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        Yevliesza, a 21st century woman, travels through a secret portal, flies on the back of a dragon, and encounters a storm that splits open the sky—before arriving severely damaged at the royal castle of Numinat.

      

        

      
        In this kingdom of deep powers, she is devoid of magic. Determined to claim her place, she must counter dangerous court intrigues and a sorceress who intends to see this foreigner cast from the great Tower.

      

        

      
        Yevliesza may find protection with a powerful lord if her heart can bear the penalty of his conditions. In the end, however, she must find her birthright power if she is to survive. But what she discovers is an alarming magic that, once revealed, may make her a permanent outcast.
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      Liesa flew. With the highway forty miles in a straight line to the horizon, her 1981 Celica Supra with its inline six and rear spoiler could hit one hundred mph in no time. It was like flying.

      With the sunroof open, her hair lashed at her face and the desert air met her like a blast wall. She and her father might have been stationed anywhere in the world, but they got Barlow County, Oklahoma, bisected by one of the most important aligns in North America. If they’d ended up in St. Louis or Tampa, there wouldn’t be any forty-mile straightaways, so Oklahoma felt like a little bit of heaven.

      The thing about Barlow County was that you could see the weather coming for hours. The winds blew west to east, and sometimes distant clouds humped up in dark towers, trailing skirts of rain, pushing outlier gusts ahead of them like warning shots. Looking out her driver-side window, Liesa caught sight of a big system moving so slow, she knew she could outrace it and be home with store-bought rolls and coffee before it hit the consulate.

      Consulate. What her father called their house, beat up as it was, and with the sand that seemed to blow through the atoms of the walls.

      Slowing to a mannerly twenty-five miles per hour, Liesa cruised into the village where they got their supplies and parked in front of Rolly’s Stop ’n Shop. Just outside, one of the locals was smoking and gave her lovingly cared-for Celica a respectful glance. He nodded at her as she went in, with a terse but neighborly acknowledgment. One of the open-minded ones. They’d had plenty of time to learn to say Numinasi. It had been twenty years since the Accord. But most fell back on the more familiar word, the one that was easier to say. Maybe not trying to be mean. But still, they’d mutter behind her back: witch.

      “Liesa,” Rolly said from behind the counter when she walked in, giving her a smile. He tapped a box containing the groceries she’d texted to him that morning. She looked around the store, spotting a few of the locals pretending to shop but watching her.

      “Shane ain’t here,” Rolly said, real casual, but knowingly. “Out to the ditch. Workin’ on the irrigation pump.”

      Liesa wouldn’t have minded seeing Rolly’s son. Behind the usual grime on Shane’s face, he had the kind of features that leaned toward handsome, especially his mouth and eyes. The grimier he looked, the more he stirred her. Matching his Barlow look, she’d taken to wearing ripped jeans and a faded t-shirt when she came to town. As though she could ever be Barlow’s own.

      “Storm’s comin’,” Rolly said, glancing west, the wall with the chips and soda.

      “Looks like.”

      “You’d best get back. Put up the shutters. Shane’d help you, but.”

      “We got it, though. Can you throw in some gummy bears?” She pulled out her father’s credit card while Rolly tucked in the candy.

      “How’s Ansyl?” Rolly always asked after him. It had been years since her father came into town, and Rolly knew he was poorly. Knew her mother was dead, too, so there was lots of the poor orphan treatment, a little too kind, especially from Rolly. The town knew her father was someone important, but they couldn’t figure why he’d be living out past L-Road eight miles from nowhere. Answer: Because the aligns. Barlow County had one running smack up the middle, not respecting county lines or riverbeds or highways. Most folk didn’t believe in the aligns—you couldn’t even see them, they reasoned. But the Numinasi knew that all the worlds have deep paths, even worlds without much in the way of powers, without more than a bit of magic. Sometimes mundane people created great cities on the aligns. Cities like St. Louis. They assumed they’d chosen the place because of being on a river, and they sensed—a hunch, they would call it—that it would be a good place.

      “Is your dad feeling better?”

      “Yeah, he’s been grand lately. Working in his garden.”

      Except he wasn’t, not these days. A few years back when her father had begun complaining that nothing would grow, when he began misplacing tools, flooding the rows with water or not watering at all. When it was dangerous for him to be around a stove, much less drive.

      Rolly carried the groceries to the car.

      Three young guys stood around the Celica, one of them caressing it like it was a girlfriend. They backed off when Rolly eyed them, taking positions leaning on a windowsill or the drinks machine, one of them saying to her, “Sweet rig.”

      Witch or no witch, she could of had that boy with only a jut of her chin. Jump in, why don’t you? Little spin?

      A distant rattle of thunder, like an eighteen-wheeler roaring by. Clouds charged across the sky, on the move and spoiling to get in on the action. Tornado action.

      Smiling at the boys, she swung into the car seat—all low to the ground where the Celica liked to keep its driver—and cranked the ignition. It fired up real sweet, and she could tell by the expressions on those boys’ faces that they knew real beauty when they saw it. Those classic lines, maybe from a bygone era, but never beaten.

      Giving them a nod, she flipped up the headlights, letting the Celica strut for them. They grinned at that, knowing she was showing off and liking it.

      She pulled into the street. The day had taken on an orangey tint, how the sky sometimes went when dust got kicked up. But in the direction of home, it was still all blue and hot.

      The Celica knew the way.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s me,” Liesa called out, kicking open the back screen door, balancing the box of groceries on her hip.

      The kitchen was dead quiet, like she’d let in the muffled air from the flats where the storm was getting into position. From the kitchen window, a little flick of sheet lighting over the distant hills. No wind yet, but the crickets had gone to ground. Even the ag ditch down the road had been silent, running swiftly, like a video with the sound muted.

      From the office down the hall her father’s chair squeaked as he shifted his weight. He would be at his desk where he used to have real work, with the missions sharing diplomatic concerns and plans. Over the years there’d been less and less of that. Fewer missives from St. Louis. And then none. The exchanges had mostly been about the Nanotech Accords, where a bunch of countries agreed on curbs and things to protect the hidden realms from microscopic machines. Because no one knew how easily nanotech might penetrate the Mythos.

      You didn’t want to mess with the Numinasi. There was no telling what their powers really were, so an accord came together and everyone was happily co-existing. Even if they tended to hate each other.

      Therefore the consulate in Barlow County. But why hadn’t anyone stayed in touch with her father? A few times her father allowed as how the Numinasi center in St. Louis had been quiet lately. And then he started saying that it was time to report in person, and she’d go too, they’d make a trip of it. Liesa was dying to go, but knew that with the way her father was drifting it would never happen.

      She found him at his desk, surrounded by disordered piles of paper, some of which were just flyers and ads. “Liesa,” he said, looking up and patting his thick hair as though looking for something.

      “Groceries are put away. We’ll have meatloaf tonight.”

      Thunder gargled in the near distance.

      “Your mother will like that.” His gaze slid away from her. “Now where’s my pencil?” he said, worried.

      “Behind your ear.”

      He found it and pulled a yellow pad of paper closer. “Notes will be expected.”

      “I can bring you a nice cup of tea. And I have gummy bears.”

      Her father shook his head and pulled down his waistcoat over his flannel trousers, the ones that hung flabby on his dwindling frame. “No time. I’m in a hurry . . . so much to do.”

      “We could have a cup of tea and plan the day,” she suggested, seeing that he was starting to get wound up.

      “But the visitor,” he said, glancing toward the front of the house. “He’ll expect a report.”

      Liesa couldn’t help but look toward the parlor, wondering for a second if maybe Shane had come after all.

      Noting her glance, he said, “No, not in the house! In the yard . . .”

      “Who is it, then?”

      “Who?” He frowned in concentration. Then in Numinasi, he said, “He gave his name, one of the old names.”

      She and her father spoke in Numinasi as well as English, and lately it had more often been in the home language, which seemed to comfort him.

      “Shall I go and see?” If no one was there, Liesa would just say they must have left. Then they could have tea.

      “No!” he shouted. “Go upstairs, it’s got to be handled . . . handled . . .” He looked up, his eyes wide. “Did he see you?”

      “I came in the back door.” She was starting to feel alarmed, herself.

      “Well, something must be done,” he said. “Clearly.”

      “I can talk to him. See what he wants?” She rose from her chair. “I’ll be right back.”

      Her father got up too, holding the notepad full of jottings, some underlined for emphasis. She looked at her father standing there. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

      She made her way to the front screen door. Beyond it, the dust blew in curtains, coloring the sky like a bruise. A lone figure was out there, a stone’s throw from the house, partially obscured by the old flatbed truck they didn’t use anymore. So far the figure was nothing but a black silhouette, hair lifting in the wind as though alive.

      Stepping down from the porch, she approached but stopped a few feet away from the stranger. He wore a quilted coat with silver clasps and grommets, and boots with leather thongs wrapping them tight to his calves. He was tall and clean-shaven, with jet-black hair. She was close enough to detect that marker of the Numinasi people: a faint violet cast to his dark eyes.

      “Your name,” the man said softly, in the Numinasi language.

      Her voice stuck in her throat. She knew what he was, what he must be, but it seemed like a dream, a bad one. She should have gone upstairs, should have taken warning, but it was too late now. He had seen her.

      “What is your name,” he repeated.

      “Liesa.”

      “We know nothing of a . . . Lee-za.”

      He waited for her to explain herself. To say how an envoy from Numinat could be living with a girl whom he no doubt already guessed had to be a daughter.

      “My father and I live here. My mother is dead.”

      The stranger studied her face. He could not fail to notice the Numinasi violet-black of her eyes.

      “I have come to take your father home.”

      “He can’t come with you,” she said, wishing the storm would come down and swallow them all.

      “He is ordered home.”

      She began to be afraid. This man seemed determined to take her father. Her thoughts skittered to find a plan to stop this, to get away. They had to get to the Celica. A Numinasi would not approach a machine, not one that was turned on. They would run to Oklahoma City, or Denver, or . . .

      Seeing her father come out onto the porch, the stranger strode toward him. Liesa rushed to her father’s side.

      The man came to the foot of the porch. His next words were laden with accusation. “You did not say a child had been born.”

      “I wrote, I explained it . . . Or Natia, she did. It was all written down, somewhere.”

      “No one has ever heard of a child.”

      “Well,” her father said peevishly, “here she is in any case!”

      The man turned to her. “You must come also.”

      She looked in alarm at her father.

      “Liesa,” he said from the porch. “I should have sent you back. Long ago.”

      The stranger narrowed his eyes in what seemed incredulity. “Why . . . why did you not?”

      Her father stood, his arms hanging helplessly down at his sides as though there was nothing left to say or do or fix. A fist of wind lifted the dust on the porch and snatched it away. The three of them stood unmoving until her father finally answered.

      “I forgot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The stranger gave Liesa one hour to prepare. Thoughts of escape rattled through her mind, but the man wore a short sword at his belt and she had no doubt he was willing to use it. He demanded that she impress upon her father the importance of obedience. Otherwise, he said, it would be noted. She was to change her clothes. He was explicit: she should wear something decent and dark. Also strong boots. She hoped tennies would do.

      Her distraught father was stacking papers and looking in boxes trying to set things in order. She helped him, all the while whispering that they should call for help. She spent precious minutes trying to get her father to concentrate, to acknowledge that the man waiting for them in the yard could not command them. Finally she said she would call the local sheriff, even Rolly—but at that her father became alarmed and made her swear not to oppose the princip’s courier, as he called the stranger.

      “But why just let him take us? We’re happy where we are!”

      Her father swallowed. Taking her hand, he said, “It’s where we come from. It’s the only place you can be happy. Your own country, you see?”

      “But—”

      He squeezed her hand, searching her face for understanding. “And if we don’t return—if you don’t—it will be a great . . . disgrace.”

      “Why didn’t you send me back? You said you forgot. But early on? When you remembered better?”

      He slid his gaze away. “I don’t know. There must have been a reason.”

      Liesa shook her head in frustration. “Why do they want us so much now, when they never did before?”

      “The ways,” he muttered. “Numinasi ways.” He brightened then, as he sometimes did when the fog parted for him. “Your power. You need to receive your power.” His eyes pleaded as he said, “Tell me that you’ll go, promise me . . .”

      Numinasi had mystic powers. All peoples of the Mythos did.

      With only minutes to decide, she looked at the expression on his face and couldn’t say no.

      Her father asked the courier for time to put his affairs in order—whatever those affairs were—and the man agreed, saying that in two days’ time they would send someone to guide him home. But it was best that Liesa go immediately. When she balked, her father pinned her with a frantic gaze, shaking his head. Was he in his right mind to be sending her off? She couldn’t know, but his newfound conviction swayed her.

      She was going, really going, to Numinat, a place that she had come to think of as a story, or a distant country that would always be remote and mysterious to her. She had said she would go, but as she rummaged for the clothes the courier had told her to wear, the weight of her decision pressed down on her with a cold hand. The urge to escape vied with her father’s wish to avoid disgrace. Minutes passed, with her mind caught in an endless loop. At last the thought occurred that surely she could return here if things didn’t work out. Yes, she would go. For now, for her father’s sake, she would go.

      By the time the hour was up, Liesa had put on a navy-blue plaid shirt and almost-new jeans. It was the closest she could come to something dark and decent. The Numinasi looked at her skeptically but managed to nod his approval.

      Her father walked with them to the equipment shed, where the stairway was. Outside the shed, he embraced her for the first time in years. She clung to him as he kept whispering, “I’ll join you soon. Soon.” Gently, he pulled away, patting her shoulder, trying to make everything seem not so bad, like a fall from a bike. He gave her a shaky smile.

      The storm was receding into the distance, flickering with sheet lightning and grumbling as though it had been unfairly driven away by the dark emissary.

      “Tell them I’m coming,” she heard her father say as he backed away.

      And then she was inside the shed, the courier behind her. He ordered her to clear the path, to move the noxious machines like the leaf blower, electric generator, even flashlights, so that he would not pass close to them. Machines disrupted powers; it was why magic had faded from the earth, why her father’s gift of perceiving the aligns had fallen into a weak reflection of what it had been. Envoys accepted this diminishment, knowing it only lasted for the term of their service in the mundane world.

      This must be why the courier was in such a hurry to leave. He could feel his powers blurring.

      The door was still open. Her father smiled at her, urging her to continue. To repair the disgrace that they had somehow incurred.

      With a last, faltering smile at her father, Liesa turned to the courier. The trap door was still open from when he had arrived. The depths beneath it glowed faintly, making it seem that in the murky shed they were about to leave a darker, lesser world and enter a more vibrant one.

      They descended the stairs and entered the paths between. With the shock of events, she had not even begun to think of what was to come. She would enter the crossings, the network of branching tunnels between the realms. She had no idea what to expect.

      Except for the fact that she had been there once before. When she was eight years old, and against her father’s warnings, she had gone into the shed where the entrance was. Ordinary citizens wondered how to access the crossings, but no one thought to search for them in humble, even rundown places. In Barlow County, the entryway was in a shed that her father had built twenty-some years before.

      She remembered her dread as she had lifted the hatch in the shed floor, curiosity pushing her like a strong hand against her back. And the moist, yeasty smell as she descended the short staircase into the tunnels. Although she had brought a flashlight, she didn’t turn it on because the tunnel glowed softly from everywhere at once. Then she heard—or maybe imagined—muffled, echoing voices. Turning, she fled back to the stairs, taking them two at a time. She was never so glad to see the flat, open desert that met her as when she burst through that shed door.

      And now here she was again, in her twenty-first year, deep in the unmistakable, heavy air of the crossings.

      Liesa stood in the strange tunnel, with its gloaming light and the fecund odor she remembered so well. The Numinasi was patient as she took in her surroundings. The ground beneath her feet—and the whole tunnel—seemed to be a rubbery material she could not begin to identify. It was pale gray, pebbly, and hard; the high ceiling, roughly rounded. No clear source of light, yet she could see all the way to a distant turn in the path.

      As they walked, and things were no longer in a rush, she recognized the clutching feeling in her chest for what it was. Fear. Fear of what waited for her. Her father had said that the Numinat had renounced machines. She was going to a place that would be almost primitive. But her father always spoke of it fondly. A simpler life. A better one. She tried to believe it.

      The tunnel narrowed. It had been twice her height and wide enough for four or five to walk abreast, but now it was half that size. Her breath came in little gasps and her heart sped. She went into a crouch and held her head in her hands.

      To her surprise, the courier—the guard as she now thought of him—sat down beside her, handing over a leather pouch shaped like a bladder. He urged her to drink. The cool water helped her disordered thoughts to subside. In that stunned quiet she heard faint clanking noises like someone carrying a boxful of bells, some of which clinked together and others rang softly.

      For comfort, Liesa rubbed at her smart watch beneath her shirt sleeve. A forbidden object, no doubt, since it would likely be considered a machine.

      As she sank into the first peaceful moments since the stranger had appeared in their yard, she considered what kind of trouble her father was actually in. Was it just that he had been out of touch, or were envoys not supposed to have children? By the guard’s attitude, she wasn’t sure the mistake was a small one.

      Her father had kept his daughter a secret even before senility began stalking him. Then the truth of it came to her. He had done so because he didn’t want to be alone. Her mother died giving birth to her. And she was all her father had.

      “Did I have a choice?” she asked the Numinasi, unsure if he would allow a real conversation. “About coming with you?”

      “Your father chose.”

      “Could he have chosen otherwise?”

      “Yes. But he chose well.” He stood up. “We will continue.”

      “What is your name?” Liesa countered.

      “I am in service to the court.”

      So no personal details. “Why are we in a hurry?”

      “The princip sent me. She wishes your father to be brought back from the mundat. You also, since you have . . . happened.”

      Mundat. Their term for the regular, mundane world, where magic was nearly dead. She handed him the water skin and they walked on. And that word, princip; she didn’t ask who the princip was, not wanting to reveal her ignorance.

      The corridor at times branched off at odd angles, and some of those branches were more like caves, because she could see to the end of them. Others led into distances, perhaps to places that were not Numinat, but the other kingdoms of the Mythos.

      Liesa tried to remember her father’s tales of the Mythos realms. As she grew older, she had come to understand that they were—and also were not—stories. That the Mythos worlds came from the closely held legends of the mundat. And while they did really exist in their way, they were called forth by the engines of magic and, once formed, retained those connections to the origin world. The world she had just left behind.

      She allowed herself a growing curiosity to see something of these realms. Their wonders, the places of wizardry, realms that were related to, but forever altered from, their former home.

      Out of nowhere, like a long-forgotten song, a childhood recitation came to her: The chant of the Nine: fore-knowing, mani-festing, ward-ing, heal-ing, crea-tures, ver-dure, a-ligns, el-e-ments, prim-al roots. The nine powers. One of these would be hers, now that she was to be in the Mythos. She held her breath for a moment, testing to see whether a flicker of enchantment lay somewhere in her being, especially her left hand. But there was nothing.

      They came to a side tunnel leading upward. To her relief, it spread wide as though it were more heavily used. The main one continued on, but they would depart here. The Numinasi went ahead, confident that she would follow.

      As she trailed after him, she carefully pulled up her shirt cuff to check the time on her watch. The screen had gone dead. The time readout, gone. Email gone. Internet gone.

      She was on her own.
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        * * *

      

      They emerged into a fortification. Liesa took in the high walls of mortared stone, soldiers wearing quilted jackets and fur-wrapped leggings. Swords at their sides, gleaming in a dusky light. Her guard exchanged a few words with one of them, and they passed through into the fort’s courtyard. From walkways on the walls, soldiers watched them, as though she and her guard—and not whatever was on the outside—were the enemy.

      He took her to a low wall behind which was a trench. By the smell, she knew what it was for. She had expected simple ways, but this . . . Perhaps the primitive sanitation was just at this fort. Though she had expected medieval, she hadn’t really grasped the likely conditions. The lack of conveniences. When she finished relieving herself, a female soldier approached. She wore the same quilted jacket and trousers as everyone, and her hair was pulled into a bun at the back of her head. Small knives crisscrossed through it. She held out a bulky pile of clothes.

      Unfolding the stack, Liesa noted that it was a long, heavy dress. Incredibly, she was supposed to wear it.

      She was tired, hungry, and cross, and now required to wear a ridiculous gown. “What is this for?”

      “It is how one dresses,” the soldier said in Numinasi as though explaining the obvious.

      “It’s not what you’re wearing,” Liesa said, hoping to talk her out of the dress.

      With some kindness, the woman responded, “But you are going to Osta Kiya.”

      There was no hope for it. She had to wear the dress, a situation that irked her all out of proportion. But she was in their world now, and if she was going to make demands, it wouldn’t start with what to wear.

      The gown was a dour shade of dark gray, with a voluminous skirt and tight sleeves and fitted bodice with a high neck. “Help me, please,” Liesa said. The buttons were in the back and she thought she could get lost in all the folds of material.

      When the woman had finished buttoning her up, she handed Liesa leather ankle boots, fur-lined gloves, and a water bladder with a sling to carry it crosswise over her chest. Liesa drank greedily as the soldier led the way out.

      It was twilight, and Liesa wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep, but instead her guard took charge of her again and led her out of the fort onto a hillside where grasses swayed in the wind. Overhead, clouds raced across the sky as though fleeing something. The soldiers on the wall were still looking down at the courtyard.

      “What are they watching for?” she asked the Numinasi.

      “Raids.”

      “But they’re not looking out here.” Liesa turned her gaze to the prospect before them. They were on a low saddle between two rocky outcroppings. The land sloped to an immense plain bearing, in the distance, tall buttes like ships upon a calm sea.

      “If the Volkish come, it will be through the crossings,” he said.

      “The Volkish?”

      “Well, we would have no need of a garrison without enemies.”

      Something moved on the near hillside, startling her. A great hump of glistening silver.

      The hump was alive. Stepping quickly backward, Liesa caught her breath. A huge creature, twice the size of their old flatbed truck, slowly lifted its wings and lowered them, catching the last of the sun on its scaled body. Grass hid what looked to be four legs.

      It swung its head around to regard them with a baleful stare and, as though it had been asleep, yawned, exposing teeth and a bright red tongue. Its elongated skull bore a sharp crest, and as the animal stretched its wings to their full length they were as wide as a small airplane’s.

      “A dactyl,” the Numinasi informed her.

      Alarmingly, on its back it bore a rigging that looked like a saddle.
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        * * *

      

      They flew. The guard who had escorted her from the mundat was seated in front of her on one of the two saddles. On her own saddle, she lay flattened against the heavy leather out of sheer terror.

      On the hillside the guard had asked her whether she would like to be tied into the saddle, and she had nodded numbly, resigned to flying on the back of the dactyl, a beast that mythology had termed dragon, but that here, actually existed.

      “In a dress?” she had asked plaintively.

      In answer, he handed her a long, heavy coat.

      She asked how far they had to go. He said that it would take half the night to get to their destination. To Osta Kiya, presumably. Whatever that was.

      Evening came on as they flew over a prairie with, here and there, clusters of homes amid plots of cultivated grain. Low green hills in the distance grew as they approached. In the deepening night, Liesa looked down on a ridge and spied a pack of wolves loping along, wild creatures knowing their territory and commanding it. This was the realm of the Numinasi. This was the place they had fled to when people of the mundat could not tolerate them, hated their strange ways and their magic. They had called themselves Numinasi or Numina, a term that alluded to the connection between matter and spirit, the land and the heart. But to the mundat they were witches. Liesa looked down on the hills, wanting to sense that numinous connection, but feeling only apprehension.

      The moon was full or nearly full—it was the same moon as earth’s, she noted—and it turned the land into black and white shapes and vistas. She hung on, hunkering down to stay out of the wind. The guard steered with reins attached to the dactyl’s great head, held in place by a webbing of braided leather.

      As the dactyl flew on, her legs and groin grew sore from her unnatural posture. The heavy wool ropes that tied her were loose enough to allow room to move, and she bent her legs so she could form herself to the dactyl’s back. Her exposed ankles scraped against the creature’s scales, but they were also radiating heat, since the dactyl was apparently warm-blooded.

      Clouds moved over the sky, erasing the stars.

      Liesa dozed, waking now and then, always startled to find herself flying far above the landscape, but even that danger could not keep her awake for long. Once, she heard thunder and then again as she fitfully slept.

      A shout woke her. It was raining hard. The guard yelled for her to hang on to the ropes, as the dactyl’s great wings beat harder and faster than before. Lashing rain glistened against the creature’s scales and against the coat they had given her, which so far had kept her core mercifully dry. In the downpour, with her body plastered flat, all she could see was the saddle and a small portion of the dactyl’s upper body. The storm was very near. Soon they were in the midst of it and, with the roaring thunder, she clung in terror to the saddle. She was learning in those moments what terrified her the most, and it wasn’t heights or the prospect of death. It was sound, the roar of the sky, beneath which one could only cower. Because they were in the throat of the storm, and it was howling, broken now and again with the most terrible bellows she had ever heard, including in Oklahoma.

      Oklahoma. It was Liesa’s last thought before the entire sky turned neon blue and the air around them shuddered and screamed. She was thrown upward and, suspended for a moment in midair but held by the ropes, she saw that the edge of the saddle was in flames, and as she crashed down to the dactyl’s back, she knew how, in that deluge, she would die.

      By fire.
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      Kirjanichka, listen to your friend Dreiza: These are the things that I dare tell no one else, only you. It relieves my heart to speak of these things, even if only in a whisper. My great friend, I knew what was coming to Numinat. Yes, I knew, but my foreknowing was blocked by attachment, my desire to have things remain the same. I had my circle, I was of the circle, and could not imagine being out of it, and so my sight was clouded.

      You, Kirjanichka, who live a solitary life, will find it hard to understand how I could have been so foolish. Oh, it was so very easy. I had lived seventy-eight years, only half of my allotted time. I had a handsome husband, I had standing in the court and the regard of the new princip, who in her youth had no interest in my supposed past mistakes. I lived in this great city-palace of Osta Kiya, far from the drab lives of the outlying polities. Life was sweet and my days lapped gently on my mind.

      Then came the girl in the storm. She blew in as though on a gust, pathetic and broken. She had no power and we all pitied her. Well. Everyone but Nashavety, who hated her on sight. When she arrived, life changed for so many, and not just for me.

      Yes, yes, I am getting to the point, you need not give me that look!

      But it comes to me first to speak of circles. Of how during leavings and arrivings, the circle is broken for a brief time. Reforming the circle usually makes the bonds stronger. But sometimes it is fatal to the old circle.

      Every story ever told is about someone entering the circle, usually unwelcomed. I did not welcome the mundat girl, why should I, who had so much to lose? Here is what you do not know, Kirjanichka. Even old women want things. Why does everyone think the old are ready to let go, to quietly release? It is not so. Embers can burn as dearly as fire.

      So, as I said, the girl came amongst us.
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      She bent over the dead girl for a closer look.

      “It is just as well,” Nashavety said. “Bravely done, no doubt, to ride a dactyl through a storm, but as she is ugly, she will be happier dead.” She looked at Valenty, who was also peering at the body. “Do you not think so?”

      “Of course, lady. But there is a problem.”

      Nashavety waited for the insufferable Valenty to go on.

      “She is not dead.”

      Nashavety looked more closely at the envoy’s daughter, laid out on the bed in the poorly lit room. “Not dead?”

      “No. She is severely burned, but still breathing. At least her chest rises and falls. That means she is alive, I believe?”

      Valenty made it a point of pride to know little, and even worse, to brag about it. Nashavety looked the girl over more carefully. Yes, she was breathing. She was thin as a wraith and her skin, ashen. Her long, dark hair lay in filthy gobbets around her face. By the healing gauzes that wound around the girl’s body, Nashavety surmised that the burns covered her lower back and right shoulder as well as her neck and just over one side of her jaw. Other than that, the girl might be said to be attractive. A high forehead, a pleasing oval face, and a generous mouth. Her long neck was without a sag, and could have been her best feature if it had not been ruined by lightning.

      “Someone must pay for what has happened,” she murmured.

      “Yes, of course. Who would you suggest?”

      Ignoring this question, she peeked under the blanket that covered half the girl’s body. The legs, thin and bare, were pale as an ocelot in winter. The healer had left one foot bare, but the other still bore a leather boot that had melted onto her foot. She replaced the blanket. “Perhaps,” Nashavety said hopefully, “she may yet die.”

      “Perhaps,” Valenty replied, having looked away as Nashavety inspected the girl’s lower regions.

      Nashavety’s mood darkened. It would have been very agreeable if this young woman had died. It would have been an omen against foreign adventurism. She had been imagining a speech to that effect for the next court assembly. By the Nine, this turn of events was aggravating.

      She looked down at the newcomer. This young woman—Yevliesza, it must be, since Liesa was not a proper name—would have a freakish nature. She was a child of Numinat, but mutilated, one in whom the Deep did not run. After they disposed of her father, she would be without family. Something would have to be done about the creature. She would put her mind to it.

      A noise at the door. The royal personage entered, leaving her entourage behind. Nashavety and Valenty lowered their heads in a bow to Princip Anastyna. A petite frown of worry crossed the royal’s face as she saw the disfigured creature lying before her.

      Nashavety would have to counter the impulses of pity and horror that the princip would likely spread amongst the court. Is one horrified to put down a sick horse? Does one pity a clumsy and erring Numinasi struck by lightning?

      She felt a sneer begin to form on her lips, but managed a respectful calm instead, as Anastyna bent closer to the girl to see what fate had wrought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Liesa dreamed. The storm was coming and instead of charging down the road toward home, the Celica lost more and more power the harder she pressed on the gas pedal. The sky bloomed orange and brown. Small funnels dipped down to test their power, snapping back up. The big one was sucking all the energy up into its hulking, immanent self. Her father was alone at the house with the shutters not yet up. Shane appeared to be driving, resentful that he’d had to leave Rolly behind at the store. She was in the back seat trying to flatten herself against the rear bucket seats, but there wasn’t enough room and one foot was sticking out the window. It hurt. She called out to Shane, but he could barely drive in the rising wind. Voices calling her, father asking what was for supper. Liesa had forgotten to buy supplies, so there wouldn’t be anything to eat. The car pierced a wall of wind, dust, and debris. Everything blew sideways within it. TVs, a shovel, laptop, hubcaps and a dog. Her father stood by the side of the road trying to catch his papers. At the house, someone opened the car door for her, but instead of helping her out, the person, a woman with a metal cuff around her neck, shook her head. “You’ll be safer in the car. There’s no room in the house.” Her foot hurt, and alarmingly, also her back and her arm. She asked Shane if they’d been in an accident. He said, “Yes, and someone has to pay.”

      Liesa rose and fell, rose and fell, from sleep to consciousness and back. Voices. People touching her. Sleep contained tornadoes. Waking brought pain through her whole body.

      In the dark, a candle. Someone was urging her to drink. She sat up with the help of the person with the candle. The pain had subsided. They held her shoulders and offered a cup of water.

      It took a great effort to swallow, but she felt better for it.

      “What is this place?” she whispered. It was hard to see in the gloom, but she sensed around her massive, cold stone walls.

      “Osta Kiya, of course.”

      The words didn’t register. Already she was sinking back into Oklahoma. “Is there room for me?” she asked.

      As she fell back to sleep, she heard, “We must await outcomes.”
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      Days and nights came like unwelcome visitors. One, loud and bright, pushing into the room and demanding attention; the other a vast darkness filled with skittering, random thoughts and gong-like warnings. A young woman changed her bandages and sometimes rubbed the bad side of her, ministrations that should have hurt—even turning on the bed hurt—but instead softened the pain.

      When Liesa’s thoughts at last cleared, she asked where she was—Osta Kiya, as we have told you; Was her father here—yes; Can I see him—no, with a frown; Would her wounds heal—yes. She learned that the courier had not fared as badly as she. He was well, considering what had happened.

      She continued to ask where her father was and if she could see him, but no one would answer her. One of the women who came in to check her bandages had the grace to act regretful about not giving her information. But not regretful enough, apparently.

      One day Liesa was able to practice walking. She had done well until she tried to stand on a table near a high window. As dizziness struck, she steadied herself against the wall, leaning her forehead against cold stone. With her eyes closed, the storm came back to her: the wind yanking her clothes and hair, even, she swore, lifting the scales on the dactyl. It seemed to her that it had been the same storm as at home. There on the plains it had hovered and then moved on; but it touched down as she flew toward Osta Kiya, in whatever correlations the two worlds shared. It gave her comfort to think that the worlds had a connection besides cramped tunnels smelling of yeast.

      When the dizzy spell passed, she leaned out the gap of the window—there being no glass pane—and at last took in the view.

      Osta Kiya was a castle, or a fortress, more like, built on a steep outcropping. She had been told that it sat on the rocky summit of a massif and that it had many levels, chambers, wings and towers. It was not only a castle, it was a city, with dwellings and pathways clinging to the hillside.

      Across an enormous courtyard she could see another wing of the castle, four stories high with sloping roofs, piles of chimneys and, framing the roof, very serious-looking battlements. It was a harsh view, darkly feudal, and not at all what she had hoped it would be. Yet they had cared for her, helped her to heal. It might yet be what her father had promised. A home.

      She and her father still had to answer for the transgression of not returning to Numinat. Liesa herself would have refused to return, but her father had a loyalty to Numinasi ways. He said it was a matter of honor, but it was an honor that he had managed to ignore even before dementia made him forget.

      One day a young servant came to her room with a dress. She filled a basin with water and with wet cloths helped Liesa wash her hair and bathe. After that they began the methodical work of getting her into the dress which was much like the one she had received at the fort, except beautifully made. The sleeves were tight all the way to her shoulders and soft as down. The skirt, gathered and full, fell to the instep of her new boots. The gown’s dusty blue fabric was quilted across the snug chest and swooped up to form a frame around her neck. She expected the tight bodice to hurt, but her burns only itched. The girl combed her hair around her shoulders, patiently detangling the knots.

      “Where is my . . . bracelet?” she asked. But the girl knew nothing. It galled her to think they had felt free to take her watch and no doubt destroy it or bury it or whatever they did to machines.

      The purpose of the bath and the dress was soon apparent, as the servant told her that royal household guards awaited her. The two guards wore brown velvet tunics to their thighs with finely tooled leather belts and close-fitting trousers tucked into leather boots. Emblazoned on their chests, a white circle.

      The guards didn’t say where they were taking her. It might be to a judge or a coven of witches—a term she knew better than to use here. Her father had said it showed ignorance and contempt. It was a mundat word, from people who feared what they didn’t understand.

      They ascended winding stone stairs from the lower floor to one with soaring open-air windows and lofty ceilings webbed in shadows. Here she saw many inhabitants of the palace, with a variety of skin tones, light and dark. Most of them wore clothes of fine materials, women in deep blues, purples, blacks and grays, men more colorfully, but all, men and women alike, richly dressed. People back home wondered if men could be witches. And of course, they could be and were.

      But a different question had been looming in her mind: what was she?

      The long dress that she wore made her feel less of a foreigner. That, and her black hair, though one woman’s hair shimmered with a deep violet color. Liesa was certain it didn’t come from a bottle.

      One man outright stared at her, and when she stared back, he touched his mouth with the little finger of his right hand. It was a rude gesture. Her father had taught her never to raise a little finger, and particularly not to her face.

      “Keep your eyes lowered,” one of the guards ordered. They came to a tall foyer dominated by massive doors of carved wood, inlaid with bold strands of metal.

      “The princip?” she asked.

      “She receives you in the Numin Room with the sacred pool,” he said. “You will find yourself before Princip Anastyna and some of the fajatim. Do not lie or argue. If you stand tall and calm, it may go well.”

      She held onto his words, and as she entered the room where all the faja-whatevers stood waiting, she managed to keep her expression bland.

      The room held a small group of people milling and chatting near a low half-wall. Some of them turned to regard her, with flat, appraising gazes. A woman in an elaborate silver-gray gown stared at her as though she were a giraffe in the court of an English queen. Next to her, a strikingly handsome man with whitish-blond hair wearing a long cloak over court garb.

      A ripple behind the low wall drew her attention; it was a circular pool of water about fifteen feet across. Above it in the ceiling was a small round opening that allowed a shaft of light to strike the water.

      The knot of people parted to reveal a young, pale woman dressed in a dark gray dress sparkling with glitter or precious stones. Her face was heart-shaped and in place of the high necklines of the other women, she wore a silver choker. Curiously, on one arm she wore a long glove.

      “Yevliesza,” this person said to her.

      In the silence that followed, Liesa realized she was supposed to respond. “I don’t know that word, ma’am.”

      A long-faced woman dressed in midnight blue murmured just loud enough to be heard, “Ma’am? Is the princip to be addressed so?”

      A man in a blood-red jacket turned to Liesa and said with a moue of distaste, “In proper manners, you will say ‘My Lady Princip.’”

      “My Lady Princip,” Liesa said, feeling the air thicken around her, swirling with curiosity and malice.

      The princip nodded. “Very well. And so.” She made a pleasant smile. “You will be called Yevliesza, a proper Numinasi name.”

      “But my name is Liesa.”

      A guard strode up to her and struck her across the face. Pain radiated in every direction. It was not a serious blow, but Liesa staggered, holding her stinging cheek.

      “She is a visitor,” someone said, disapproving of the slap. The man had a commanding aspect, wearing, over dark suitings, a long sleeveless coat of brown and yellow. “She is of the mundat, and one hears they have no royals there and because of this no need of proper address.” He spoke Numinasi with a heavy accent and when he frowned, as he did just then, he looked like someone you wouldn’t want to displease.

      “It may be, Lord Chinua,” the princip said. “But she is here now.” She flicked her hand at the guard, who retreated a few steps. “And so. What is your name, young woman of the mundat?”

      Liesa paused. These people could kill her. Drown her in that pool behind them, or take out their anger on her father. “Yev-lee-za,” she managed to whisper.

      The princip, who had been standing this whole time, seated herself on the edge of the pool. As she did so, a bird flew down from the skylight and landed on her fist. It looked like a hawk or a falcon. Once it settled, the princip addressed the group. “Now that Yevliesza has come amongst us, who will board her? She must have a household to speak for her.”

      The woman with the long face and midnight blue gown said, “No one here need take her in. Send her to a village to learn our customs. And manners.”

      Liesa’s heart crimped. These people intended to keep her. “I am the daughter of an envoy,” she said, hoping not to receive another blow but not caring a lot.

      Long-face said, “A daughter who is in a ruined state. Plain.”

      “My Lady Nashavety,” Red-jacket said. “Powers do come in degrees.” He spread his arms, inviting people to agree with him. “Perhaps her degree is none?”

      Someone tittered, and Long-face swung around to note them. Turning back to Liesa, she said, “You, who were born of Numinasi, are not Numinasi.”

      “If I’m not, it’s not my fault nor my father’s. We were abandoned in . . . the mundat.”

      Anastyna said, “That is a fair point.” Absently, the princip petted the bird’s head.

      The man in red flattened his lips into the smallest of smiles, as though starting to enjoy the show.

      Lady Nashavety continued, “Did you ever try to come home? Back before you were too old, when you could have welcomed your natural Deepening instead of being bereft of power?” A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth.

      There it was then, the sticking point. Her family’s misstep or insult. She should have come to Numinat one way or the other. Then she would have received her power, and now—if she gathered what the woman was saying—she was too old.

      The question came again. “Did you ever try to come home?”

      She had not, but she thought it best to keep silent.

      Long-face sighed. “Not very bright, then.” She looked around at the others, trying to draw them in. “Did you even bother to learn about your true people?”

      “Yes. A little.”

      Now her adversary allowed a sneer to cross her face. “And still, never sought them.”

      Liesa felt the weight of the moment press down on her. “I . . .” She considered the guard’s warning about lying. “I never thought about it.”

      A raised eyebrow from her inquisitor. “Then not very loyal, either.”

      The princip held up a hand. “Enough. We have learned what we had need of. Therefore let us decide which polity she can be sent to, in order that she can become more suitable.”

      “A polity can easily be found, My Lady Princip,” Red-jacket said. “But someone here might keep her.”

      “But who, Lord Valenty?” the princip asked.

      “I will do so,” he said. The group stirred, several sliding glances at the woman in midnight blue who looked at this Valenty person like a wolf at a rabbit.

      The rabbit turned in Liesa’s direction. “I have no great Hall, but we can supply refuge for a visitor such as this who will need to”—he waved his hand, fluttering his fingers—“learn how to dress and comport herself, things of that sort.” He turned a cheerful look on Nashavety. “What do you think?”

      The woman opened her mouth to let him know, but the princip rose, interrupting her.

      “Lord Valenty, this is graciously done. May not a young girl’s mistake be excused, given her imperfect upbringing?” She rose and, with a small lift of her arm, let fly the falcon which skimmed close to Liesa’s head, forcing her to duck. Several of the nobles chuckled as the bird swept up to the rafters. “You may proceed, Lord Valenty,” the princip said.

      He came forward, taking Liesa by the arm.

      Things had concluded quickly, before she could give her side of things. Was Valenty’s household a good place to be? At least he didn’t seem hostile, like the rest of them.

      With the lord gripping her arm, she repressed the urge to yank away. Nashavety was watching her, everyone was.

      Anastyna fixed Lord Valenty with a narrow gaze. “We will expect her to know the ways and customs, my lord.”

      “Yes, Lady Princip,” he murmured, patting down his hair, which was combed behind his ears.

      The princip considered Liesa with a doubtful expression. “She has far to go.”

      Long-face smiled. Maybe she had never learned how to smile naturally, because it didn’t look good on her.

      The meeting had not gone well. She was leashed to a man she didn’t know and though she had just gotten there, she had already made an enemy. Bitterness welled up at the unfairness of the hearing. Her captors were barbarians. They lived in what appeared to be the Middle Ages and spent a good deal of time frowning over outsiders while demanding that they come to see you.

      Still holding her arm, Valenty walked her out of the room, leaving the guards behind.

      She risked a question. “My father is here. Please, may I see him?”

      “Asking for favors already,” the lord murmured with an air of hopelessness.

      “Where is he, though?” She knew she was pushing. But calmly, calmly.

      “He is held in confinement.”

      The thing she had feared. “But he’s been sick for years. Please, at least let me see him, show him that I’m all right.”

      “All right?” the lord said, propelling her down the corridor. “Do you imagine that you are?”

      “No,” she hastened to say.

      “Good,” he said, nodding graciously to some of the women they passed. “A little common sense from the wench, then.”

      She took a slow breath of stone-cold air. She despised him already.
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