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      Members of the tribes have names that use an apostrophe after the initial consonant. For example, K'lrsa and G'van.

      To pronounce these names, substitute an i or e for the apostrophe. For example, K'lrsa = Killrisa.

      This is a full listing of the tribal names used in the book:

      
        
        B'nin = Benin

        D'lan = Dilan

        F'lia = Filia

        G'la = Gila

        G'van = Givan

        K'lrsa = Killrisa

        K'var = Kivar

        L'dia = Lidia

        L'ral = Liral

        M'lara = Milara

        V'na = Vina
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      K'lrsa wiped the sweat from her brow and pushed a strand of black hair away from her face. She tucked it into the long braid that ran down the center of her back as she rolled her shoulders, feeling the way the baru-hide vest clung to her skin, already stiff from a morning of riding across the arid plains.

      The sun beat down upon her, merciless in his bright regard, as he baked her already tanned skin.

      Fallion, her beautiful golden horse, shone like a jewel in the late day sun as he pranced sideways with impatience. He wasn't one for stillness. An Amalanee horse, he loved to run free and wild across the plains, the wind flowing through his thick mane as he raced across the barren landscape, his golden hooves barely touching the ground.

      So did K'lrsa. There was nothing better than a day spent with Fallion, just the two of them, riding as far and as fast as they could.

      Fallion shook his head and snorted.

      "Shhh, micora." K'lrsa stroked his neck as she studied the herd of baru ahead of them.

      About thirty of the fleet-footed creatures nibbled on an area of dry sage grass, seemingly at ease. Their slender forms blended into the desert in the distance—beige on beige—as they crowded together, looking in all directions for predators. The black and white stripes that ran from their delicate horns to the tips of their noses were the only parts of them visible in the late afternoon light. Their horns lay close to their skulls, sweeping backward a handspan past short tufted ears that twitched at the slightest sound.

      She'd been tracking the herd off and on for days, rising each morning before the sun was up, sneaking out of camp before her mother could stop her, and only stumbling back home when the sun kissed the horizon goodnight.

      She wished she could just stay with them, but her mother would never allow it.

      The first night she didn't return to camp would be the last. Her mother would send her brother, D'lan, to drag her back like some child, shaming her in front of everyone.

      She was a Rider now. Sixteen summers old. She could take care of herself. Too bad her mother and brother refused to acknowledge that.

      Well, she'd show them.

      And everyone else.

      Show them that the faith her father had in her was valid—that she deserved their respect.

      She wasn't a child anymore.

      And today was the day they'd all see what a great hunter she was.

      Maybe then her mother would finally quit talking about marriage and babies and realize that K'lrsa's true future was as a Rider—protector and hunter for the tribe—not as the wife of some arrogant fool like G'van. The man never listened; she'd refused him so many times she'd lost count.

      Fallion pawed at the ground, bringing K'lrsa back to the moment. The baru were restless, the wind had shifted and now carried her scent towards them. Their black noses twitched and they tensed, no longer grazing as they scanned the plains for threat.

      They were nervous beasts, quick to flight.

      At the slightest hint of danger, the herd would flee to the desert sands where no predator dare follow. Nothing could match the speed of baru on desert sands. They seemed to glide across the surface while horses and desert cats sank into the soft surface, floundering in their wake.

      It was now or never.

      "Ready, micora?" she whispered in Fallion's ear. He nodded his head, body thrumming with anticipation.

      "Now."

      Fallion burst forward, his hooves kicking up a fine layer of dust as he raced towards the herd. K'lrsa's heart soared as she and Fallion moved as one, perfectly in sync like a beautiful deadly dance as they bore down on the herd.

      The baru fled towards the desert sands, leaping across the dry, cracked ground.

      K'lrsa leaned over Fallion's side, one hand tangled in his mane as she chose her target—a young male on the edge of the herd that leaped ahead of them, all grace and light. He tried to flee back into the center of the herd, but she maneuvered Fallion to cut him away from the others.

      The swift air of their passage cooled the sweat on K'lrsa's brow even as the sharp scents of crushed sage grass and dust filled her nose. "Steady now, micora," she whispered as much to herself as Fallion as she released her hold on his mane to draw her bow and nock an arrow to it. Her gaze never left her target.

      It was risky to let go of his mane, and she'd never try it with any other horse, but she knew Fallion, knew she was in no danger of falling with him beneath her.

      K'lrsa took a deep breath and found the hunter's version of the Core—that heightened state of awareness where everything slowed down and came into focus. Time seemed to stop as she pulled the arrow taut, the bow string vibrating under her fingers, begging for release.

      She held there, pausing, savoring the moment as she aimed for the soft spot on the baru's back.

      Finally, she released and heard the twang of the bow string as the arrow sped towards its target, wobbling left before straightening out again.

      The arrow spun through the air, each rotation visible to her mind's eye, each breath taking an eternity as they thundered forward, the herd racing ahead of them, her target glancing back at her in wide-eyed fear.

      K'lrsa felt a thrill of triumph as the arrow raced towards the baru.

      She was going to do it.

      After months of being told it wasn't possible, and days of trying and failing, she was going to be the first Rider to kill a baru from horseback.

      Her. K'lrsa. A "mere girl."

      She was going to do it.

      The baru leapt to the side at the last moment; the arrow buried itself in the dry ground by a large cactus.

      K'lrsa cursed and felt Fallion slow beneath her as he responded to her unspoken command.

      No.

      No. She was not going to quit this time. She was not going to fail again.

      She had to succeed before her father returned to camp.

      She had to.

      She was hot and tired and sore, her clothes sticking to her body and chafing her skin, but this was her last chance and she refused to quit. Not when she was so close. Fallion wasn't even winded, even after a day of hard riding.

      She urged him forward until it felt like they really were flying like the Amalanee horses of legend. The wind of their passage whipped strands of hair and dust into her eyes, but she ignored them.

      She would not fail.

      Not again.

      She leaned forward, her gaze focused on her escaping prey. She no longer saw the sweeping plains around her, no longer felt the hot sun beating down upon her back. She didn't even smell the approach of the desert as they came alongside the stumbling baru.

      K'lrsa steadied herself to take another shot.

      Fallion stumbled and only then did K'lrsa realize how close the desert was. A hundred more steps and the baru would reach safety.

      "Steady, micora." She nocked another arrow and urged Fallion to a final burst of speed until they were practically on top of the young baru, his horns easily within reach.

      K'lrsa leaned to the side, almost slipping from her saddle as she focused on the one spot on the baru's back where an arrow might strike and kill.

      She took a steadying breath.

      She could do this.

      She could.

      No matter what anyone else said.

      She loosed the arrow, sending a prayer to the Great Father Sun and the Lady Moon to guide its path.

      Time slowed as the arrow spun through the air.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      There!

      It struck true, burrowing into the soft flesh of the baru's back. The gentle beast stumbled; it tripped and collapsed forward as the rest of the herd raced onward to the safety of the desert.

      Fallion narrowly missed colliding with the baru as it fell; he leapt over its bulk at the last possible moment and carried forward a few steps. His hooves sank into the soft sand of the true desert and he lurched to a stop.

      K'lrsa jumped to the ground and ended the baru's suffering with one quick stroke of her knife, sending a prayer of thanks as she did so.

      She knelt there, breathing heavily, as the sounds and sensations of the world rushed back to her awareness.

      The sun burned her skin, its bright light harsh as it flashed into her eyes. The musty scent of the baru and the iron tang of its blood filled the air. That and the stench of her own sweat were almost enough to make her gag.

      She shook, barely able to keep a grip on her knife.

      She'd done it. She'd finally done it!

      No.

      They'd done it.

      She and Fallion.

      She scratched Fallion's ears as he nuzzled at her. She didn't know what she'd do without him. He was the best gift her father could've given her. A real, live Amalanee horse, so rare she'd never seen another one.

      Fallion chuffed her hair and K'lrsa buried her face against his sweet-smelling neck. "We did it, micora. We did it."

      She marveled how Fallion's golden coat was still flawlessly clean after a full day's hunting.

      If only she could say the same for herself. She was dirty and sweaty and soon to be covered in blood.

      Her mother would be horrified, but K'lrsa didn't care. Not in the slightest. She was a Rider.

      She kissed the small white teardrop-shaped mark in the middle of Fallion's forehead.

      Fallion nickered softly and K'lrsa glanced towards the distant horizon. The sun was low, coloring the clouds over the distant mountains a brilliant red and orange like the entire sky was on fire.

      She'd be hard-pressed to field dress the baru and make it home before the sun set.

      "It's okay, micora. We're not in the true desert. The Trickster can't hurt us here. But you're right. We should hurry."

      If she didn't make it back before dark, today's triumph would mean nothing. All her mother would see was her reckless, irresponsible daughter who refused to grow up and put aside her childish obsession with being a Rider.

      K'lrsa quickly gutted the baru. She ignored the grel that lowered their heavy bodies to the ground, drawn by the scent of blood and death. Their beady red eyes watched her every movement.

      She hated the things. They stunk like a rotted corpse, their grey feathers coated with the blood of the animals they consumed. They'd eat anything, preferably dead, but alive worked, too. She'd seen them devour a wounded desert cat once—the sight and sounds of that day were something she'd never forget.

      The grel waddled towards her, hissing and cawing at each other as they crowded ever closer, each one vying for position.

      "Back." She waved her arms at them, but they didn't retreat, just slowed their approach.

      If it were up to her, she'd drive them far away and give them nothing. But her father said it was always better to give death its due rather than wait for it to collect what you didn't want to give, so she flung the entrails at them.

      The grel pounced on the bloody feast, tearing and ripping at the glistening mass as they fought amongst themselves for the choicest bits.

      K'lrsa used their distraction to load the rest of the meat on Fallion's back. She swallowed heavily at the stench as they crept closer, demanding more.

      She ignored them and mounted Fallion. "Let's go."

      Fallion didn't need any more encouragement than that. He stormed through the mass of scavenger birds. They scattered to the side, cawing their displeasure.

      When the grel were finally far behind her and it was just K'lrsa and Fallion riding alone across the darkening plain, K'lrsa allowed herself to smile.

      She'd done it. She'd really done it. Normally it would take four hunters to bring down a baru—two to drive the herd and two to lie in wait hoping for a lucky shot as they thundered past. But she'd killed one all by herself.

      Her. K'lrsa dan V'na of the White Horse Tribe. She'd done what no one else ever had.

      She threw her arms wide and her head back and shouted in joy.

      This was the best day of her life.
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      By the time K'lrsa reached camp, the sun had fully disappeared behind the mountains and the air carried the chill of an early fall night. Soon they'd have to move closer to the desert, chasing its heat as the nights grew colder.

      The sweat on K'lrsa's skin had long since dried, leaving only salt and dirt behind. The rush of the hunt had faded, too. She now found herself shivering as she longed for a thickly-woven horse hair blanket around her shoulders and a fire to warm her hands.

      Torches formed a perimeter around camp, casting as much shadow as light on the gathering of over a hundred tents clustered together in smaller family units. Families sat around cook fires, eating their evening meal and talking softly, their voices and the delicious scent of their meals carrying into the darkness where K'lrsa sat.

      Most would be eating hare or the small desert birds that were so common in this area, if they had any meat at all. None would have baru meat; it had been too long since the Riders had mounted a hunt. They were too busy looking for raiders and worrying about attacks that would likely never come.

      The tribes had been at peace for hundreds of years. Life in the desert was too difficult for the tribes to war with one another and the outside world didn't care enough to pay them any attention.

      But the rumors of night attacks on the other tribes couldn't be ignored. Not when men, women, and children had gone missing. So now the Riders mounted patrols and looked for danger in every direction, turning away from their primary role as hunters.

      K'lrsa was a Rider, but she wasn't allowed to patrol with the rest. She should be. She'd spent a week alone in the desert and killed a baru during a hunt just like the rest had.

      It wasn't enough, though. It never was. Her father said she was too young. That if there really were raiders prowling somewhere in the night they might harm her.

      All she wanted was for someone to acknowledge that she was just as strong and capable as anyone else. She wasn't a child anymore. She was a Rider.

      Well, now they'd all see. Because, thanks to her, tomorrow the tribe would have baru meat once more.

      They'd hear her story of her hunt and finally understand that she was a grown woman and as capable as any Rider. She couldn't wait to see their eyes when she told everyone how she and Fallion had accomplished the impossible.

      That was tomorrow, though.

      First she had to face her mother.

      Her family tents were on the other end of camp, and normally K'lrsa would ride along the perimeter to sneak home as quietly as possible.

      But not tonight. Tonight she wanted everyone to see her and know what she'd accomplished.

      She and Fallion had barely emerged from the smoke of the torches when her older brother, D'lan, stepped forward to grab Fallion's harness. "Where have you been? What were you doing out after dark?" he demanded.

      Fallion bared his teeth and D'lan jumped back as if burned. He still blocked their path, his arms crossed tight against his chest, a frown creasing his brow.

      Nothing new there. D'lan was always unhappy. K'lrsa was just glad he'd finally married and moved away to his own set of tents so she didn't have to see his frown at every single meal.

      She forced a smile onto her face. "I was hunting. See?" She gestured at the baru slung behind her.

      D'lan barely glanced at the dead animal. "I see." His voice was flat, his eyes black and angry in the shifting light of the torches.

      "D'lan, I killed a baru. By myself." She leaned forward, looking for the slightest hint he was impressed.

      He shrugged. "And what good would that do if the Trickster took you? Or raiders?"

      K'lrsa rolled her eyes. There was no winning with him. Never had been. "Well, I wasn't, was I? I'm right here. With a baru. That I killed myself. Aren't you going to at least acknowledge that?"

      This wasn't going at all how she'd thought it would. Of course, she should've known this was exactly how things would go. Her father was the only one who took pride in her.

      D'lan glared at her. "Congratulations on being impulsive and irresponsible, K'lrsa. Way to risk your life and the life of your horse. Now give me the baru. Mom has a guest and she won't appreciate you showing up with a carcass slung over your shoulder."

      K'lrsa thought about refusing, but she really couldn't. While her father was gone, D'lan was leader of the Riders and had the right to order her to do anything. She was just lucky it had never occurred to him to specifically order her to stay in camp.

      "Fine."

      As she untied the baru and let it slide to the ground, she muttered. "You know I did have my moon stone, D'lan. I would've been safe even if I had been caught in the desert at night."

      D'lan threw the baru over his shoulders and stared at her for a long moment. "There are other threats than the shifting sands, K'lrsa."

      He turned and walked away before she could say anything else.

      K'lrsa rode Fallion around the perimeter of the camp, no longer wanting anyone to see her. All the joy and excitement from earlier in the day was gone, fled along with the warmth of the sun.

      She knew what kind of guest her mother would have. Some boy who wanted to impress her, maybe even convince her to marry him at this year's annual gathering.

      She grimaced at the blood caked to her skin and clothes. The knees of her pants were so dirty they were almost gray and a white line of sweat followed the neckline of her vest. She took a surreptitious sniff under her arm and winced.

      When was the last time she'd taken a sweat bath? A week ago? Longer?

      She tried to shove the pieces of hair around her face back into her braid, but it was hopeless, the braid snarled and tangled beyond any chance of redemption.

      She shrugged.

      What did she care anyway? Not like it would be someone who interested her. She'd long since given up on that. When you were faster, a better shot, and smarter than all the boys you knew, it was hard to muster much interest in yet another eager but unsatisfactory prospect.

      If she could ever find a man like her father, she'd happily marry, but so far none were even close.

      She wouldn't give up the life of a Rider for anyone, but she did want to find someone. A true equal. Who wouldn't?

      Unfortunately, given her choices, that wasn't likely to happen. About as likely as Fallion suddenly taking off in flight. She patted his neck as she chuckled at the ridiculous image.

      She knew it wasn't worth trying any more. Too bad her mother didn't.
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      K'lrsa took as much time as she could currying Fallion's coat, but there really wasn't all that much to do; even at his worst Fallion was far more presentable than she was at her best.

      At last, when she couldn't delay any longer, K'lrsa trudged towards her family tents, walking as slowly as she could without making it too obvious.

      Her four family tents, each dyed blue at the top and patterned with blue stars, surrounded a merry fire at the far edge of the camp. A pot hung over the flames; the delicious smell made her stomach grumble and reminded her that she hadn't eaten since morning.

      Three people sat around the fire, silent. K'lrsa's mother, still beautiful with her high cheekbones, pointed chin, and generous lips, stared into the fire, her jaw clenched in fury. Time and temperament had etched wrinkles around her eyes and forehead.

      Across from her sat M'lara—at eight summers old she was long and leggy and overflowing with energy. K'lrsa smiled as she noticed how hard M'lara was struggling to remain seated and quiet. She was a late-life surprise for K'lrsa's parents, but their pride and joy. K'lrsa's too. Already she was beautiful with her long black hair and eyes the color of dusk.

      For a moment K'lrsa hoped that the man silhouetted on the far side of the fire was her father, finally back from his trip to the Tall Bluff Tribe.

      But no. Her mother would never be so tense if he'd returned. The two were still like newlyweds, holding hands and staring longingly into one another's eyes whenever they had a chance. K'lrsa's mother always seemed to glow when he was around.

      K'lrsa paused in the shadows. She didn't want this. Not tonight. She'd pretend she'd never run into D'lan and go find her best friend, F'lia, instead. Let this man, whoever he was, leave before she crept home.

      "K'lrsa, don't be a fool. We know you're there," her mother called as she started to turn away.

      K'lrsa stepped forward into the firelight. M'lara ran to greet her. "K'lrsa! You're back. I was so worried about you. Mom said maybe the desert had taken you. Or a big desert cat. Or raiders."

      K'lrsa met her mother's eyes across the fire. "Have you no faith in me at all?"

      Her mother shrugged. "It's a dangerous world out there, K'lrsa."

      "Well I'm just fine, thanks." Before she could say more, their visitor stood to greet her.

      G'van of the Black Horse Tribe. The last man she wanted to see. Ever.

      He was beautiful, no doubt about it, with his bronze-colored skin and green eyes. And tall and muscular and a first son and…

      And no doubt that he knew just how beautiful he was.

      He ran his hand through the long black hair that he wore down like a musician instead of tied back like the Rider he supposedly was. Probably expected her to swoon at his feet. Arrogant, vain fool. How he'd ever passed the Rider's Challenge, she didn't know. He probably couldn't survive a day in the desert, let alone a week.

      She fought the urge to step back from the cloying scent of flowers that wafted her way as he approached. What kind of a man scented himself with flowers?

      "Your mother was about to send me out to rescue you." He smiled down at her, standing far too close.

      "Like you'd be any help." She dropped her saddle by her tent and stepped around him.

      "K'lrsa," her mother hissed.

      K'lrsa served herself a heaping bowl of stew and sat down next to M'lara. "Well, as you can both see, I managed just fine myself, thank you."

      She wanted to take off the sweaty, bloody vest, but she didn't dare with G'van there watching her. If it had just been family around the cook fire she would've thought nothing about stripping off the vest until she'd finished eating, but she didn't need G'van eyeing her like a prized mare he wanted to mount; no more than he already was.

      Most men of the tribes ignored a woman's nakedness, but G'van had picked up bad habits from his friends in the neighboring Daliphate. The way he stared at her sometimes made her decidedly uncomfortable.

      The bowl of millet with rabbit meat and sour greens smelled delicious. Her stomach grumbled loudly into the silence. K'lrsa could feel everyone's eyes on her, but she ignored them.

      She shoved a spoonful of stew into her mouth and immediately spat it back out. "What did you put in this?" She scraped at her tongue to remove the bitter, awful taste.

      "Salt." G'van sat down across from her. "I brought it for you. As a gift."

      He nodded towards a small pile of items arrayed on a cloth near her mother. K'lrsa could see a bolt of green silk displayed proudly on top. What did she need with silk? She was a warrior not some spoiled woman of the Daliphate.

      "Ugh. Why?" She didn't really expect or want an answer.

      "Salt is precious." G'van stared at her like she was simple. "It's one of the most in-demand trade goods in the Daliphate. Men pay gold for it. Lots of it."

      "Really? Why?" K'lrsa took a long drink of water from her waterskin and swished it around her mouth, trying to remove the taste of the vile substance. It almost worked.

      "K'lrsa…" Her mother's tone was a warning.

      "Well, honestly, mother. He brings all these…things…to impress me and he clearly doesn't know the first thing about me. Silk? Salt?" She turned to G'van. "You want to win my affection, bring me a bow. Bring me hunting leathers. Or sugar cubes for my horse." She turned back to her mother. "Is this really who you'd have me marry?"

      G'van lurched to his feet. "I brought you gifts any real woman would treasure. But you can't see that, can you? You think you're better than everyone. Well, you're not."

      He glared down at her, his hands clenched in fists. "You should be flattered I'd even think of marrying you. You'd be lucky to have me. Who else wants a stinky, dirty girl more interested in riding her horse than a man?"

      K'lrsa leapt to her feet and slapped him.

      G'van clutched at his face, his eyes flat black as he glared down at her. "You're going to end up old and alone if you aren't careful, K'lrsa."

      "I'd rather end up old and alone than with someone like you." She stood toe to toe with him, glaring into those angry black eyes, her hands clenched into fists at her side, daring him to attack her.

      He stepped away, shaking his head in disgust as he grabbed his saddle bags. "You'll beg me to take you one day. You'll see. I'm going to rule the tribes and then you'll come crawling on your belly to me, offering me anything just to look at you."

      K'lrsa laughed. "In your dreams, G'van. No man rules the tribes."

      He stared at her for a long moment before replying with complete sincerity. "I will someday. Times are changing. The tribes need a strong man to show them the path to the future."

      She shivered. He really believed it.

      She shook her head. "The only place you'd lead the tribes is to ruin and destruction. My father would never let that happen."

      "Is that so?" G'van stared at her for a long moment, a sneer curling his lip. The shadows cast by the fire made him look like a demon. "You think your father's going to stop me?" He laughed and shook his head.

      K'lrsa felt a chill down her spine as G'van disappeared into the darkness.
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      The rest of dinner was an awkward painful experience with K'lrsa's mother glaring across the fire at her and K'lrsa focusing all her effort on choking down the over-salted bowl of food.

      How hard was it for a man to actually see her? To see who she was and what she wanted instead of assuming that she wanted what every girl must want?

      She glared over at the pile of silks and trinkets. F'lia would love everything there.

      But K'lrsa wasn't F'lia.

      F'lia was a healer and an artist. She loved pretty things and was soft and kind.

      K'lrsa was a hunter. A warrior. She loved her horse and the thrill of the hunt and the good, honest sweat of pushing herself to her physical limits.

      Just once, she wanted a man who could see that.

      After she managed to choke down enough food to calm her hunger, K'lrsa went to bed. It was still early, but there was no point in sitting across the fire from her mother for another moment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She dreamed that night, a dream unlike any she'd ever experienced before. It was so real, so vivid, everything more intense than the world she knew. The colors were sharper, the scents stronger; the wind felt like a hand actually caressing her skin.

      She found herself in the deep, deep desert. She'd never been there before, but she recognized it nonetheless.

      It was the darkest time before dawn, but she could somehow see every detail. The Lady Moon shone bright and full in the sky above, surrounded by so many stars they almost filled the sky.

      K'lrsa walked barefoot across the soft sand as it shifted and slid beneath her, as if alive.

      A great city rose before her. Empty, desolate. It waited, watching her.

      Nothing lived here. No animal. No plant. She knew this without looking.

      This place was like an empty vessel, waiting to be filled.

      She jumped when she heard the sound of another behind her. His soft steps boomed like thunder in the silence as he made his way to her side.

      He studied her as she studied him. His shirt was the most brilliant blue she'd ever seen, like someone had taken the sky of a midsummer day and captured it in cloth. It matched his eyes. His pants were striped in more colors than she'd ever seen in one place at one time—red, orange, yellow, black, white, green, and blue.

      He was young, like her, his skin a beautiful golden brown, his hair as black as the blackest night.

      He smiled at her and raised an eyebrow. She blushed as she glanced down to see that she wore the garments of the Moon Dance—long, flowing strips of cloth that moved as if blown by a soft breeze.

      They didn't speak, but she knew in that moment that this man was the one she'd sought.

      An equal. A man who would challenge but respect her. Who could love her softness but support her strength.

      He held out his hand and she took it. That first touch sent fire coursing through her skin.

      They walked towards the distant city, but with each step it seemed to grow more and more distant.

      And then he was gone and so was the city.

      A woman stood before K'lrsa, so bright and beautiful K'lrsa couldn't look directly at her.

      "One day perhaps, my child. But not yet." The woman's voice was soft, loving, the embodiment of motherhood.

      "When?" K'lrsa stared into the distance where the city had stood.

      The woman's laughter was refreshing and cool, like water trickling over rocks. "Don't you want to know the path you'd have to take, first? Perhaps it's a path you would choose not to tread."

      K'lrsa raised her chin and tried to look the Lady Moon in the face, but had to squint her eyes against the woman's shining presence. "I'm a Rider. I can walk any path. I can overcome any obstacle."

      For just the briefest moment, K'lrsa saw sad eyes watching her with irises as deep and vast as the night sky. "I have no doubt you can, my child. But there's a difference between being able to face any challenge and wanting to face it."

      "So tell me of this path, then, if you think it would be so challenging."

      The woman laughed again. "So fierce, so proud." She glanced towards the horizon. "Unfortunately, my husband rises soon and I must leave. You and your mate will meet here again another night."

      As she started to fade away with the rising sun, the Lady Moon added, "Take what joy you can while you can K'lrsa dan V'na of the White Horse Tribe. The storm gathers."

      K'lrsa awoke to the memory of thunder and the quiet of her tent. She stared at the point in the ceiling where baru hides intersected to form a peak and stroked the moon stone around her neck, feeling its lingering warmth as it faded from a brilliant blue back to its usual dull gray.

      She'd proven herself yesterday, and now the Lady Moon had come to her.

      To her, K'lrsa dan V'na of the White Horse Tribe.

      She smiled in the darkness as she waited for dawn so she could find her father. He'd know what she should do next.
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      K'lrsa left camp immediately after breakfast. Her father was already two days late returning from a visit to the Tall Bluff Tribe, but she wasn't worried about him. He was too smart and strong for anything to ever happen to him.

      She rode throughout the day, enjoying the time alone with Fallion. It was a cooler day, the sun hidden behind clouds for most of it.

      The path she followed wove through a small grove of trees—such a rarity she slowed Fallion down, running her hand along the rough bark of each skinny trunk, marveling that anything could stand taller than her on horseback.

      Once they were past the trees and under the wide open sky, she let Fallion gallop, laughing as they sped across the wide open plains, the wind whipping her hair from her face as a small flock of birds took flight ahead.

      When she finally saw her father in the distance, she paused. He rode slowly, his shoulders slumped, staring at the spot between his horse's ears. For a moment, she thought it wasn't her father, that someone had stolen his horse. The man she saw wasn't the powerful, confident man she knew.

      But it was her father. Up close she saw that the changes ran deeper. His face had always been creased with wrinkles from long years of living under the desert sun, but they'd always been lines of happiness. Now faint worry lines creased his forehead and pulled at the edges of his eyes.

      He'd aged ten years in ten days.

      "What happened? Didn't they listen to you?" She reined Fallion around to fall into place at his side.

      He shook his head, staring off into the distance. "I didn't even try. How could I?"

      She reached out and forced him to stop. "What are you talking about?"

      He stared into her eyes for a moment and she saw such sorrow and despair that she almost cried. "They were just as bad, K'lrsa. Just like the cursed Black Horse Tribe. The first night I was there, they passed around a clear liquid, fire ice they called it. It burned the throat and altered the senses. Men who drank it passed out at the fire, unable to stumble to their tents. And the ones that weren't drinking were lost in the haze of smokeweed. And the things they talked about…"

      He shook his head and urged his horse forward, hands clenched tight to his reins.

      K'lrsa trailed along behind him. "But…you could still try, couldn't you?"

      Sunlight shone off the gray streaks in his dark hair. When had her father grown old?

      "With another tribe, perhaps. There have to be some that are untainted." He ran a hand through his hair. "I have to keep trying. If we allow this corruption to spread, the tribes will die. And then who will protect the Hidden City?"

      He shook his head and stared ahead, lost somewhere she couldn't see. "We've grown soft, K'lrsa. We forget what the desert is really like. You can never let down your guard. Never assume you're safe."

      He turned his attention to the distant mountains as if he could see the foreign men who lived there. "It's their fault, but ours, too. The men of the Daliphate may have brought this corruption to us, but we embraced it."

      They rode for a long time in silence as her father clenched and unclenched his jaw. Finally, he shook his head and forced a smile.

      "Enough of these troubles. What of you? What have you been up to while I was gone? Did your mother manage to marry you off yet?"

      K'lrsa grimaced. "She tried. G'van of the Black Horse Tribe came again last night offering me silks and salt."

      Her father laughed. "That arrogant little fool doesn't know the first thing about wooing my desert cat, does he?"

      The sound of his laugh was like sunshine peeking out from behind clouds. K'lrsa couldn't help but smile back at him. "No, he doesn't. And, well…" She blushed. "I kind of told him as much."

      Her father nodded. "Good. You can do better than him."

      K'lrsa wanted to tell her father what G'van had said about ruling the tribes one day, but she didn't want to see his face cloud over again, so instead she told him about the baru.

      Her father stopped his horse and pulled her close for a fierce hug. "Well done, K'lrsa. I'm so proud of you."

      All her disappointment from the night before melted away when she saw the love shining in his eyes.

      They spent the rest of the day talking about the hunt. Her father wanted to know every single detail. He made her go back and repeat everything two or even three times, nodding his head in approval. Once more he was the man she knew—confident, intelligent, and certain of the future.

      When they finally stopped for the night, he grasped her hand in the Rider's clasp. "I'm proud of you, K'lrsa. You're a true Rider. Never let anyone question that or take that away from you."

      Her cheeks hurt from the smile that spread across her cheeks. She knew this was a serious moment and a Rider should be reserved at such times, but she didn't care. She sprang forward and hugged him. "Thank you, Dad."

      He always knew just what to say. She didn't know what she'd do if she ever lost him.
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      As K'lrsa and her father sat by the fire, eating roasted hare and enjoying the stillness of a night alone on the plains, her father sank back into brooding, his gaze fixed on the leaping flames. The distant sound of a night bird hunting and the crackle of the fire were the only sounds.

      The moon rode high in the sky, but she was just a fraction of herself. Soon she'd retreat for a few nights to spend time with her husband, Father Sun, before returning and growing towards fullness once more.

      K'lrsa smelled a thunderstorm on the breeze and watched as lightning lit up the far horizon, followed a few moments later by the sound of thunder. She touched her moon stone, wondering if the storm would reach them and they'd be wet and miserable for the rest of the night, but no, the storm would pass them by.

      Finally, her father spoke into the silence. "They've betrayed us, K'lrsa."

      "Who?"

      He took a long swallow from the skin of fermented mare's milk at his side. He hardly ever drank, but tonight he'd had enough to slur his words and make him sway slightly. "The Black Horse Tribe." He stared at her. "Do you know what they've done?"

      K'lrsa didn't dare speak; she just shook her head.

      "They led traders across the desert."

      K'lrsa gasped. No. No one of the tribes would do that. Would they? Protecting the desert was core to who the tribes were.

      "For four hundred years we've protected the desert and they just throw it away. And for what? Gold? Silk?" He spat to the side, the most deadly insult she knew.

      "Are you sure?"

      He stared into the flames for a long time before continuing. "Do you want to know what's worse?"

      What was worse than leading strangers across the desert? She licked her lips, waiting for him to continue.

      "They're trading in slaves."

      Her father was normally a gentle man. A capable warrior, yes, but one who sought peace and compromise first. Not tonight.

      He snarled as he said, "It's not enough to censure them. We have to cut them out. Remove the infection before it destroys us all. We have to expel them." He took another long drink and glared at the fire.

      K'lrsa grabbed his arm. "No, father. It can't be as bad as that. If you cut them out of the tribes, they'll be lost. The Black Horse Tribe doesn't have any plains land left. All they have is desert. If you expel them, they'll be forever lost in the shifting sands. No one deserves that."

      He stared at her for a long moment. "We have to, K'lrsa. It's our only hope. We have to expel the Black Horse Tribe and cut off all ties with the Daliphate before they ruin us all."

      She shivered. She wouldn't wish expulsion on anyone. Not even G'van.

      "What of the innocents? Surely not everyone in the tribe is corrupt."

      Her father gave her a long look as if he'd dispute her claim, but then he shrugged and looked away. "Let them join other tribes then. Or let them run to the Daliph and beg him for shelter. He's the cause of this poison after all. Him and his need for trade."

      "Dad…"

      He shook off her hold. "Enough. I won't be swayed. This is what must happen."

      Her father stalked away into the night, leaving K'lrsa alone with the dying embers of the fire. She shivered as she watched him disappear into the darkness.

      G'van was right. Times were changing.
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      Two weeks later, K'lrsa ate her breakfast in silence as her parents talked about the annual gathering. It had taken her father days to convince the other leaders of the tribe to agree to his plan, but finally they'd voted to recommend expulsion of the Black Horse Tribe at the next annual gathering.

      He was still trying to convince them to cut ties with the Daliphate, but that wasn't likely to happen. No one wanted to sacrifice the luxuries that eased their daily lives.

      The light and gaiety her parents normally shared was gone, replaced with a lingering sense of dread. Even though no one was nearby, they spoke in tense whispers, glancing around as if they expected enemies to jump from behind a tent at any moment.

      Their fears were justified.

      Two nights before, the camp had been attacked. L'ral, F'lia's intended, had surprised the attackers in the middle of the night as he made his way to the privy area, so they hadn't done as much damage as they could have, but everyone was on edge knowing how close they'd been.

      It was men from the Daliphate. L'ral had managed to take a scrap of green and blue striped cloth from one of the men. He'd waved it around as he described how he'd struggled with the men, desperately trying to save as many horses as he could, but finally been felled by a shallow sword slice to the ribs and a knock to the head.

      Ten horses had been stolen that night. Almost a fifth of the horses in camp.

      At least no one had been killed, but it was only a matter of time. She could see that thought lurking in her parents' eyes as they watched her.

      How would the tribes, used to hundreds of years of peace, defend themselves against the men of the Daliphate with their gleaming swords and violent ways?

      Her father had sent a party of Riders, led by D'lan, after them, but the Riders had yet to return. They should have by now.

      K'lrsa had wanted to go, but her father refused. He said he wouldn't risk both of his children at once.

      That's what he said, but she knew the truth. He didn't really believe in her.

      She ate her meal in sullen silence and chafed at the fact that she was no longer allowed to leave camp. Fallion was just as restless as she was. He strained against his tether when she visited him each day.

      She was trying to figure out how to convince her father to let her go for a ride when L'ral ran up to their fire, gasping for breath.

      "What is it?" Her father set aside the bowl of grains he hadn't really been eating.

      "Men. To the east. At least ten of them. More of the Daliph's men."

      Her father exchanged a worried glance with her mother. "Gather the remaining Riders," he said to L'ral.

      L'ral nodded and ran away.

      "Oh, B'nin. Is this wise? Do you have enough Riders to fight them if you catch them?"

      He pulled her close and buried his face in her hair. "I'd rather meet them in the desert than have them attack you, V'na. Don't worry. I'll come back to you."

      K'lrsa looked away. She wished someday she'd find the love and passion her parents shared, but until then seeing them together just reminded her of everything she didn't have in her own life.

      Well, at least not outside her dreams. She'd dreamt of the young man twice more since that first dream. They couldn't talk, but they didn't need to. More words than they could exchange in a lifetime passed between them with each glance or touch.

      As L'ral's voice rose in the high ki-ki-ki of the Rider's call, K'lrsa stood. "I just need to get my bow and then I'll meet you at the horse lines."

      Her father stared at her for a long moment, frozen.

      "B'nin…" Her mother grabbed at his hand.

      He clasped her hand in his. "I know, V'na." He took a deep breath. "K'lrsa…"

      K'lrsa knew that look.

      She backed away, shaking her head. "No. No, Dad. You can't do this to me. Not again. I'm a Rider. Let me come with you!"

      He stood and held his hands out as if she was a skittish horse. "Calm down, K'lrsa. I need you to listen to me. You have to stay here. What happens if the raiders get past us? I need someone I trust to protect your mother and sister and all the others who aren't fighters."

      K'lrsa scoffed. "Oh, please. The only reason I'm the best shot of all the Riders is because mom quit when she married you. She doesn't need me to protect her. And neither do most of the women in the tribe."

      Her father smiled slightly. "Your mother is a pretty good shot. But what about M'lara? Or F'lia? Who will protect them?"

      She crossed her arms across her chest and glared at him. "Someone else. Anyone else. Have L'ral stay behind. He's going to marry F'lia, let him protect her."

      Her father shook his head and grabbed her shoulders. He stared deep into her eyes. "Please, K'lrsa. You're the only one I trust to do this. Please. Do this for me."

      When she still wouldn't answer, he continued, "These are dangerous times, K'lrsa. I need my Riders to obey my orders without hesitation. Now, are you a Rider? Will you obey your leader? Or are you a child who must have her own way no matter what's best?"

      K'lrsa pulled away. "Fine. I'll stay." She couldn't stop the tear that rolled down her cheek.

      Her father pulled her into a fierce embrace and kissed her on the forehead. "I love you."

      "I love you, too," she mumbled.

      She pulled away and disappeared into her tent without looking at him again.

      She threw herself down on her sleeping roll and closed her eyes, covering her ears to the sound of the real Riders leaving camp.
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      K'lrsa paced to the edge of camp and stared into the distance, looking for any sign of the Riders returning. They'd been gone a full day now.

      Her stomach rumbled, but she couldn't bring herself to eat.

      They should be back by now. They should've been back the day before.

      She sat down in front of her tent and started to mend her oldest hunting vest, but then sprang to her feet again a moment later to once more look for the Riders.

      "Enough, K'lrsa. Sit down," her mother said.

      K'lrsa clutched the moon stone around her neck. It felt almost hot. Her sense of urgency increased as she held it. "Don't you feel it, Mom? Something is wrong. I have to go find them."

      Her mother frowned, her lips pursed together as she glanced to the side where M'lara watched them, her arms wrapped tight around her legs. "No, K'lrsa. You need to stay here and protect me and your sister. That was what your father ordered you to do."

      K'lrsa paced in front of the tent. As a Rider she should obey his orders without question.

      But something was wrong. She just knew it.

      Her mother continued to pick at the seams of an old dress.

      K'lrsa shook her head as she stared at the empty horizon once more. "No. I have to go. You'll be fine."

      "And what of F'lia? Would you see your best friend murdered because you couldn't follow your father's orders?"

      K'lrsa glanced towards F'lia's tents, picturing her bright and gentle friend trying to defend herself from attackers. She didn't want something to happen to her.

      But something was wrong. She knew it.

      "They should've been back by now, Mom."

      Her mother shrugged, but it didn't hide the tension in her shoulders. "Maybe the raiders fled and they gave chase."

      "Or maybe the raiders chased them and they're hiding somewhere right now, fighting for their lives, and I could find them and save them."

      M'lara buried her face in her knees, her small shoulders shaking.

      K'lrsa's mother dropped her hands into her lap. "Oh, K'lrsa, enough. You aren't the Moon Maiden reborn. You're just a young girl like I was. Good with a bow and a solid member of the tribe, but not some legendary hero. You aren't going to save anyone. Sit down and wait like the rest of us."

      K'lrsa stared at her mother as tears filled her eyes.

      She stared down at the ground and tried to master herself. She was a Rider and Riders didn't cry. Crying just proved her mother right.

      No one else might believe it, but she knew in her heart that she could help.

      Better than sitting here in camp waiting for them to finally return.

      If they ever did…

      "Sit, K'lrsa."

      She shook her head. No. She couldn’t wait another moment. It might already be too late. She grabbed her gear and strode away toward Fallion.

      "K'lrsa, you get back here right now," her mother called. K'lrsa kept walking.

      Something was wrong. She had to find the Riders before it was too late.

      She'd deal with her mother when everyone was safely back at camp.
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      Following their path across the plains was easy. Even on dusty ground, ten horses riding at full speed left enough of a trail for even a young child to see.

      She urged Fallion to go as fast as possible, the feeling that something was wrong drove her forward. In her gut she knew she was already too late, that whatever evil had befallen them had already happened.

      But she had to try. She had to keep going until she knew for sure.

      When they reached the desert, the trail disappeared, victim of the shifting sands that kept the desert's secrets. Legend called the shifting sands a blessing from the Lady Moon—a gift to the tribes in exchange for their vow to protect the Hidden City. But that time was long lost in the shadow of history. All she or any other tribe member knew was that even though there was never a breeze—at least none that a rider on horseback could feel—if a man stopped for a drink he could watch his footsteps slowly disappear as if he'd never existed.

      Many a stranger had been lost in the desert, with no idea which may to turn, their bones buried under the shifting sands.

      She clutched her moon stone, confident in its protection. As a first daughter of a first daughter going back to the beginning, she was protected, safe as long as she kept her moon stone.

      She rode forward, looking in every direction, but saw nothing except empty desert.

      The sun beat down and reflected off the sands until she felt like a pot fired in a clay oven, all moisture drained from her body.

      She and Fallion rode throughout the day, looking and searching, but saw nothing. No men and no signs of their passage.

      As the sun lowered towards the horizon, Fallion stumbled as his head dipped yet again. She gave him some of the water from her last water skin, wishing she'd taken the time to prepare better, to remember that she was riding into the desert where a man could die in the space of a candlemark if he wasn't careful.

      She turned Fallion in a circle. Sand and azure sky in every direction, not even a desert hawk visible. Heat waves blurred the mountains on the far horizon.

      The Riders were gone as if they'd never existed.

      In despair, she reached for the moon stone around her neck. "Lady Moon, Protector, Mother, Shelter. Show me where my father is. Please, I beg of you, guide me to his side through the harsh land of your husband and away from the mischief of your son."

      She'd expected the pendant to glow with a cool blue light like it did when she sought shelter in the desert, but instead it pulsed the color of dried blood and a compulsion like a physical presence pushed her north.

      Fallion started forward without prompting, stumbling as fast as he could through his exhaustion.

      K'lrsa tried to slow him, to turn away from the path the moon stone demanded, but her body wouldn't obey her. Each time she tried, she found herself urging Fallion to go faster instead.

      As the sun painted the distant horizon with blood, they raced onward.
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      As they crested yet another nondescript sand dune, the sun dipped below the distant mountains and the sky darkened towards night.

      K'lrsa prayed they were close. Not only did she fear that something truly awful had happened to her father and the other Riders, but she knew that she couldn't continue through the twilight hours between when the sun set and the moon rose.

      Those hours belonged to the Trickster. Anyone wandering the desert during the between time was best off staying in the spot they'd been in when darkness fell. Men had been known to try to push through to their destination only to find themselves leagues from where they'd been when darkness fell and nowhere nearer their destination. Even torches couldn't protect men when the Trickster wandered the sands.

      As they plodded forward, Fallion so exhausted his head hung down to the ground, a grel cried out and lumbered into the air, heavy with food. She saw at least three more clustered around a shape on the ground.

      Part of her wanted to stop, to turn away and go home. But Fallion continued his slow but relentless pace and she found herself whispering in his ear, urging him forward.

      "Almost there, micora." She was so numb she couldn't even cry as she saw that the shape was a body dressed in White Horse colors.

      She dropped to the ground, steadying herself against Fallion's side as her legs threatened to collapse under her. She had to see. She had to know who it was.

      The grel raised their heads to glare at her, their sharp beaks coated in fresh red blood.

      "Go! Leave!" She stumbled towards them. They screamed at her, the stench of death wafting through the air, but they backed away, moving on to another shape almost buried under the desert sand. A horse from what she could see.

      She clutched the pendant at her throat and felt its pulsing warmth as she closed the distance to the body. She prayed it wasn't her father even though she knew it would be someone she loved.

      She collapsed in relief and despair when she saw L'ral's face.

      He was still wearing the bracelet F'lia had made to celebrate their engagement. The bright red, green, and yellow threads had cost her a small fortune. She'd had to trade five of her most-prized pots for just those three small strands of silk. But she'd done so happily and woven into each knot her love of the man she planned to marry.

      Clutched in his hand was a small piece of fabric, striped the brilliant green and blue of the Daliphate.

      K'lrsa ran her fingers along the smooth strings of his bracelet as she tried not to stare at the destruction the grel had wrought on his body.

      She clutched her stomach, fighting the urge to heave up the small breakfast she'd eaten that morning.

      People died in the tribes all the time—it was a hard life—but not like this. Not murdered and left for scavengers.

      One of the grel sidled its way back towards L'ral, one eye on K'lrsa as it drew closer.

      "Go," she screamed, jumping to her feet. "Go. Go."

      She ran at all of the grel, waving her arms, screaming and crying out as they watched her with their baleful red eyes.

      They rose slowly, cawing their anger, as she forced them to abandon their feast.

      Two circled above her, swooping down lazily to declare their displeasure, but another one disappeared over the rise of the next sand dune.

      A moment later, it took flight again with a startled cry.

      Was someone still alive? The pendant at her throat pulsed brightly as K'lrsa raced up the side of the dune. The sand shifted underfoot until she was almost crawling, but she refused to stop.

      She had to see. She had to know.

      As she crested the top of the dune, she saw a body below her, spread-eagled, hands and feet staked to the ground, belly sliced open, eyes blackened sockets.

      She collapsed, all energy pouring from her like an unstoppered waterskin.

      No.

      It couldn't be.

      But it was.

      She recognized the hawk-like nose, the proud forehead. And the necklace around his throat. The one her mother had spent hours weaving charms of love and protection into.

      Not that it had done any good.

      Her father. Her father lay before her, dead.

      And they'd given him the worst death possible—tethered his spirit to the desert sands to prevent him from completing his journey to the Promised Plains, opened his belly so that the fire ants could tear apart his anima until nothing remained to complete the journey, taken his eyes so he wouldn't be able to see the path to the Lady Moon's side.

      She screamed, clutching at her chest, rocking back and forth as agony consumed her.

      A grel landed next to the body, cawing in pleasure as it side-stepped towards his face. Before K'lrsa could chase it away, her father's head twitched and the bird flew away.

      He was alive.

      Her father was still alive.

      K'lrsa ran down the hill to his side, slipping and stumbling on the loose sand.
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      K'lrsa fell to the ground by his side. Tears poured down her face, tracing their way through the dust that clung to her sweat-soaked skin.

      She didn't know what to do.

      His skin was dark red, burned from hours of exposure. The blood around the wound in his belly was already black and crusted as were the pits where his eyes had once been.

      He turned towards her and she had to bite her fist to keep from sobbing as she stared at the ruin of his face.

      "Oh, Father. I'm so sorry." She wiped at the fire ants crawling on his skin, oblivious to the pain of their sting. There were too many. For each one she wiped away, five replaced it.

      His tongue was so swollen he could barely speak. "K'lrsa?" His brow creased and he struggled feebly against the stakes in his hands, crying out when his wounds tore open once more.

      "I'm here, Dad. I'm here." She fumbled for her waterskin, pouring the last of her water into his mouth.

      He turned his head away and the water splashed across his skin. "Too late. Don’t waste it…" he whispered.

      "No. No, we can save you. We can…"

      He turned back towards her and she felt the weight of his gaze even though he no longer had the eyes to look at her.

      She hung her head, fighting to stay positive, to tell him she could save him, but she couldn't deny the truth. He'd taught
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