his kind had become her kind. Though she fought for the opposite cause, she had still fought, and killed, for others just like he did.

The hell he had brought to her when he had bonded her spirit to the guns only got deeper. Over the years, she had stopped thinking of herself as a priestess most of the time. Only when she met Koor did that sense of herself begin to return. But even he would not fight for what he believed in on the field. In some ways, that made him better than her. But it did not make her hate him less for his abandoning them in the mountains.

She stopped pacing and sat down in the large command tent of the Chogrumian general preparing the defense of Atalem. His role was one of many terms the prince and the parliament had agreed to when they formed their alliance with the Keeper of Tenlyres.

They had plans to make. They had ways to go. To prepare the village's southern and western sides as a shield to break the tide of the Uzan and mercenaries.

They would come. And they would fight. That much, Ilsa could be certain about. 

Would they put any kind of effort into sparing the defenseless? Not likely. Would Black Powder, the Gray Lector, or their lieutenants be there? Perhaps. The Uzan could set up their war machines and begin the battle from a distance. And unlike at Howling Pass, Ilsa doubted they could break through to destroy the massive weapons before they found the range.

The casualties could be tremendous, but here she sat, listening to the general and his sub-commanders trying to plan around the earth-shattering weapons of the ancient demons.

Yes, this would be a deadly battle. Ilsa could hardly expect to feel ready for it.

Siuku arrived with Blue. They began to make suggestions to the Chogrumian officers, but Ilsa could scarcely follow them. She had to be ready to die, but for once her life seemed important. For Tirica. For Lemuel. She had to survive to make sure they did too.

As night fell, she returned to her tent, exhausted, afraid for what tomorrow would bring. She resolved not to give up her life in vain.
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What we remember from the past is our guide and our anchor.

As dawn broke, the fury of battle drew closer to the village. Filami were not warriors, but Oshomi and Chogrumian forces surrounded them, to protect them from oncoming Uzan and the warriors from Black Powder's assembled mercenary companies.

Ilsa prepared her weapons, fully loaded. She found her horse and whispered in the animal's ear. "I'm sorry for the risk I took yesterday. I'll do my best to protect you from now on." And for everyone else on my side, human and animal, the same promise stands.

She glowered into the rising sun, and for a moment remembered the way the same light had filtered through the curtains in her mother's room at the hospital. She remembered how she envied the way her mother looked like the other Dalites. Ilsa's more severe features seemed better suited to this battle. 

A natural environment for her would be a hell to anyone else. This was her element, the heat of the fray. But if all that was true, then why was she afraid? For the first time since Tirica had been captured, she could not answer that question easily. She was not worried only for herself and her friends, but also for people she did not know.

Complexity could slow her down. Being slow could get her killed today. That must not happen. 

She could not allow herself to fight like she had nothing to lose. She knew she had so much to lose now. And to save those people and the feelings they shared with her, she would take what she had to take from the enemy.

Her skills would not fail her unless she let them. And she would not let them, she prayed. She waged the mental fight to stay alive through the day's approaching struggle.

Ilsa looked north, trying to see past the pieces of Chogrumian artillery on crawling gun carriages that had arrived the previous night. She was trying to see the shelter the Filami villagers had built with the help of the allies troops. Lemuel was there with them to protect him from the battle. 

If the buildings in the village survived a single bombardment from the massive Uzan weapons, Ilsa would be surprised. She offered a short prayer of thanks to Hathani for the forethought that had led the villagers to abandon their homes so they could save their lives. A few allied warriors were still stationed within Atalem, but mostly the place had become a ghost town.

Ilsa's fears built in her, as she turned her horse to join a unit of steppe nomads and volunteer militia riders from Chogrum. She caught up with Cass in the lead of the fifty mounted fighters.

"How do you feel?" the other priestess asked.

Ilsa glanced at Cass. "Today is gonna be redder than your hair. And we're in the thick of it."

"You're worried?"

Ilsa nodded. "It almost feels good to admit it."

Ferdinand rode alongside them on his white strider. He held a javelin in each hand. "The generals say we're to head east, to outflank their big guns."

"Good plan," said Cass. "Destroy the artillery."

"Like we did in the pass."

Ferdinand looked toward the few towering, oddly broad-peaked silhouettes of the Uzan artillery set up around the Flowering Lyre. "Those are a bit bigger than the guns Ayoch brought to the mountains."

"You think those could be the same guns they used to chase us to the pass?" asked Cass.

"Let's hope they are. Then they might not have anything bigger waiting in the wings." 

The troops with them wheeled toward the southeast and rode out. Ilsa checked her weapons and remembered how her father had trained her to use them.
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She had hated him then, though not as much as she came to hate him later. Her father took her out to the steppe to bond her to the weapons she would carry in her spirit for the rest of her life. There, he began to teach her to shoot in synchronization with them. The burns were still fresh on her hands when she first summoned her pistols. She learned. Though she had never held a gun before, the bonds helped the skills come naturally to her.

"Always aim for the heart," he told her after she began to hit the targets. "That's the surest way to stop an enemy." He touched a finger to a place just over his, then guided her hand to the same spot on herself.

"And that will kill them." She rubbed her eyes with one hand. They were red and irritated because she had been crying on the ride from the city.

"Yes," he said. "But don't think of it that way. The spirit is immortal, Ilsa. But it connects to the body here." He touched his heart again. "Don't be afraid to sever that connection if you have reason to shoot."

She nodded, then rubbed at her eyes again. "What if I don't want to kill them?"

"Then don't pull the trigger."

Don't pull the trigger.

Don't pull the trigger.

Don't—
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The cavalry around Ilsa wheeled to face west. Mostly they rode horses like her, but a few were on runners. They accelerated toward the Uzan guns as the huge weapons fired their first volley. Shells whistled over the village on their way toward the Chogrumian forces beyond.

The Chogrumian general had anticipated being outgunned. His artillery answered with air-bursting shells that sent shrapnel scything through the airborne Uzan weapons. The order to fire appeared to have been well-timed. All but one of the Uzan shells burst high above the Chogrumian troops, saving the artillery from most of the damage they would have done.

One shell struck the ground full force. Ilsa could tell by how the ground trembled, even kilometers away. She did not want to imagine how much damage just one of the shells had done to the Chogrumian battery's ability to counter-fire.

"We have to get in there," she said. "Who knows how many of those shots the big guns can take."

"Not many," muttered Cass.

Ferdinand nodded, his face grim. He urged his strider into the lead of the cavalry. Cass followed him, and Ilsa was not far behind.

For once, Cass had fewer words than Ilsa. Even back at Saint Banyeen's Garden, all those years ago, that had rarely happened.
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High Priestess Julia Uopemm had taught Ilsa and Cass's class the art of composing sermons herself. She walked along the rows of students in the silent reflection between lectures. The class always took place early in the morning, and when the the weather allowed, outside in Saint Banyeen’s hidden garden. When a student dozed in the light of the rising sun the High Priestess’s wooden staff would lash out and snap them on the shoulder. These strikes kept everyone attentive, though they were not the only source of sound that day.

Someone had started a fight on the street nearest the south side of Saint Banyeen’s, and Ilsa heard screams and shouts of rage in the early morning air. She sat near Cass, trying to focus on the words in her head, the words of the sermon she was composing. It was based on the lesson read at the start of class by the gray light of dawn.

Ilsa did not dare listen for any clue of the cause of the fighting, or for a hint of its resolution. That’s how it had always been back then. She had listened to her own voice more than the outside world. Not until she was expelled from Saint Banyeen’s did she look at the world and see things as others did, as fact and substance rather than a distant world of stark shadow.

Father’s wickedness.

Mother’s madness.

Ilsa’s pain.

The high priestess’s staff touched her shoulder, but not with the force of a blow, not even one of admonition. “Open your eyes, child. You will see the truth.”
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Ilsa kept her eyes open as the horses and runners thundered into a charge against the massive Uzan artillery. As they rode closer to the weapon stationed furthest westward, Ilsa felt tense with fear. Each war machine was easily eight stories high, and at least forty meters across at the launcher. At the top, broad shields like flower petals fanned out from the weapon’s center.

Simultaneously she felt the urge to stare. Uzan patrolled the ground around it, but with them were mercenaries and the troops from Ayoch who had betrayed the Red Lector to his death in Howling Pass. Ilsa’s guns felt heavy in her hands, though she only held her pistols. 

She shouted to the others, “Mar the name of the Uzan, then kill them.”

The reminder was answered with shouts of agreement. All these riders knew it already.

Cass and Ferdinand caught up with her, weapons readied. A few of the Oshomi alongside them produced lightning lances. Within twenty meters, a roll of thunder from the Uzan guns hiding the sound of their charge, Ilsa and the others opened fire. Lightning and bullets. Arrows and shot.

The thin line of defenders around the gun fell away, returning fire. A few of the mercenaries in the forward troops burst with grenade blasts when wounded. 

Ferdinand swept to the southwest, circling the gun on his white strider. His lance impaled an Uzan through the name of Asurdeva on its skull. The abomination went limp. Cass covered the Chogrumian adventurer. She killed any human or monster who took aim at him.

Ilsa rode her steed to the east, looking up at the massive central chamber of the war-machine, like the hollow stem of a black-blooming flower. The guards fell back to the weapon’s massive base, where huge treads were fenced in by countless insect-like legs, each as tall as a horse, even with their points dug into the ground. 

More Uzan emerged from the gaps between the legs.

They doubled the strength of the defenders in an instant. A bolt of lightning jagged from an Oshomi lance into a group of Uzan, leaping between them and then up into the weapon carriage itself. Ilsa drew close and shot the stunned monsters. Two shots each, far easier when they were not shooting back. She wounded others that aimed at her friends, but she knew she could not protect everyone.

Riders fell around her. She cringed close to her horse’s saddle. Most of the mercenaries lay dead or had activated blast seals in their clothes and vanished. Those humans that remained ran along the walkways that ringed the war machine’s launching mechanism. Ilsa rode toward them.

She would not allow them to take another shot.

Words from Koor flashed into her mind, words she remembered all too well. “You have more to lose than you think.”

He had been right, after all, at least about that. Ilsa thought of Lemuel, of Blue, of all her friends. She gritted her teeth and charged toward the heart of the ominous weapon.

She wounded an Uzan targeting her as she drew closer, but missed the name of the god on his head. He stumbled backward, drunkenly, blood leaking from the wound in his temple.

Ilsa glared up at the war machine's belly, seeking for a way to stop the next shell from being loaded.

She grunted with pain as a bullet grazed her shoulder. She immediately found the spirit of the man who had shot her. 

He had red hair and a stocky build. He also wore a coat with a blast seal as an emblem on his back. The mercenary stood atop one of the walkways halfway up the launching chamber.

She shot at him with a pistol but at such range and angle she miscalculated. The bullet struck a railing. Her horse carried her under him. That would make the next shot easier if it could get through the interlocking mesh of the walkway.

Ferdinand shouted a warning. Two Uzan surged toward Ilsa from either side. She jumped to a standing position in the saddle. "Retreat," she said to the animal, then jumped onto the top of the artillery's nearest tread.

The Uzan's bullets ripped through the air around her. A few ricocheted off the walkway. That gave her a clue as to the metal's toughness.

She whirled and shot one Uzan lethally, through the center of the name of Asurdeva. Another took Ferdinand's javelin through the back and spun around. Just in time for Cass's machine gun to destroy the monster's whole head, the name of its god and all.

The remaining Uzan retreated toward cover. Ilsa glanced up at the walkway. The redheaded mercenary was gone, as sure as Ilsa's horse fled back the way they had charged. She had not been sure the animal would understand her. She was glad to see it had.

She scrambled over the guards that topped the legs and treads until she found the bottom of a low walkway. It sloped upward. Ferdinand and Cass caught up behind her.

"We need to find a way to stop this thing," said Ilsa.

"Before it fires again," said Cass. "I know."

Ferdinand glanced to their side where another shell slammed into the chamber sideways. "Sh-shit, w-we'd better hurry." 

His stutter told Ilsa how seriously he took the massive weapon. She nodded, and then turned and raced up the walkway. A heavy clunk echoed from within the firing chamber as she ran.

She prayed she would be fast enough, even as she scanned for enemies on the walkways. Most had descended to fight on the ground. She saw no Uzan until she reached the top of the flower-like launcher's black petals.

A volley of bullets and shot sliced through the air and would have killed her had she not thrown herself flat. One pellet sliced across her head. Blood dripped down her brow, and a few hairs cut loose drifted onto the metal floor in front of her.

Ignoring the pain, she climbed to her knees. She retaliated with both weapons and killed the Uzan. Two shots from each pistol ripped through the monster's head and chest. Ferdinand and Cass caught up with her as she got to her feet.

"You're hit," said Cass.

"Never mind me. Find whoever is about to pull the trigger on this thing."

Ferdinand looked around the top of the launcher, with its six curving metal shields radiating from the ten-meter wide firing chamber. Ilsa spotted a group of mercenaries and Uzan climbing up the other side. A roar ignited below, and the shell screamed upward. 

In a split second, Ilsa seized her machine gun grip. "Get down," she shouted, but her words were drowned out as the shell began to rise.

The smell of ancient propellant filled her nose as the shell cleared the launcher's flower.

It looked similar to the transportation shell that had landed on the plains and broken the ground open while they had been riding toward the mountains. 

That meant it had fuel to change direction. Somewhere inside that metallic shell, was something extremely volatile. And it smelled that way.

She breathed deep, seeking for nuances of different intensity. Then, she closed her eyes and sought for spirit. She aimed, eyes open. She glimpsed the bulge of a fuel tank under a small wing as the shell rocketed upward. Forty meters away. She gripped the machine gun in both hands and fired one shot. 

Fifty meters up, the shell's propellant ignited in the tank. A massive explosion rocked the launcher. Debris spiraled and scythed and lashed the war machine below. Ilsa pitched onto the metal surface of the shield beneath her. More than half-deafened in that moment, she rolled onto her back and looked up at the blazing ruins, spinning east over the steppe, trailing black smoke.

Cass crawled to her side. "You alright?"

Ilsa put a hand to her ringing ear. The wound in her scalp burned.

"Let's make sure I don't have to do that again.” Her own voice sounded distant.

Ferdinand pointed toward the Uzan and mercenaries on the far side of the launcher's top. They were still recovering from the blast. Ilsa stood up and marched toward them. Her machine gun punched one Uzan off the side. He fell with inaudible fury on his lips.

She spun to face the mercenaries and found the red-haired man facing her, one hand on his mouth and a pistol in his grip. They traded shots unevenly, both missing while the launcher rocked beneath them with the impacts of falling wreckage.

He raced toward her, throwing away his empty pistol and pulling a knife with his other hand. He knocked away the barrel of her gun. They collided. She staggered over backward. His knife stabbed toward her neck, only for a shadow to snake out and grab the blade, stopping it like a black rope. Ferdinand tugged with his shadow spear, but the mercenary held onto his blade with a death grip. 

Ilsa stared at the deadly edge of the weapon hovering over her. The man drove his knee into her groin and she winced. Despite the pain, she seized his wrist with both hands. He broke free of Ferdinand’s shadow. They rolled over and over toward the launcher's chamber.

She twisted the knife from his grip. It rolled a few centimeters and dropped into the shaft.

He punched her across the jaw and knocked her head against the steely shield. Lights flashed across her vision.

Dazed, Ilsa drifted between awake and unconscious. He forced her toward the edge of the shaft. When he hit her again, her head swung back through empty air.

Eyes open, she kicked out, knocking his legs free. Front-heavy, they shook. Her whole back hung over the shaft.

She grabbed at his shoulder and tore at one ripped sleeve with her fingers. The bomb vest under his coat clicked as he pulled its release. Ilsa hugged him tight, dragging him into the shaft with her. Her hand pressed to the back of the blast seal on his jacket as it got hot.

Ilsa's memories rushed through her. She did not want to die.

They fell downward into a blaze of ignition.
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There could be any number of gods, far more gods than those we know and worship.

Where was she?

Ilsa lashed out. She kicked the red-haired man twice, first in the groin, then in the chest. He rolled off of her and onto the floor of some sort of armored personnel carrier. Ilsa's nostrils burned, and her palm was even hotter with pain where she had grabbed the blast seal. She gritted her teeth and sat up. 

She looked at the groaning red-headed mercenary. His blast-sealed coat and explosive vest were gone, but otherwise, he seemed the same. She drew a pistol from her agonized right hand. He scrambled onto his knees.

She finished loading and killed him with a bullet to the heart that knocked him on his back. She pressed her back against the hot metal of the wall behind her and panted for breath. Part of her was surprised to still be alive, despite what she had learned about blast-seal transportation.

She checked her palm, and found light burn marks where she had grabbed the seal, but nothing as extreme as the brand, and nothing to disrupt her weapon bond. She grimaced and got to her feet within the unmoving vehicle. 

Wherever they were, no one had come running at the sound of her gunshot.

Ilsa found a hatch in the roof at the front of the personnel carrier, behind the vacant driver's seat. She climbed up the ladder, bearing the pain in her hand, and from the near miss that still had blood trickling down her forehead.

The hatch opened with a circular wheel-lock. She turned the wheel slowly, then opened the hatch. It went up with a creak of rust. Ilsa peered out the top of the vehicle and saw dark shapes on the horizon under the sun that looked to be in about the same position as the area she had left.

The vehicle she stood in was definitely Ayochian and bore the defaced symbols of the Red Lector, and the Queen of Ayoch. Painted over those symbols were long gray lines. 

There were four other vehicles just like the one Ilsa had arrived in. All looked worse for wear on the steppe grass around her. Black Powder had built a retreat point with tanks and personnel carriers. Ilsa shook her head and looked east.

The dark shapes on the horizon looked like the Uzan artillery and judging by the position of the sun, and the train of vehicles stretching toward the steel-black flowers, she was a ride of an hour or two from Atalem and the battle. 

Smoke billowed high from somewhere in the line of artillery. Hopefully, the others could destroy the war machines. They would have to do it without her, given how far away she had been transported. 

She clenched her fist, then winced and opened it again at the pain. The burnt skin had opened up in a few places while she had climbed, and blood ran to her wrist. She wiped her bloody brow with the back of her other hand, and then pulled herself onto the top of the vehicle as quietly as she could manage.

South of her, she spotted another cluster of the same sort of vehicles a few kilometers away. 

Her ears were still ringing. She could scarcely tell if there were sounds nearby or not. She climbed back inside and bandaged her head with a strip of antiseptic cloth from the vehicle's medical kit. She wished she could wrap her hand, but could not manage it without inhibiting the summoning of her bonded weapons.

As her hearing recovered little by little, she lurched back up the ladder. More smoke billowed on the horizon, both at the Uzan artillery, as well as in the village and north of Atalem. She could not tell who was winning from this distance.

She heard groans and screams, followed by a few soothing whispers in response from somewhere nearby. She thought it sounded too clear to be from one of the other vehicles. 

Ilsa crouched atop the personnel carrier and listened, trying to figure out where the voice was coming from.

She turned and spotted a shape limping across the grass, dripping blood from a shattered arm. The remains of a blast-seal vest hung about his shoulders. Not far from the cluster of stopped vehicles was a group of wounded mercenaries with medics moving between them. They did not appear to have noticed Ilsa.

She crept to the end of the vehicle opposite the medics and lowered herself over the side. Then, she dropped down onto the grass. A glance around each corner told her no one was watching. She took the left side because her right hand was wounded, and she could better handle the shooting cross-ways. She kept her left pistol ready and made her way toward the medics and wounded. 

The same voice as before drifted to her. It was far too familiar. She pressed her back to the side of the carrier and glanced toward the groaning sprawled forms. A few unwounded people moved among them. There were only two medics, Ilsa noticed. The third and final member of the group stood with her back to the wounded, watching the distant artillery. 

She turned as Ilsa started moving toward them again.

"Tirica?" Ilsa said, unable to stop her curious voice.

She was far enough away, and around twenty wounded mercenaries made some sound between them. Ilsa cringed back against the side of the vehicle. Neither Tirica or the medics appeared to notice her. 

But there was no mistake. She had found Tirica. 

She dropped into a low crouch and then made her way to the corner of the vehicle closest to the medics. She kept her gaze on them all the while. Tirica walked among the wounded.

She wore a uniform jacket of the same sort the Red Lector's troops had used, unbuttoned completely down the front. Beneath that, her clothes were pale gray. She carried no weapons, but her hands weren't tied either.

The wounded looked mostly to be in too bad of shape to fight, and the medics were using hypodermic injectors to administer some kind of anesthetic. Many of the wounded were unconscious. 

Ilsa scowled and stepped out from the vehicle's shadow, pistol in hand. She trained the gun on one of the medics and advanced.

The other medic spotted her first and pointed with a finger, calling a warning. The one she had under the gun turned toward her and then dropped his syringe in surprise.

"Who are you?" he asked. "How did you get here?"

Ilsa held up her burned hand toward them. "Don't move, and I won't kill you."

Tirica turned toward her. "Ilsa? How?"

"You know a red-haired mercenary guy?" Ilsa said. "He brought me with him."

Both medics stared at Ilsa, eyes wide. "We are unarmed and unbonded," said one of them. "Please, don't shoot."

Ilsa glanced between them, but her sense of spirits told her more than one of the mercenaries on the ground had bonds. That was no surprise. What was off made Ilsa's brow furrow.

Tirica carried a bonded rifle in her spirit.

"Tirica," she said. "What happened to you?"

"First left me here," said Tirica, "She told me to stay put when she went to fight."

"Right..." Ilsa's gaze met Tirica's. "And what about your rifle?"

"They took it away when they caught me. I wish I had it now."

A lie. She had the weapon to call to hand. Ilsa smelled a hint of ammunition on her. 

"Don't insult me. You aren't a prisoner anymore, are you?"

Tirica's eyes narrowed. "How could you tell?"

"Black Powder wouldn't have bonded your weapon to you if you were."

Tirica growled a warning to the medics. She raised her hand and the rifle appeared in her grip. Its broken scope had been removed, but there was no mistaking it as the same weapon Ilsa had seen Tirica with all the way back at the Western Lyre.

Ilsa aimed at a spot near Tirica as the girl finished loading.

"Why did you let him do this to you?"

"Why did you?"

"I was a child."

"And I didn't have a choice. They... hurt me."

"Tirica, don't shoot. I don't want to hurt you."

"Like you didn't want to hurt Melinda?"

Tears threatened Ilsa's eyes. "I gave her as many chances as I could."

"So you killed her because you had to?"

"Yes, I killed her..." Ilsa choked back a sob. "I had no choice."

"You always have a choice. After we left Chogrum, I made a choice.” Tirica’s eyes narrowed as her finger found the trigger of her rifle. “I won’t be helpless anymore.” Tirica took her shot.

Ilsa darted away laterally as Tirica's gun roared. 

The bullet grazed her side. It ripped through, spilling blood and spreading pain. She gasped, barely able to believe Tirica had shot her. 

She turned, blood dripping from her side, just in time to see a wounded mercenary scramble up with a pistol. She killed the man with a single shot.

Others screamed, or writhed in their own private pain and fear. The medics raced for weapons. Ilsa faced Tirica.

"Let me help you."

"You couldn't before." Tirica pulled back the slide on her rifle, ejecting the spent shell casing. She aimed at Ilsa. "I'm done counting on you."

"I swore to your brother I'd save you."

"Sorry to disappoint." Tears ran down Tirica's cheeks. "Time to go." 

The medics and more of the walking wounded drew weapons. 

Ilsa started to fire, dodging and weaving. 

She fell back toward the personnel carriers, killing mercenaries when she wasn’t avoiding return shots. She sheltered behind one metal hull, her burnt hand clamped to her wounded side.

One of the medics lurched around the corner. She swept his legs with hers. He fell, and his gun went off. The bullet roared and shot across Ilsa’s calf. Pain exploded through her leg and she lurched to one side.

Her weapon spoke. The medic pitched backward in a heap. Her pant-leg began to soak up blood. She looked to the side of the personnel carrier, frantic. 

There, she spotted the collapsible ladder leading up to the top. Her hand snaked out and she pulled the ladder out. Then, she began to climb, unable to ignore the pain in her leg. At least the leg made her bleeding hand easier to forget.

She threw herself onto the top of the vehicle. Tirica's bullet whined off the roof beside her.

She really will kill me if I let her, Ilsa thought. 

She crawled to the hatch on the front end of the carrier and twisted the wheel to open it. The hatch popped and Ilsa swung her legs over the side to drop down.

Her boots landed on the floor of the carrier. She managed to stay moving, despite the blood flowing into one of them. She glanced back and found the door sealed. Ilsa slid into the seat behind the wheel.

She started the machine by pulling out the drive rod. The bioelectric engine sparked. She hit the pedal and the machine began to trundle forward. Dark spots swam before Ilsa's eyes and her head felt light. Bullets pinged off the carrier's hull but did little damage to the armored vehicle.

She crushed the pedal and leaned on her wounded leg. She headed toward Atalem as fast as she could, jamming the pedal with her machine gun's stock, so she could go back to bandage her leg. She barely made it to the emergency kit at all. It’s place stood empty, taken by some desperate soldier no doubt.

Ilsa sank to the floor of the vehicle, knowing the time she had with her machine gun moving the vehicle forward would be measured in seconds if she did not take its place.

She tore a strip of cloth from the hole torn at her side. At least the wound there was shallow. She made a bandage for her leg and lurched back to the front to keep driving.

She pushed forward toward Atalem until her head grew too light. Then she climbed down under the wheel. This way she hoped to keep pressing the pedal even if she fell unconscious. If she was lucky the Chogrumian forces would not simply destroy the vehicle without looking inside it first.

Her mind wandered. Lemuel's spirit seemed close. So close. She prayed he had survived the battle so far. And she rode the vehicle into the shadows.
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Each of us owes our lives to someone else, parents, friends, saviors of all kinds. 

That does not mean we should not do what we can to protect ourselves.

––––––––
[image: image]


The world spun and then stabilized. Ilsa heard voices fading away, accompanied by the pure and consistent agony of her wounds. Grazed head, burnt hand, torn side, wounded leg... they were all still there. Somehow she had survived. Again, she survived.

She lay on a cot in a tent, a large pale-colored one from the Chogrumian military, rather than the small homes of the Oshomi. She looked up at the ceiling. Her groan of pain joined the sounds of other wounded that filled the space.

The triage tent dimmed with the passing hours. Some screams silenced. New cries began. 

Ilsa found a discarded rifle on the floor beside her cot. She lurched to stand up. She had to find Lemuel and tell him what had happened. She had to, though the feeling in her stomach that built when she thought of telling him about Tirica's choice made her hesitate.

Eventually, she found a crutch to lean on and then left the rifle behind. She limped toward the exit of the tent. Her wounds were all wrapped to stop the blood flow, but her head still felt light. She hated waking up in a hospital alone. It had happened too often lately.

She made her way through the camp north of Atalem. Despite her lightheadedness, she reached out for Blue's spirit. "Find me," she murmured. "Please."

She staggered past a dozen tents and was halfway to the trenches the Chogrumians had dug out for shelter from the bombardment before Blue and Lemuel found her.

Her eyes filled with tears when she saw them in the fading daylight. "You two," she said. "You made it"

Lemuel threw himself over the side of his horse and ran to her. "Ilsa?" His voice broke. "Is that really you? I heard... Cass and Ferdinand told me you were dead."

She looked at him and nodded. "I used a blast seal to escape the fall. Took a Chogrumian carrier back here, but I don't know the rest."

"I don't care how it happened." He threw his arms around her. They pressed themselves to each other, warm, and alive, despite everything. 

Her crutch fell to the ground. She held onto Lemuel instead.

Blue's gentle pressure in her mind made her look at her friend over Lemuel's shoulder. 

"What's wrong?" asked Blue.

"Too much, Blue," she said. "I'll tell you everything. Both of you need to know. I just need to sit down first."

She staggered along with them, Lemuel supporting her. He helped her onto his horse and then led it while she rode. She thought of her own horse. She hoped the animal had made it to safety. 

At least Ferdinand and Cass had survived.

Blue told her through mental communication that the Uzan had fallen back from Atalem, but most of the village now lay in ruins, and the cost in lives to the Chogrumians and the Oshomi had been high.

"They'll come back, you know," said Ilsa softly. "First was out there today. And Black Powder won't give up."

"Neither will the Gray Lector or Asurdeva, I suspect," said Lemuel. "We have to hold on." He sighed. "I hope Tirica is alright."

"She's alive," said Ilsa in a dry croak of a voice. "I—I saw her today."

"You saw her? Where?"

"When the blast seal transported me out of the launcher I ended up at a medical center for the mercenaries. She was there."

Lemuel turned to stare back at her where she sat on the horse, eyes wide. "You saw her?"

"Yeah." Ilsa felt an urge to cry, but she channeled it into a single deep breath. "Lemuel, I don't know how to say this—She—She has a weapon bonded to her spirit."

"What? Why would they do that?"

"She agreed to fight for them." Ilsa touched her side. "She shot me. Here."

Lemuel dropped the reins he been using to lead the horse. He bent down to reach for them, but his big hand shook too much to pick them up.

He shook his head. "It can't be—She wouldn't."

Ilsa lifted her wounded leg despite the pain that shot through her as she did. She climbed down and then supported herself on the horse's side. Lemuel stared at her.

Blue's mind withdrew. She brought her strider to a stop behind Ilsa and Lemuel. Yet, she said nothing.

Lemuel's lips trembled. "I can't believe it."

"I don't like it anymore than you do," said Ilsa. "They forced her into it after First's attack in Chogrum failed."

"She's alive," said Blue. "Get me close enough to her and I can stop her. We aren't dealing with true belief. Once she's free of them, she won't keep fighting us."

Lemuel nodded, but tears began to leak from his eyes.

Ilsa let go of the horse and staggered toward him. A jagged flare of pain shot through her calf and she stumbled. She fell forward but caught herself on Lemuel's shoulder. He sank down slowly, and they sat on the trampled steppe grass.

His face close to hers, he sniffed, trying to fight his tears. She pressed her forehead to his.

"This doesn't change anything," she said, halfway to tears herself. "We will get her back, even if we have to fight her to do it."

"She isn't free," said Blue.

"Right." Ilsa brushed the tears from Lemuel's cheeks. "We won't give up."

Lemuel's small arm wrapped around Ilsa's back. His little hand patted down her spine. "Thank you, Ilsa." He breathed in deep. "And Blue. Thank you, both." His big hand found Ilsa's cheek and cupped her face. "I studied and studied, but I never could say I would trust anyone outside my family with my life before I met you two."

"Lemuel." Ilsa pulled him to her, one hand around the back of his head, the other around his waist. "You've got us. We won't abandon Tirica."

His little hand touched the freshly-dressed wound on her side. She let out a gasp of pain. He withdrew his fingers. "I'm sorry. She did this to you."

"It's not as bad as my leg. And she didn't hit me there."

"You've fought so long. I know you wish you could stop."

"I won't stop fighting until my father is defeated. Until the Uzan are beaten, none of us can stop."

"Until peace is in sight," said Blue.

"How can we see peace from the battlefield?" said Ilsa. "That's what I worry about."

"You're both warriors. It's what you do."

"We have a cause." Ilsa sighed. "I just don't know if that's enough."

"It has to be," said Blue. 

"We have to hope it is because we don't fight for a nation, we fight for the people, to protect them and save as many as we can." Ilsa looked into Lemuel's eyes. "And we'll protect your sister too."

"What if she doesn't give you a choice?"

"I'll die before I kill her." Ilsa blinked back tears and hoped her brave words were true, though she doubted them. She gritted her teeth. "I swear—"

"Don't. You can't sacrifice yourself." Lemuel's hand moved down her face to her shoulder. "I would never ask you to do that."

Ilsa held on to him in silence for a long moment, aching, pained. "Thank you. I'll do everything I can to be worth your trust."

"You already have," he said.

The sound of hooves, four or five horses, and half a dozen goat runners, drew close through the camp.

"Priestess," said Siuku as she and a group of other Oshomi leaders caught up with them. "You should have stayed in triage." Behind her veil her eyes were tired. "You were seriously wounded."

"I know," said Ilsa. "I just couldn't lie there."

"Let me heal you." Siuku climbed down from her horse. She approached Ilsa and Lemuel.

Ilsa's eyes met his, and then they disentangled themselves. Behind Siuku, Ilsa saw Ganara, the Vogmem chieftain, and priestess of Vada who had wielded the True Blackwood staff at the battle of Howling Pass. The blond woman gave a curt nod to Ilsa.

Siuku knelt down beside Ilsa. Lemuel got to his feet nearby. The Keeper of Tenlyres unfastened the seal on her veil. Without the veil, she looked even more exhausted. 

How many people has she saved today? Ilsa wondered. How many former enemies owe her their lives? This is how we can unify the people, by healing instead of killing.

The pain from her calf faded. Siuku sealed the cut in Ilsa's head. Then, the keeper touched her side where Tirica had shot her. The pain there vanished with a touch of a weary hand.

Siuku replaced her veil. "You will have a few scars," she said. "And I can't help your hand."

"Thank you," said Ilsa. "I've been through the worst wounds of my life from the mountains to now, and I wouldn't be alive without you."

Siuku's voice came out less monotone than usual. "I saw you in my visions, Ilsa Barrett. Since we first met you have become important to me."

Ilsa bowed to the keeper. "I will protect you as long as I am able."

"Let us both pray that you remain able."

Siuku stood, and offered a hand to help Ilsa to her feet. She turned to Blue. "Has the prince of Chogrum arrived?"

"His force is setting up in the northern part of the camp," said Blue. "They should be almost done by now."

"The prince is here?" Ilsa asked.

"Scouts have sighted more of Black Powder's forces approaching our position," said Blue. "We don't know the exact numbers, but from here we will defend Chogrum from both men and monsters."

"What about Ayoch and Dal?" said Ilsa. "Their armies are still moving east."

"Indeed." Ganara tossed her head. "Allies or not, we can catch the Uzan and their human friends between our forces and theirs if we hold here."

Ilsa nodded. "That could work. We can still win."

Lemuel glanced at her with reddened eyes. His unspoken question was obvious. 

She folded her hands together. "And we'll get Tirica out of there before it's over."

Great hawks called to each other as they flew overhead. Ilsa looked up. Skyriders.

She brought her gaze down to level with Blue. "How did you destroy the artillery?"

Blues shrugged. "The raiders delayed them long enough for Chogrum's weapons to find the range. After that, their crews started to run. Even Uzan won't survive a hit from the big guns. Just too bad they got most of their weapons out of there when they went."

Ilsa frowned. "How many were destroyed?"

"Two. They still have at least three left."

"If we move fast enough, they can't hit us," said Ganara. "My warriors will deal with them next time."

"We should meet with the prince," Siuku said to Ganara. "We have plans to make, and you can tell him what you just said."

"I've never seen so many soldiers in one place," Ganara said. "Chogrum has a mighty army."

"Ilsa," the keeper said. "Will you, your scholar, and Blue accompany us? There is much to discuss for the coming battle."

Ilsa glanced at Lemuel. He nodded to her.

"As you wish," said Ilsa. And they set off toward the prince's part of the allied camp.
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There are created enough people to face any challenge, whether natural or supernatural.

The prince's command tent was far smaller than Ilsa had expected but still dwarfed the camp structures around it.

Ilsa and Lemuel made their way inside through a double-wide front entrance, following the keeper, Ganara, and the other leaders. Blue brought up the rear.

Inside the tent, Siuku took to one side with her chieftains at her back. The Vogmem, including Ganara, stood opposite the Oshomi. Forming a triangle with them, the prince of Chogrum in his robes and holding the True Red staff of Hathani, spread his arms, flanked by generals and guards.

"Everyone," he said. "The Keeper of Tenlyres has proposed a plan to stop this war before the monsters can strike back at us."

Ilsa glanced at Siuku. The keeper stepped forward.

"My predecessors and I have studied the lyres for as long as our history remembers. The Uzan are not sealed fully within them, but are bound by the song when it is played."

"They were freed by song," said Lemuel. "It is likely they can be imprisoned again by it."

"More like certain," said Ganara. "But we need to know the song to play." She tossed her hair back. "We don't exactly have notes to read."

The Prince motioned toward Ganara. "I believe I have your answer." He held out the red staff. "This is the true staff of Hathani. With the notes Mister Chollush has made, it can assist in guiding someone to understand the notes properly, as long as the one who wields it can communicate to the one who plays."

"Are you certain?" asked Ganara. "I have wielded the black staff and I never noticed such a power."

"You never carried it to a lyre," said Siuku. "I believe the prince is right. There is one other difficulty, however."

"What is that?" asked the prince, a frown forming on his lips.

"We will need the song pistols to play the notes perfectly."

"And Black Powder has them," said Ilsa.

Siuku nodded. "That is true."

"Then we must retrieve them," said the Prince.

"He leads Asurdeva's army now," said Ganara. "How can any of us get to him?" Her eyes moved toward Ilsa. "Unless..."

"He knows I'm not his ally, though I am his daughter." Ilsa grunted. "But there may be another way." She glanced at Blue. "Can you tell where Black Powder is now?"

Blue shook her braids. "Unlikely. He has Uzan sense magi scattered around his camp, so I wouldn't even know where to start."

"This is foolish," said one of the Oshomi chieftains. "We can raid the Uzan, kill Black Powder. He is only a man."

"Just a man. But the most dangerous man on all the plateau," said Siuku. "To pursue him into the heart of his camp would be suicide."

The chieftain grunted, then fell silent.

Ganara growled, "I hate to agree with that, but it is true."

Ilsa narrowed her eyes, brows bent in thought. Father always rode with mercenaries before. And mercenaries had no laws, no exploitable customs, only their own pride mattered to her father's company. Pride could make one do foolish things.

"Insult them," she said.

"What?" The prince raised his eyebrows. "Priestess, elaborate."

"We challenge their pride. Most mercenaries don't care about honor, but Black Powder's troops aren't just mercenaries. They're his disciples."

"Explain," said Siuku.

"The bonds Black Powder teaches them to use, bonds to the spirit, are the source of their pride. We can insult that pride to draw him out. They'll want to prove their master's ability can match anyone else."

"A cult of skill," said the prince. "I begin to understand. But their abilities are great. If Black Powder accepts this challenge, then who can we send to duel? My guards have weapon bonds, but I've heard of his skill. Any of them would lay down their lives for us, but none would survive long enough to even distract him."

Ilsa took a deep breath. "I'll fight him."

"No," said Lemuel. "No, Ilsa."

"Lemuel, I know I can beat him."

He shook his head. "That doesn't matter. He bonded those weapons to you."

A sinking feeling in Ilsa's stomach told her he was right. Her father and his troops would not care if she fought. She might as well be one of them.

"You're right. I can't insult them the way we need to."

A figure detached herself from the wall of the tent on the far side of the Oshomi leaders.

"I'll do it," said Cass Kalteri.

Ilsa started, then stared at her oldest friend, her fellow priestess, the one who had betrayed her to the high priestess, and who had still ridden out to help her.

"Cass," Ilsa said. "Are you sure?"

"I'd put my skills to the test against anyone, Ilsa. And Black Powder is Saint Banyeen's greatest rival." The red-haired priestess bowed to the prince of Chogrum. "If you'll accept my offer, I can challenge him at dawn."

The prince glanced at his generals. Murmurs ran through the leaders, city-dwellers, and nomads. 

Siuku nodded. "I trust your courage, priestess."

Ilsa's throat felt tight. Her own life, she would gladly risk against her father. She could not let Cass sacrifice herself, though it could give them a path to victory. She clenched her unburnt fist and looked at her friends around her.

"It could work," she said. "But Cass—He'll kill you."

"Or maybe I'll kill him. We'll see," she said. "In the meantime, someone can find the song pistols. Once we have those we can beat the Uzan all at once."

"It's true," said the prince. He bowed his head toward Cass. "To you, Priestess Kalteri."

Ganara turned to Ilsa. "That camp won't be easy to infiltrate, but I have a feeling you and your mind eater will be able to make it in."

"Agreed," said Ilsa. Sick to her stomach, she added, "We have to make this worth it." Her eyes met Cass's. "Good luck, my friend."

Cass nodded to Ilsa. "Let's hope he takes the bait."

"He will," she said. That's what I'm afraid of now. 

Lemuel silently reached for Ilsa's hand. She let him hold her tight.
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The next morning the sun was just rising when Cass rode toward the camp of Asurdeva with the prince's guards, under a flag of parley. Ilsa watched them from a distance, sheltering in the ruins of Atalem with Ferdinand. The rest of the raiders who had survived the battle at the Uzan artillery were with them.

The black shapes of wrecked war machines still stood to the south of them. Ferdinand breathed a curse.

"Damn this p-plan," he said. "I-if he a-accepts, sh-she is n-no m-match for him."

"I wish I could go instead," said Ilsa.

He sighed. "Y-you would p-protect h-her if you c-could. B-but I w-would h-hate i-it either way."

Ilsa blinked in the bright light of the sun shining from the east. "We have to believe. In her. She does."

"I b-believe in her," Ferdinand said. "I j-just wish I could help." Ilsa glanced back through the ruined village to where Ferdinand's steed sat hidden from the view of Black Powder's camp by the few walls still standing. "You are helping. Blue's strider is enough to carry both of us in, but most mercenaries ride their own striders. Thanks for letting me borrow yours."

"Vortimer will get you in and out," said Ferdinand “Don't let him show you too much attitude."

The fact that he didn’t stutter made his confidence in the strider clear to Ilsa.

She left Ferdinand and moved to where Blue and the two striders stood. She had to put Cass's challenge out of her mind. What she was about to do could be just as dangerous.

Blue gave her a nod, and sent a sense of meditative calm, that almost masked the tension beneath it. They rode out of Atalem and headed south past the ruined hulks of abandoned Uzan artillery.

Once Vortimer carried Ilsa out of sight of the mercenary lines, she threw on a heavy coat, too hot for summer. It had a hood to conceal her face. Blue put on a helmet that went with her combat armor and pulled down the face mask. They turned toward the mercenary camp. Ilsa bent down to urge Vortimer forward. She made a face when the strider snorted at her.

She pulled back, wrinkled her nose, but the white strider accelerated anyway. They needed to hurry. Black Powder would have to accept Cass's challenge immediately or risk losing face. His pride would not allow that.

She marked the time by the sun in the sky. They reached the outer sentries of the mercenary camp. Blue muddied their minds, allowing the two of them to ride into the camp.

They carried no visible weapons, but anyone with a sense of weapons could tell Ilsa was bonded.

She brought Vortimer to a stop among the tents of the camp. A pair of Uzan marched past them. Huge feet left heavy prints in the already worn down steppe-grass of the camp.

Ilsa dismounted and led Vortimer after the Uzan. Blue did the same with her strider. As they walked Ilsa made sure to follow the other mercenaries going toward the center of the line closest to Atalem.

Blue's eyes lingered on the gray-skinned Uzan. Ilsa tried to ignore the monstrous creatures and their warped, evil-feeling spirits.

They reached the front just as Black Powder stepped forward from the lines to address Cass. She sat on a runner's back. Cass had always preferred the lighter, faster creatures. A chill ran through Ilsa as Black Powder's long coat swished over the grasses.

"You are bold to challenge me, but why should I accept on the eve of my victory?"

Cass drew herself up. "Tomorrow will be a red day," she said, "Don't pretend to be yellow now."

Black Powder snorted. "You have something of a tongue, priestess. You Hathanians are all talk, and your bonds are no match for mine."

Cass smirked. "Yet you're hesitant to fight me."

"Don't throw your life away. Ride back. Leave this line. Killing you would only give me a moment of satisfaction anyway." 

He turned to First who stood just behind him. Ilsa squinted out from under her hood. She saw the song pistols, twin integrally silenced weapons, hanging on her father's belt. Her teeth ground together. So close but so far.

"You carry many weapons," said Cass. "But do you trust the ones you are bonded to by your spirit?"

"Of course I do." Black Powder folded his arms. "But if you will not take no for an answer, we will duel."

"Not such a coward after all," said Cass.

"Funny, I was thinking the same of you. Don't think I don't know you—The one who betrayed my daughter all those years ago. Thanks for that, as it stands."

Blue put a hand on Ilsa's shoulder, holding her back even as Ilsa tensed with anger and let go of Vortimer's mounting line. She glanced at Blue. "It's alright. I won't lose my temper," she whispered.

The mercenaries around Black Powder laughed and murmured. A man shouted, "Run away, Hathanian. Or come to me instead, pretty thing."

Ilsa felt her eyes narrow.

Other men took up the cry. "Come to me."

"No me!"

Then a few broke into gales of laughter.

Black Powder held up a hand to silence his troops. The sounds of the crowd died in seconds. Ilsa and Blue slipped through the crowd, creeping closer to Black Powder and First.

First.

Ilsa could see now that her father's first apprentice was leaning on a cane, and still looked battered after the beating Ilsa had given her on the rooftop in Chogrum.

Ilsa’s face made a snarl, expression hidden by her hood.

Black Powder unfastened his gun belt with the song pistols. He handed the whole set to First. The woman took the weapons in reverent hands.

Ilsa glanced at Blue.

"Just let them start," said her friend in her mind. "We need the distraction."

First walked away from Black Powder as Cass climbed down from her runner. They faced each other before the mercenaries.

Cass frowned. "How can I trust your troops not to interfere when we're so close to them?"

Black Powder shrugged. "First, get the others back. Wouldn't do for stray bullets to hit them."

The whole mass of troops and the few Uzan at the front with them fell back from the duelists. Cass checked the magazine of ammunition for her pistols where it hung on her belt.

First stood at the front of the mercenary onlookers, but the group now gave Cass and her runner twenty meters or more in breadth. Ilsa and Blue were right behind First when Black Powder said,

"Ready?"

"I am."

"Then draw on five. Count for me, Tirica."

Tirica's voice came from somewhere else in the crowd, wavering slightly with each number.

"O-one."

Cass shifted her feet, both hands free.

"Two."

Ilsa brought herself to a space just beside First, a little back and to the right.

"Three."

Black Powder spat onto the grass between them.

"Four."

Blue sent to Ilsa. She said she would try to slow Black Powder down. Ilsa tensed.

"Five."

They drew and loaded in split seconds. But Black Powder was faster. Only ten meters from Cass, in broad daylight, he would have killed her with his first shot if she had not thrown herself backward as she finished loading her pistol.

His gun barked and ripped a stream of red through Cass's shoulder. She gritted her teeth and retaliated. Her bullet tore through his coat. Ilsa and First both stared as her father prepared another shot.

"Ilsa, I've got the others suppressed," Blue sent to her, "Now is our chance."

She conjured a pistol in her burnt, clenched hand. And she swung overhand. The gun barrel connected with First's head. First cried out and fell, but the sound was lost in the crack of the next gunshot.

Cass's knee burst and blood ran down her leg. She wobbled, somehow staying upright. Her shot clipped Black Powder's sleeve and drew blood.

He shot her gun arm and the bullet blew through the other side. The pistol flew from her fingers.

Cass staggered and fell. 

Ilsa had the song pistols without looking at them. She fought back through the crowd of pacified mercenaries, eyes on Blue and the striders not far behind them. She heard a shout from behind her, but not another shot. Ilsa gritted her teeth as they fled.

Back at the camp. Ilsa heard the rest of what had happened.

Ferdinand had ridden out to find Cass, but Black Powder had driven him back. Even if she still lived after those wounds, Ilsa's first friend was now a prisoner of the enemy.

Ilsa prayed the song pistols were worth it.

They could end the battle, even if they might not be able to save Cass.

But if they hurried, Ilsa had hopes they could do both. Still, as she rode, tears threatened her eyes.
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Some songs simply need to be played.

The evening after Cass’s defeat, Ilsa wandered the camp, unable to rest. She knew she would need to play the song on the Flowering Lyre once the sun rose again. She could only pray so much.

As the darkness began to close in and grow colder, Ilsa made her way back toward the tent she shared with Lemuel. He was sitting on the grass beside the tent when she arrived, under the light of a dim lamp. As she approached through the gloom, he offered a bottle of something strong to Ferdinand who sat beside him.

The two men had been enemies in the spring, but as summer began to wane they shared a drink. At least a few good things had come from this damned conflict. Ilsa hesitated in the darkness, unseen by the two men, listening to their muffled words.

“It’s not easy,” said Lemuel. “This is war, I guess.”

Ferdinand sighed. “I can still hope she’s alive. She was better than I d-deserved.” He took a swig from the bottle.

“Maybe it seems that way,” said Lemuel, “But I doubt she’d agree.”

“Am I the only one drinking here?” Ferdinand pushed the bottle at Lemuel. “Your sister is on the other side.”

“I’ll deal with that tomorrow.” But Lemuel still took the bottle, and he still drank.

“You do that. You can’t count on Ilsa forever.”

“I know.” Lemuel shook his head. “It’s strange. I used to rely on my sister. Now she could be ready to shoot me for all I know.”

Ilsa squeezed her eye shut in the dark, then opened them again. She took a deep breath and stepped out of the shadows into the illumination of the lamp that hung in front of the tent. Lemuel and Ferdinand looked up at her in surprised unison.

“You’re pretty quiet,” said Ferdinand.

“I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Have a seat.” Ferdinand patted the ground. “We’re drinking away our troubles.”

“I heard.” Ilsa sat down beside Lemuel. He offered her the bottle. She drank and let the bitter taste relieve a different kind of bitterness. “We’ll stop them, you know. And we’ll save as many people as we can.” She turned to Lemuel. “Even Tirica.” Her gazed continued to Ferdinand. “You know Cass is tough. If. If she’s still alive, we’ll find her.” 

“I trust you.” No hint of a stutter corrupted his voice.

She handed him the bottle.

He raised the drink to his lips. “Tomorrow,” he said. And drank.

“Tomorrow,” said Lemuel.

“Tomorrow,” Ilsa murmured. She leaned against Lemuel. Their arms found the way around each other. “Tomorrow.”
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Ilsa stood on the Flowering Lyre's raised base as the sun rose the next morning. Siuku, Blue, and the prince of Chogrum were with her, while their troops took up positions encircling the stone base of the huge structure. Ilsa held the grips of the song pistols tighter than she had ever gripped a firearm.

The forces of Black Powder and Asurdeva spread out before her. Somehow, they looked more numerous than ever.

How could her father have amassed so many soldiers that were fanatics to the cause of the old god?

He wanted a perfect war, a war that would never end.

On her left, Lemuel stood, back to the wider support of the lyre. He held a book of notes in his hands and read from it in a low murmur. 

She wanted to reassure him that they would win the day, but she did not know if she could. Even after she had started writing again, she could not muster the courage to speak in this moment. She would never be a real preacher like Cass. But she could try to save her first friend.

Black Powder had reacted quickly to losing the song pistols, but the Chogrumians and their allies had moved to occupy the lyre even as Cass had ridden to challenge Black Powder. They would fight, and they had a chance, at last, to defeat the army before them.

Uzan lumbered forward, weapons emerging from them. Ilsa closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She knew she could play the lyre, but there was no room for error. If the song was not perfect only some, or perhaps none of the Uzan would be sealed.

She clenched her jaw. "For Cass," she murmured. For Akirette, and Hailek, and all the other beings who died for them to have a chance in this battle.

The prince caught her eye. "I will conduct with the staff," he said. "Shoot at the string I indicate."

"Right. The plan." Ilsa nodded to him.

The Uzan surged forward. Their massive leader, the Gray Lector, took the lead. He was obviously the only one who had been awake these past millennia because of his deeply weathered and pitted skin.

Their weapons boomed and roared, distant and brutal. Nomads and Chogrumians alike answered with fire of their own. Ilsa turned to the prince. "As soon as you're ready," she said.

The air was hot and stank of all kinds of propellant.

The prince furrowed his brow and pointed the end of the red staff at the center of the lyre. Ilsa hit the string, and it vibrated with a sound almost like a gong.

She followed the point of the staff and fired. Again. Again. The sounds of the strings were louder than those of the guns. 

Each pistol held twelve shots initially. Down to eight each after a few seconds of firing. Standing near her, Lemuel prepared the extra magazines, ready to reload near-instantly.

The song rose over the battle, somber and slow, but also commanding. She fell into the rhythm and continued to shoot the indestructible strings.

One gun emptied. Lemuel clicked the magazine back into it. She took it from him and emptied the other before handing that to Lemuel.

The chaos of the battle seemed far away.

Here, Boraij Kanan's troops advanced on the flank.

There, Ganara's Vogmem skirted the battle to angle toward the command of the mercenaries.

And ever-present, the Uzan continued to advance, killing humans with few losses to themselves.

Ganara's riders cut back and hit Kanan's rear. Skyriders fell upon the Ayochian traitors from above.

A glint of steel glimmered in the sun from Black Powder's command post. Ilsa hit the next string, but her teeth went on edge. Her father had just produced a weapon from his spirit. It seemed strange to her spirit, but she could not identify it.

A heavy thud echoed from the distance.

An artillery shell, aimed with deadly accuracy, few toward the top of the Flowering Lyre.

Black Powder had finally used the stolen bombard from Howling Pass.

Ilsa's eyes watered. She shot the string, emptying the gun again. A wave of sound spread over the field, dampening the movements of the Uzan. Some of them stumbled in their paces.

And then, the artillery shell hit the front of the lyre, creating a deafening interruption to Ilsa's song, and setting some of the flowers around the base ablaze.

Ilsa staggered as the lyre shook with the impact. Her ears rang. Lemuel fell to the ground. A scything shard of metal whipped between the strings and carved through the prince's outstretched arm.

He clutched the stump and fell to his knees. His guards were beside him in seconds. The red staff rolled free of his severed grip.

Blue ran to Ilsa and Lemuel, while Siuku reached the prince.

"We need to finish the song," said Blue.

"How?" Ilsa stared at the bloody staff on the ground.

"I'll point, you shoot." Blue stared across the field. "We can still win."

A sniper's bullet whined off the lyre. Ilsa traced the shot to Tirica's rifle, set up atop the broken Uzan artillery a hundred meters from the lyre.

"Damn it," Ilsa said. "But you're right."

Blue picked up the staff, eyes glazed as she read the thoughts from Lemuel and the wounded prince to pick each string. Ilsa continued to fire.

Kanan's surviving troops fought past Ganara's Vogmem and joined with the Uzan in the center. 

Another of Tirica's shots rang off the lyre's unbreakable stone.

Lemuel cringed close to Ilsa, a magazine in each hand. 

The Gray Lector leaped up and onto the lyre’s base. He roared and weapons emerged from his body.

Blue sent to Ilsa. "Tirica is moving."

"Good." Ilsa kept shooting out the song. Each blast of the pistol sent the strings vibrating. A funeral song rose from the lyre. And the Uzan slowed again. Even the ancient Gray Lector gave a lurch of disruption as he pushed forward.

Then he was on them. His hand snaked out to grab the end of Blue's staff.

A greatsword cleaved through his palm. Kaij Haram kicked out and drove the Gray Lector back a step. Guns bristled from the weatherbeaten Uzan, ready to blaze away. A chill froze the humid air. Ice blocked the barrels of the weapons.

Yunn grunted and guided his runner into cover behind one of the lyre’s supports. 

Blue thrust the staff at another string, calm enough despite the arrival of some unexpected allies.

The Gray Lector bellowed a cry in the forgotten language of the gods. He swung to pummel Kaij, but his fist slowed, hesitating impossibly. Ashnia's powers pinned the Gray Lector in place for an instant. She stood beside Blue, eyes clouded nearly white with her mind eater powers.

The Red Lector’s children were here to claim their revenge.

Kaij did not hesitate. He cleaved through the Gray Lector's neck. Blood met the air and spattered Ilsa’s face.

The scarred Uzan fell to his knees. Huge hands reached for his freshly severed head.

Ilsa's song echoed over the battlefield, drowning out all other sounds.

All around the lyre, the Uzan froze in their places. Blue lowered the staff's point. The echoes of the song began to fade, but the monsters remained completely still.

Ilsa jammed an empty song pistol into its holster. She wiped blood and sweat out of her eyes. The legion of walking weapons was silent.

The Uzan had been sealed.
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With or without faith, we humans walk through the night, looking for signs of dawn.

Ilsa and Blue looked at the Red Lector's children around them on the lyre. She still could hardly believe they had arrived to fight beside them, rather than to kill them.

Ashnia regarded Ilsa and Blue coolly, her blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. Siuku completed what healing she could on the prince of Chogrum's ruined stump of an arm. He lay unconscious, surrounded by his guards.

Lemuel’s jaw hung open. He looked from Kaij to Yunn, to the frozen, headless body of the Gray Lector. The massive Uzan leader had not been able to reach the critical piece just severed by Kaij's blade.

Ashnia grimaced between the strings at the battle raging beyond the lyre.

“The fight isn’t over,” said Blue.

Kaij lowered his sword and put a hand on Ashnia’s shoulder. She closed her eyes. “General Kanan is still alive.”

“Not for long.” Kaij’s lips drew back in a snarl. “He’ll pay for killing our father.” He looked down at the Gray Lector’s body. “Just like this one.”

Ashnia opened her eyes, facing the battlefield. “Not if I beat you to him, brother.”

Ilsa stared at the Ayochians. “You’re all here for revenge?”

Yunn turned toward her in the saddle. “Your cause didn’t sway us. If that’s your question?”

Siuku rose unsteadily from beside the unconscious prince. “Either way, we are on the same side for now.”

“Right.” Ilsa grunted. As much as she hated to admit the Ayochians had saved her life, she knew it was true. 

Kaij glared at her. “For now.”

Blue eyed Ashnia. “Do you sense that?”

“Sense what?” asked Ilsa.

“Reach out,” said Blue. “Ashnia, this was the Gray Lector, but their god is still unbound. He is on his way here.”

Beside Ilsa, Lemuel found his words. “Asurdeva is a god. What does a god look like?”

Ilsa closed her eyes and breathed deep, focusing her spirit senses. The oppressive scale of the spirit she had first sensed moving from the center of the plateau while she had been in Chogrum, threatened to blanket the entire lyre and all the armies around it. Heavy. Choking. She opened her eyes with a gasp for air.

Lemuel touched her arm. “Are you alright?”

“Blue is right,” she said. “Asurdeva is here.”

Siuku glowered across the lyre. “He is not the only one.”

First stood beside Black Powder on the other side of the strings. The two mercenaries both held their bonded pistols. Ilsa’s eyes narrowed and she stared at them. A cackling sound echoed over the battlefield as if the lyre itself was laughing. Ilsa covered one ear with her free hand. The other still held a song pistol with two bullets left loaded.

A shadow drifted overhead. A slim shape plunged downward and landed on Black Powder’s side of the lyre. Tirica Chollush, her eyes wide open and gleaming, stared at Ilsa, a sardonic grin on her face. When she spoke, the tone and inflection were completely unlike Lemuel’s sister. “It’s good to be home. I always liked the east best.”

“She’s betrayed you,” said Kaij. His sword withdrew into the bond on his hand. He raised a pistol in the other.

“Wait,” Ilsa shouted. 

Lemuel rushed toward Kaij. 

Too late.

Kaij shot Tirica twice in the chest. Her frame buckled with each impact. Ilsa stared, never doubting the two bullet’s deadly accuracy.

A low rumble shook the lyre from within.

“Good aim, child,” said Tirica in the same odd and amused tone. Her face was hidden by the veil of her hair. The bullets fell onto the lyre’s base, rattling against eternal stone. “But it will take more than that to harm this vessel.”

“You mean—”

“I am Asurdeva, children. You may have stopped my Uzan, for now, but that matters not. You cannot destroy my vessel.”

“What do you want?” Ilsa locked eyes with Tirica as the girl raised her head. 

The gaze of Asurdeva was as cold and lethal as Yunn’s ice.

“You will understand, Ilsa. Because you are the work of my greatest disciple.”

First smirked and trained her pistol on Siuku.

Black Powder bowed his head and sank to one knee. “You do me too much honor, master.”

“All glory is mine. But I will share it with my chosen ones. Those marked with my seal upon their souls.”

The brand on Ilsa’s hand burned with sudden pain. It hurt as if the scar was still fresh from the fire.

Her fingers tightened. She glared at Tirica and her father. Last winter she had not believed her mother could see spirits, but now she had to contend with a god just as new to her. With the revelation of the spirits, though, she might have a way to fight back. She had to resist.

"Don't be afraid, Ilsa," said Asurdeva. "This is the moment where you're precious Unification becomes reality. The ripples of my disciples, empowered by your father, will reach out from within. And the bonded will conquer this world at my will."

First sneered, but made no sound. 

Black Powder returned to his feet. "Ilsa, do not fight now. The song you played did more than seal the Uzan, it empowered our bonds. We will complete the work of Asurdeva together."

She clenched her teeth. "I thought you didn't believe in Unification?"

"I don't. Not as can be achieved by mortals." Her father's gaze locked with hers. "The war we are about to begin is the triumph all of history has been leading toward since the Three delayed it all those millennia ago."

Ilsa's brands glowed with inner light. She dropped the song pistol in her hand and conjured her own guns. The most vital of her instincts were silent, leaving only thoughts to run through her head. Total control of her own body. Total awareness of every heartbeat, every breath, every step as she walked toward Asurdeva and her father.

The others stood, frozen. Kaij screamed from behind her, but the sound seemed far away. 

"No lesser bonds will join us. Only the chosen," said Asurdeva.

Ilsa slipped between the strings of the lyre and approached the place where Tirica stood under Asurdeva's control.

First's branded hands glowed with inner light.

Her father reached for her, sleeve falling back to reveal an arm marked by countless brands from palm to elbow. Every one of them glowed in a pattern that signified a spirit bond.

"Don't fight us, Ilsa," he said.

She glared into Tirica’s eyes. "Snap out of it," she said through her teeth. "Tirica, you didn't agree to this. I know you didn't."

"The vessel need not be willing," said Asurdeva. "All I require is a bond to the spirit to take control."

Ilsa's heart pounded.

She raised her pistol and pressed it to Tirica's forehead.

"That isn't loaded," said the god.

"Like it would matter if it was," said First with a snort. "Give up, kid."

"A bullet cannot harm the god of weapons. And that," said Asurdeva, "Is what I am." She reached for Ilsa and caressed her cheek with her unbonded hand.

Tirica had only one bonded weapon. What would happen if that brand was disrupted? Ilsa's thoughts ran with the rest of her awareness, ever onward, ever closer to chaos.

Blue's mental touch plucked the thought gently from Ilsa's stream of consciousness

Tirica's hand pressed to her cheek. "You must know the moments when not to fight, child." Her lips parted in a lurid smile. "Now is the ultimate moment."

This is the moment.

This is the moment.

The moment to act.

Ilsa lowered her pistol and reached up and gripped Tirica's wrist. She closed her eyes. "You may be right," she said. "Please. Show me mercy, Asurdeva." She tried to fight but her own voice sounded reverent. Unwilling, but obedient.

Asurdeva brushed the hair from Ilsa's brow with her fingertips. Her other hand rose to cup Ilsa's face. 

"Child, what kind of god would I be if I could not forgive a convert?" Tirica's forehead pressed to Ilsa's. Her hands raised over her head, arms spread wide and open.

Ilsa opened her eyes and met Tirica's, now lit by the glow of the weapon bond from Tirica's hand.

An arrow flew in silence until it hit the center of the brand with a bloody, painful-sounding, thunk. The light on the brand flickered and went out. Tirica lowered her arms and howled in pain, clutching at her mangled hand.

On the other side of the lyre's strings, Siuku lowered her bow with deliberate slowness. And the spell of Asurdeva's will broke as surely as the bond had been broken by the wound torn in Tirica's hand.

"How dare you, infidel?" roared Asurdeva in Tirica's voice. "You think you can trap me in this body?"

Siuku and Blue exchanged glances.

"Which one of us are you talking about?" asked Blue.

"If you will not unify in my war, you will perish before me!"

Tirica's unwounded fist crashed into Ilsa's stomach with such force, Ilsa's feet left the stone of the lyre. She flew backward and rebounded from unyielding strings with a cry of pain. A series of shocks ran along her spine.

"Black Powder," said Asurdeva. "Destroy these mortals."

Her father raised both hands, a pistol in each fist. "As you command, master."

Ilsa rolled onto her side and loaded her pistol with a magazine from her belt.

Black Powder and First took aim and began to fire over her head. Screams cries, and return fire answered them.

Ilsa got to her knees and took aim. First saw Ilsa targeting Black Powder and whirled to shoot her. Ilsa threw herself forward and rolled, trading misses with First.

She found her feet behind Tirica and right of her father who's guns continued to speak. Ilsa and First faced each other down, just a meter away from each other. Pistols found the aim.

"You really are hopeless," said First.

Ilsa grunted and they each took their shots.

Ilsa shuddered with the sound of the guns so close to her on either side.

First fell to her knees, then collapsed onto the base.

No pain. There was no pain.

"It doesn't hurt, does it?" First looked up at Ilsa’s from at her feet. "Why doesn't it hurt?" The woman's eyes rolled back into her head. Blood ran from the hole in her chest. Ilsa turned to focus on her father. 

He raised his eyebrows.

"Looks like she missed," he said. "First may have been my first apprentice, but she was still just an apprentice."

Tirica marched across the center of the lyre toward the others behind Ilsa. She could not tell if any of them had been killed by her father's shots. Her senses narrowed and she focused only on Black Powder.

Then, Tirica reached the strings and plucked them in tune, using the strength granted by the power of Asurdeva.

Reality trembled. 

Ilsa and her father still faced each other, just a few meters apart. The battlefield, the flowering ground around the lyre had vanished from view. They stood, surrounded in pure light.

Their weapons were still in their hands.

Father and daughter moved toward their triggers at once.
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Ilsa faced Black Powder. Father. She hesitated at the last instant. So did he. Their fingers hovered by the triggers.

He said, “I’ll take no pleasure in killing you, daughter.”

She glared down the barrel of her weapon. Words had always been useless with him. “Even if you kill me, you won’t win. You’re alone in this.”

He shook his head. “Wrong, Ilsa. Asurdeva’s song is everything.”

The notes reverberated within the walls of light that surrounded the lyre. Ilsa gritted her teeth and kept her gun trained on her father. “Why serve this thing? This god doesn’t care about you.”

“And the Three care about you? Ilsa, they abandoned the world. They are worth nothing to humanity.”

“Do your monsters care? They kill without a second of hesitation.”

Her father smirked. “I chose this path, Ilsa. I led you to it, but I can’t save you. You have to do that yourself.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing all this time?” Ilsa’s finger trembled outside the trigger guard. “Your god is using that innocent girl—That girl you tortured, as his slave.”

“A vessel of the divine. Such an honor is more than she could have ever hoped for in her past life.”

“If she was one of your fanatics, you would be right. She is not one of yours.”

“The subject must desire power, or the divine could not manifest.”

“Don’t tell me she gave up her mind by choice.”

“Gave up? No, the process is one of bonding with Asurdeva. Something you will never experience thanks to the Keeper of Tenlyres. Her, I will relish destroying.”

“I won’t give you that chance.”

“Then stop me. If you can.”

She shot first. The bullet deflected off the stock of a shotgun Black Powder drew from his sleeve. The shot made no sound compared to the song Asurdeva continued to play. Ilsa aimed for the knee. The same shotgun’s barrel stopped that shot.

“You’re slow.”

She grunted and twisted her wrist to shoot him in the shoulder. He darted back and the bullet flew into the light at the lyre’s edge. She swung her other hand out and conjured her machine gun. He danced backward and loaded the shotgun with deft hands.

She shot at one hand, but the gun’s whirling steel stock deflected that one too. He dove to one side and sprayed shot at Ilsa. She ducked, but still tasted blood as a trio of pellets sliced across her temple. Red droplets swam in front of her vision, but the pain that went with it simply had to be ignored.

Ilsa slammed the magazine into her machine gun. She circled her father, moving away from the lyre’s strings and the source of the oppressive song. Tirica—Asurdeva—plucked the strings of the lyre with apparent ease. No human hand could manage that much strength. She stood at the center of the lyre, the arrow that had broken the seal on her hand discarded behind her.

“Do not ignore me.” Black Powder’s next blast opened a cluster of small wounds in Ilsa’s shoulder. 

She jerked backward but kept her grip on her machine gun. She sent a burst in his direction. Four shots. Two in the air. One on the shotgun. One on his other arm. Blood flew from his sleeve.

On the other side of the strings, Blue and Siuku crawled toward Tirica, keeping their heads down. 

She had to make sure Black Powder did not make time for them, even if it meant giving him better chances to hit her. Ilsa aimed high, then low, then targeted his center of mass with the third shot. He avoided every bullet but had to dodge back and duck low.

Siuku crouched across the strings from Tirica and reached out to touch the girl’s leg between the vibrating metallic strands. Blue held the keeper’s other hand. They were going to attempt a mental attack. Ilsa had to give them time to drive out Asurdeva, if they could even come close to fighting the spirit of a god.

She and her father traded shots, both evasive. Ilsa’s wounded shoulder and bleeding forehead began to dog her movements. She darted to one side and he emptied the last shotgun blast into thin air. 

Her machine gun spent its last shot in a futile effort. She tossed it away and drew her second pistol. On the run, she loaded the weapon.

The song surrounded her. The light intensified to blinding white. Standing, his silhouette dark against the walls of brightness, Black Powder faced her, a pistol in each hand. He was breathing hard, showing his age.

I have a chance, she thought. If I can exhaust him I can win. She kept evading, shooting.

Asurdeva howled with rage behind Ilsa’s back. The song began to slow.

“No!” Black Powder’s lips drew back in a snarl. “He must not be stopped.”

Ilsa grimaced at him. “If two humans can stop your god, how powerful can he be?”

“Damn you, step aside,” Black Powder’s voice came out as a whisper. He raised both pistols and stalked forward, firing. 

One of the bullets blasted through Ilsa’s already wounded shoulder. Lances of pain jabbed down from the earlier spots of damage and toward her chest. The other bullet went over her head.

Ilsa staggered toward him a step and returned fire. Her shot rent the collar of his coat and went out the back. Blood flecked his face and chin. He stumbled for a moment, eyes wild, then charged at Ilsa. His weapons blazed.

But he moved slower now.

She lost one gun to a pair of impacts on its barrel. She dodged to one side, pain flaring in her shoulder and chest. Hot blood ran into her eyes. One of his gun barrel’s snaked out and painfully connected with her jaw. She fell backward and hit the strings beside Tirica. Her world spun as she emptied the pistol into Black Powder, point blank.

Asurdeva’s scream ended. Tirica sank to the ground beside Ilsa. A heavy thump and gasp of escaping breath told her Black Powder had fallen, though she could not focus on anything but the window of sky visible through the center of the walls of light. She sagged down, pain coursing through her. 

Siuku and Blue knelt down beside her. Soothing hands began to heal Ilsa’s wounds.

“You’re alive,” said Blue.

“So are you,” Ilsa murmured, still dizzy.

The echoes of the song began to fade. And the walls of light fractured into motes of chaos. She closed her eyes against the glare.
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When the voice of one is silent, the knowledge of all suffers. 

When one voice drowns out all others, that is even worse.

The last of Asurdeva’s light faded from around the base of the Flowering Lyre. Ilsa gripped Blue’s arm and muttered a prayer to Hathani as she opened her eyes.

Silence reigned over the steppe. 

Uzan stood frozen. Mercenaries and Ayochian traitors looked down at the weapons they had abandoned, surrounded by Vogmem and Chogrumian troops.

The battle was over. The voices of the guns faded.

Ilsa looked at the failing body of Black Powder. His breathing came and went fast and shallow where he lay with his back to the lyre’s northern arm. His brands had gone dark, and blood dripped from his jaw line.

Siuku finished sealing Ilsa’s wounded shoulder. She reached for her forehead and closed the cuts above her brow. Ilsa bowed into the keeper’s hand. “Thank you, keeper.”

“You fought for all of us. I wish we could have helped you.”

“You did. If you had not gone after Asurdeva—Tirica—He wouldn’t have given me the chance.”

Siuku frowned at Black Powder’s fallen form. “He was exceptionally quick. And uniquely dangerous.”

“Was.” Ilsa took in the damage her bullets had done to Black Powder. Six bleeding wounds formed a spiral on his chest. He might still be alive, but not for long. He had never done anything but evil to her, but still, tears began to creep into her eyes.

Blue got to her feet beside Ilsa. She helped up Siuku, then offered Ilsa her hand.

“You’ve taken more than enough hits for me,” she said. “Let me help you.”

Ilsa clasped her friend’s hand and pulled herself up into a standing position. She looked back down at Black Powder. “I almost can’t believe it. We won.”

“Almost?” Blue’s expression cracked into a grin as she fought laughter. “I can’t believe it at all.”

“The alliance between Chogrum and the nomads was strong,” said Siuku. “But the Uzan would have beaten us without your song, Ilsa.”

“Not really mine. Credit to the ancients.” Ilsa looked down at Tirica’s unconscious form. “Is she—?”

“She is alive.” Siuku rubbed her red eyes. Were those tears there?. “I can hear her heartbeat.”

“What about Asurdeva?” asked Ilsa.

“Suppressed, but not gone.” Blue sighed. “I don’t know if what the keeper and I did will last.”

Lemuel rushed to the set of strings, then turned sideways and eased through. He crouched next to Tirica. “She’s alright.”

Ilsa sank down beside him. She put a hand on his shoulder. “Thanks to Blue and the keeper.”

Ashnia picked her way between the strings after him. “She could be. But as long as that god lives within her, she is in danger.”

Tirica’s eyelids fluttered open. She looked up at Lemuel and Ilsa. When she saw them tears began to flow. “I—I’m so sorry. Ilsa, I can’t—” She sobbed. “I can’t ask you to forgive me.”

“No need to ask,” said Ilsa.

“Black Powder?” 

“He’s dying.” Ilsa reached for her eyes but decided the tears there deserved to stay. “I shot him.”

“How could you beat him? Cass didn’t stand a chance.”

Ilsa’s tears flowed. “Cass—Tirica—Is she—?”

“She’s alive. He wanted to torture her.” Tirica looked at Black Powder’s fallen form. “I guess he won’t get the chance.”

“Not now,” said Blue.

“Never again.” Ilsa looked at her father’s body as the breathing slowed, then stilled. 

Tirica followed her gaze. “You beat him. How?”

“He cared too much about that monster in you.” Ilsa shook her head. “That gave me an opening.”

“Rest,” said Lemuel to Tirica. “You’re alive. You’re free. That’s enough.”

Tirica nodded to Ilsa.

She rose and took in the scene on the other side of the Lyre. The prince still lay unconscious, his severed arm stretched on bloody stone. His bodyguards hovered around him. A few of them had been wounded as well. Kaij and Yunn stood side by side, glaring at the Chogrumians nearby.

“Thanks for the help,” Ilsa said to them. “I guess we’re even after all the times you tried to kill us.”

“I’ll tell our mother you said that,” said Kaij. “After we take General Kanan’s head.”

As more allied troops arrived from the battlefield, many of them leading prisoners of war, it became obvious Boraij Kanan was not among them. Megalli’s hawk touched down on the far side of the strings from the prince. She dismounted and reported that she had seen him disappear in an explosion.

“A blast seal,” said Ilsa. “He’s still alive.”

“We’ll find him,” said Kaij. “And he will pay.” He turned to Ashnia, who now stood, pensive, beside Blue. “Are you coming with us, little sister?”

Ashnia’s gaze moved to Blue, then to Tirica. “There’s something else I need to do.”

“Something we have to do,” said Ilsa’s friend.

Ilsa looked at her, surprised. “Blue?”

Blue caught Tirica’s eye as Lemuel helped the girl to her feet. “If anyone knows a way to exorcise Asurdeva, it would be the Temple of Colors.”

Ashnia nodded.

Blue sighed and then turned to Ilsa. “We’ll need to go east of Yr to find the temple’s heart.”

Ilsa approached Blue. “I need to head back to Dal. My mother isn’t insane. She needs to be released.”

“So, I guess this is goodbye,” said Blue. “For now.”

“Take care of yourself, Blue.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I couldn’t have asked for a better partner on this mission.”

“Neither could I.” Blue clapped a hand on Ilsa’s shoulder. She looked ready to cry herself.

Ilsa pulled her into an embrace. “Go on,” she said.

“Maybe this way I can find out who I was, who I am.”

“I can tell you who you are.” Ilsa tightened her arms around Blue, then released her. “You’re my friend.”

“Always will be. Memory or no memory.” Blue sniffed back tears. “I’ll see you later, Ilsa.”

Ilsa released her and nodded. They had a lot to do to clean up this battlefield, and there was still peace to negotiate between Chogrum and Dal. But the monsters were silent. For now, that had to be enough.

Siuku touched Ilsa’s arm, then withdrew a short distance. “You have been able protectors, the two of you. It is not easy to say goodbye.”

Ilsa sniffed. “What do you mean?”

“This alliance must spread. Chogrum and Ayoch will have peace if I can speak to their leaders at once.”

Ilsa smiled. “It’s been an honor, keeper.”

“The west is calling,” said Siuku. “Go, help your mother.”

“Thank you.”

“We worked together to bring us to this point. Now, let me see to the peace.” The keeper’s expression softened. “Tomorrow is ours to shape, whether we stand in one place or not.”

New tears beaded in Ilsa’s eyes.
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One week later Ilsa prepared to ride west with Cass. The red-haired priestess had recovered enough with Siuku’s healing to sit in the saddle. Ferdinand and his white strider waited for them and their borrowed Chogrumian runners on the edge of the camp.

The sun was just rising at their back. Ilsa guided her runner between a row of tents. Her mind wandered to Lemuel. She had not had the heart to ask him to come with them. His sister needed him more than Ilsa did.

She had left a letter in their tent for him. Hopefully he would understand. Her mother had been a prisoner for too long. Now she could go free, and there were things she could teach Ilsa about the spirits.

She glanced at Cass as they rode toward Ferdinand.

“Are you alright?” Cass asked.

“Save the concern for yourself,” said Ilsa. “When we found you we weren’t sure you’d live.”

“Looks like Hathani gave us both a second chance.” Cass leaned forward in the saddle. Her bandages and slings made her look almost like a box kite as they flapped in the wind.

Ilsa sighed. “Maybe that’s why I feel like I’m starting over.”

“Because of Lemuel?”

“Yeah. Him and Blue. It will be strange, not being around them.”

“I’ll give you that.”

Cass’s eyes moved to the scroll case on Ilsa’s saddle. “You’ve been writing. Do you think you’ll start preaching?”

“You know I’m not a great speaker.”

“Hey, if you’re starting over you can learn.”

“What would I even say?”

“What do I say?”

“Before I rode out of Dal you told me to be red.”

“Seems to me you followed that advice.”

They closed with Ferdinand. 

“Good morning, priestesses,” he said.

Cass touched her lips with one hand and blew him a kiss.

Ilsa smiled. “We’re ready to ride.”

“Not yet,” said Ferdinand. “We’re missing someone.”

“Who?” asked Ilsa.

“Lemuel didn’t tell you? That figures.”

Ilsa’s eyes widened. “Are you—? You’re kidding me.”

“Not in the least. But it looks like the bookworm slept in.” Ferdinand grinned at Ilsa. “You know, I like being the bearer of good news.”

Feet pounded on the steppe grass behind them.

“There he is now,” said Ferdinand.

Ilsa turned in the saddle. Lemuel rode toward them on a runner of his own. He held onto the saddle with his big hand, and waved with the little one. “Wait for me.”

“About time,” said Ferdinand as Lemuel caught up. “Looks like Ilsa tried to ditch you.”

Ilsa’s face grew hot. “What? I—”

“We didn’t talk about it,” said Lemuel sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I was just... nervous. Ilsa—”

“Didn’t you want to go with Tirica?”

“Ashnia told me the Temple doesn’t keep written records. Tirica told me she could handle herself. And Blue...”

“Blue?”

“She told me not to let you leave without me.”

Ferdinand whistled. “You cut that last one pretty close.”

“Oh be quiet, grave robber.”

Ilsa giggled. “That’s plenty.” She reached for Lemuel’s small hand and took it. “Let’s ride.”
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A firearm pushes back when fired, but for humans the only direction is forward. 

Do not take all your lessons from weapons of war.

Dear High Priestess Uopemm,

When last you saw me, you condemned me for my father’s deeds. It once seemed true that I could never forgive you. Since then, things have changed. I send this letter with Cass because I know I am not welcome at Saint Banyeen’s. Please, be kinder to her than you were to me. She did a great service for me, and for all the nations of the plateau in dueling Black Powder. I will let her tell you the rest.

No doubt you have heard of the peace negotiations between Chogrum and Ayoch. Let us both pray that hope is realized. That is out of both our hands now, but I wish the Keeper of Tenlyres the greatest fortune in executing her plan.

I am writing to tell you that your payments to the hospital will no longer be required. My mother is to be discharged. I will see to that myself. High Priestess, I have learned as much from my travels as I ever did from you. Both you and they have been great teachers, both harsh in your own ways. 

Regardless, I forgive you.

Goodbye,

Ilsa Barrett
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Did you enjoy Tenlyres? Sign up for Tim’s Mailing List to be notified of new releases, and get a free Tenlyres story!

http://www.timniederriter.com/mailing-list/
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