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  To my siblings—Tia, Mark, and Jenessa—for a lifetime of love, laughter, adventure, and friendship. You will always have a place in my dreams.








  
  Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,
Enwrought with golden and silver light,
The blue and the dim and the dark cloths
Of night and light and the half light,
I would spread the cloths under your feet:
But I, being poor, have only my dreams;
I have spread my dreams under your feet;
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.William Butler Yeats









  
  Key Terms & Translations


Races
draká (“druh-KAH”): the original “dragons.”
amá (“ah-MAH”): human(s); the sentient inhabitants of Earth.
dramá (“druh-MAH”): the race that emerged from the combination of draká and humans.
Blood Manifestations
drakón (“drah-KOHN”): dramá chosen to have far greater magic and gain a drakáform.
amón (“ah-MOHN”): dramá who are not chosen, yet still have the Blood of the Covenants and cannot accurately be called “human.”
Distances
Rough equivalents
ild: inch.
foot: literal translation. 
erd: yard (only a couple dramá feet).
ald: 100 dramá feet.
eld: half an English Imperial mile.
elden: an English Imperial mile.
Time
dek: Roughly 1 minute, made of 56 moments.
deken: Roughly 1 hour, made of 56 dek.
day: 28 deken.







  
  The Six Realms



[image: A table listing the suns, planets, capitals, and clans of the Six Realms.]








  
  Prologue

From “An Earthren’s Introduction to the Realms,” by Eskala Brightflare


In the beginning were the Creators. 
Most all we know about Them, those highest of all beings, are encapsulated in that very title: Creator. They are the omnipotent, immortal beings that form the stars and worlds of the cosmos, and when They are done forming the suns and planets of a system, They create life itself.
The first life They create in each world is that world’s Tree. For it is the Tree that protects a world from the darker powers that prowl around the outskirts of the light, ever searching for a way to defy the Creators’ purposes. A Tree forms an invisible, intangible barrier around Her world that almost entirely shuts the dark ones out.
Once the Tree is planted and grows powerful enough to form that shield, the Creators make all the other forms of life, from the kind too small to see to the kind too vast to comprehend. Once the world is flooded with such life, and all is set into balance, then, and only then, do the Creators form the Tree’s children.
Each Tree is given one sapient race to tend and guard from the dark ones that would destroy them. Thus, She is the race’s Mother in spirit, even if not in flesh.
Like any mother, however, She can only guide. She cannot coerce—for choice, by the Creators’ decree, is sacred. Her children are free to choose to ignore, abandon, or even weaken Her…and Her protections around their world. The greater heed Her children pay to Her wisdom, the more power She has to protect them, the more they prosper; the less heed they pay to Her, the less power She has, the more Her children suffer from their own foolishness, and the more the dark ones slip in and take hold.
Sadly, this happened to the race that first inhabited Ythra, the mother world of our Six Realms. The draká, whom you would know as dragons, were the Tree of Flame’s first children, and from the scant records they left, we believe they lasted for millennia, waxing and waning in their faithfulness to the Tree, as all civilizations do.
Finally, a thousand years ago, their greed and pride became so severe that they nearly annihilated themselves through famine and war. Then, as their Tree’s power to protect them flagged, a dark one struck.
The Devourer of that time was an immense, dark spirit of terrible power with a never-ending hunger for all that lives. By then, it had amassed a mighty army from the dregs of its other conquests, for if the Devourer managed to at least partially consume the spirit of a living being, that life became its slave, what we call a “consumed.”
Long had the Devourer slavered after a race so large and full of power as the draká were, with whom it could conquer worlds without number and on whom it could gorge for eons. Long had it watched and waited for its opportunity, and long had the Tree of Flame warned Her children of its plans, but to no avail. The Devourer launched the First Invasion at the draká’s greatest moment of self-inflicted weakness, easily tearing its darkrifts through the Tree’s thinned barrier across Ythra.
It is a miracle the draká even survived. Even then, it was only at great cost. To belatedly bolster the Tree’s waned power brought on by their own neglect, many draká had to give their blood and very lives to the Tree. With that freely offered sacrifice, the Tree strengthened enough to close the Devourer’s gates and allow the draká to disperse the Devourer’s forces now trapped in their world.
Once a dark one invades, however, it is no simple thing to keep it out. In this case, the Devourer’s consumed armies scattered and hid themselves. Some broke free of its control, but some generations still slavishly serve it to this day and do its bidding to erode our safety and prosperity.
The draká of that time were in especially perilous straits. Famine, war, and then invasion had brought them nearly to extinction. Battered, bloodied, and starving, the draká finally turned as one to the Tree of Flame and asked Her how they were to survive.
She told them: they would have to change, and to change, they would need the help of another Tree’s children. To reach those children, they would need gates of their own—gates of the Creators’ original design, fueled by the Tree Herself.
To be worthy of such gates, the draká swore the First Covenant. The terms:
	To guard the gates as they guard the Tree.

	To only use the gates to go where the Tree permits.

	To never claim a world with another Tree’s children as their own.

	To never take whatever belongs to another Tree’s children by force, only by trade or gift.



When all draká who remained swore the First Covenant, the Tree revealed to them how to construct a sungate. So, at great sacrifice, they did.
One thing you must understand about the draká is that they were magical by nature—there would have been no other way for such large and remarkable creatures to exist except if magic were in their very blood. However, their magic could go no further than that; all the power they had went into maintaining their very lives. So it is with our drakón when they enter their drakáforms to this very day; even our King, the most powerful drakón among us, can barely light a candle while he is in his drakáform.
The Tree could give some of the power to the blaze that first sungate required, but the draká still had to give the first spark, and that spark required the sacrifice of yet more lives, even if it was to power the gate for only a few seconds. The moment the gate was alight, the Tree’s chosen Seven rushed through…and set foot on Earth.
Yes, Earthren, this was when dragons first came to your world. For your people were the ones the draká needed—the children of Ice.
Tragically, your people had long since abandoned and entirely forgotten your Tree, the Tree of Ice. Even when the Seven found a clan of humans willing to listen to and then help them, the group had to follow the visions of their wisewoman and rely on the dogged determination and ingenuity of their chief to find the Tree in the frozen wastes of the place you call Greenland.
Yet find Her they did, and before Her, seven humans and the Seven draká swore the Second Covenant. The exact terms and wording, we do not know. Only that all fourteen of them became new creatures, a new race entirely—the dramá. The word itself reflects the merging of two races into one, combining draká with the Drona word for human, amá.
Moreover, all fourteen were granted the Blood manifestation of drakón, and thus were able to be in amá- or drakáform at will, so long as they had enough power to maintain the latter form. But now, in amáform (“humanform,” if you will), all the magic of a draká’s body condensed into a smaller, more efficient form, leaving an unprecedented excess. For the very first time for both races, they were capable of wielding power.
No lives had to be sacrificed to power the gate to return to Ythra. The Fourteen were able to light it with no harm to any of them, and they and the rest of the human tribe who had agreed to come to the new world went through.
When they arrived, a new order began on Ythra, with the Covenants as their foundation and the Tree as their guide. The original Seven draká and the seven humans who changed with them became the founders of our seven clans, and the formerly human chief was appointed the first Sunfilled Monarch, with the draká who swore with him as his Heir. Thus both races were represented within the Golden Crown, and a new era of hope and increasing prosperity dawned.
Not all ran smoothly with the two races’ integration, however. Only a few generations later, amón—dramá with only an amáform (whom you might consider “human,” though they have the Blood of the Covenants, even as latent as it is)—outnumbered drakón. Yet drakón, being more physically and magically powerful, did not equally share their power and privileges with the amón as the Tree commanded, beginning to think themselves inherently superior, destined to not just be their people’s protectors but also rulers.
The dramá became divided, and the drakón increasingly arrogant and abusive toward the amón, ignoring the Tree’s warnings and commands. Finally, the Tree declared that the Moontouched—the clan with the most amón and thus considered the least of the clans—would be the next clan to receive a Realm of their own. When the Brightflare Clan hotly protested, the Queen sided with the Brightflare, citing the need for peace.
Then, at that delicate juncture, the Lord of the Moontouched Clan died and the other clans rejected his amón Heir. When she came to Crownhold to contest her claim, she was assassinated by an unknown hand.
Enraged and afraid, the Moontouched Clan as one petitioned the Tree of Flame to allow them to leave the other six clans and return to Earth, the only remaining place where they thought they could belong. Before the other clans could react, the Tree granted their request, and the Moontouched left.
Then, at their second, secret request, the Tree shattered the sungate that connected Ythra to Earth, allowing the Moontouched to fully sever themselves from the other six and shattering the bedrock order established by the First and Second Covenants.
Mournful and repentant, the dramá changed their ways once more, putting in safeguards to protect and elevate amón to their equitable place. Even so, their actions were too late to reclaim the Moontouched, whom they thought lost to them forever. Thus the Seven Clans became the Six Clans, and what should have been the Seven Realms became the Six Realms, and appeared as if they would always be so.
Little did the common dramá realize that the Covenants, the very foundation of their magic and thus existence, had been torn asunder and unraveled more with every passing century. Only the people’s and Monarchs’ increasing faithfulness to the Tree shored up that magical reserve enough to prevent an entire collapse.
Then the day of our redemption dawned, in the most seemingly unremarkable of ways: a young Earthren woman, Sarah Lind, an unknowing descendant of the Moontouched Clan, fell through a frozen creek near her home on Earth and into the “least” and “last” of the Six Realms: Ykran, Realm of the Peacegrowth Clan.
There, the Golden Heir, Koriben Sunfilled, found her. Together, along with Koriben’s rightwing bodyguard, Yvera Battleblood, and leftwing adviser, Korinth Starkissed, they began their urgent quest of finding Sarah’s way home and restoring the Covenants.
Near where Sarah first emerged, they discovered a new kind of gate, a moongate, and went through it to find an abandoned mountain hold—not on Earth, nor any of the Six Realms, but on a new world entirely.
There, Sarah and Koriben received a message from the Tree of Ice that the new world was to be given to the Moontouched Clan as the Seventh Realm, and Sarah was the Tree’s chosen leader to restore that very clan. Sarah and Koriben were instructed to find the five other moongates hidden in the five other Realms, and then the Trees of Ice and Flame would reveal the final gate that would lead to Earth, where the Tree of Ice waited to invest Sarah with the power Sarah would need to help the dramá in their darkest hour. For the Tree of Ice warned them that on the Winter Solstice, the Devourer would invade again, this time striking straight at the heart of the Realms: the Tree of Flame.
Which meant Sarah and Koriben had only ten days to find the gates, restore the Covenants, and save us all.
In my opinion, it is then that their story truly begins.






  
  Chapter one
Talk

Sarah


As I sat in my newly gifted kitchen and faced the two drakón who were glaring at me, I did my best to stave off a headache. 
It had long ago begun pounding in between my eyes and didn’t feel like it would let up soon; at least the warm mug of tea in one hand had taken off the worst of it, the steam and the tea’s mildly spiced flavor helping clear my sinuses. The healing Ben had given me earlier that day to drive off my previous headache felt like a lifetime ago.
I glanced at Kor, thinking to address the more reasonable of the pair. Surely he understood I was only the messenger in this tense situation.
Ben’s leftwing (meaning his primary adviser, diplomat, and spy) was sitting across from me, his brown, aristocratic face twisted with a scowl. His dark sapphire eyes—the color of which perfectly matched his short, luxurious, perfectly styled curls—were unusually hard, their normal charismatic, mischievous glint gone to reveal the cunning core I was coming to learn always rested just below the surface.
“I told you,” I said to him, scowling in return. A few days ago, I would have never been so bold. Now, I was simply too darn tired to be shy. “I’ve told you every single word the Tree told me. In order. Do you know how ridiculous it is that I can even remember every single word?”
“Of course you do,” Yvera snapped.
As a proper rightwing and bodyguard to Ben, she was perhaps the most fearsome young woman I’d ever met. She must have been over six and a half feet tall, with a warrior’s body, high cheekbones, perfect eyebrows marred only by a single scar, olive skin, and violet eyes and hair, the kinky strands currently tightly bound in her usual long, thick braid.
Yvera wasn’t the most patient of souls normally, but ever since I’d said the word “Devourer,” she hadn’t been able to stay still, and she was currently doing her best to wear a track into the stone floor of my kitchen.
My floor, I thought with wry amusement. My kitchen.
Would wonders never cease. But then, this one had already done wonders for my heart. I hadn’t realized how soul weary I’d become from the constant moving on Earth. How listless, how powerless I’d felt, like driftwood at the mercy of the sea. I loved my parents and knew they loved me; yet the work that they had chosen had taken a toll I hadn’t yet been able to put into words to them. Not until I’d been given a home, all my own. One that no one was going to take from me—not if it had been made for me a thousand years ago and then declared to be mine today by the closest thing to a deity that I would probably ever encounter.
No matter what I chose. Whether or not I took up the mantle of Moontouched leader in the end, this would be my home.
That unconditional gift…meant everything; it gave me a surge of something that I was only just beginning to put a name to. I’d been flexing that new muscle a lot since Yvera and Kor began badgering me with questions as soon as Ben left to go warn his father, the King, of everything the Tree of Ice had just told us.
Since I’d been weak from opening the moongate for Ben, Kor had held me in his arms as Ben went through. But as soon as the doors were closed, I’d ordered Kor to put me down without taking no for an answer, had marched into the kitchen—my kitchen—and had flatly refused to start talking until I was done fumbling around trying to figure out how to make myself tea—or tsha, or whatever they called it here. Only when I’d sat down with my mug and the wings had sat down with me like civilized people did I tell them everything.
Of course, as I’d said, the sitting part didn’t last very long for Yvera, but I understood, so I didn’t make her stay still after that.
When I looked at Kor for an explanation for her latest outburst, Kor said, “The Tree’s words leave an impression. Or so I’m told.”
“You’ve heard Her speak, Kor,” Yvera growled. “Same as everybody else.”
“Yet it’s supposedly different for Heirs.” Kor looked back at me and smirked. “And Monarchs.”
As usual, having no clue what his subtext meant, I ignored it. “Anyway. Like I said, I have told you absolutely everything. There’s no point in interrogating me when I’m pretty sure both of you know far more about what’s going on right now than I do.”
“We shouldn’t just be sitting here,” Yvera shot at Kor. “Only ten days.… Hellfrost, we shouldn’t even be here. I need to be with my wings, part of the planning, the preparations—”
“Whoa, whoa,” I said, holding up my hands. “Hold up. You have wings? I thought you were—”
“As we are wings to Ben, to aid him in whatever he requires, we have wings to aid us,” Kor said, drumming his fingers on the table. Other than his rapid-fire questions, that was the main indicator he might be just as agitated as Yvera right now. “Who do you think has been handling our stewardships at Crownhold while we’ve been tearing across the outskirts of the Six Realms with Ben?”
I gave him a look. “I honestly have barely even had a moment to breathe since I got to your Six Realms, let alone to ponder the complexities of how it all runs.”
“Shame, that,” Kor said with a sigh. “If only I’d been left in charge of your introduction to society.”
“Torch it, Kor,” Yvera said, marching over to him to brace her hands on the table and shove her face in his. “I need—”
“Ben’s orders were clear, Yv,” Kor snapped, eyes taking on a literal glow. “There’s a sequence to these things that you should well know. First the King must be informed, and that’s precisely what Ben has gone to do. Since we have the luxury of waiting for the King’s command on how to proceed, wait we must. We do the Realms no favors by throwing them into chaos.”
That’s why Ben left Kor in charge, I thought wryly. Because even though Kor hated this period of inaction as much as Yvera did, he could think about the big picture.
For a moment, I thought Yvera was going to strangle him, and the dangerous light in Kor’s eyes dared her to try.
“Kor, Yv,” I began uneasily.
Yvera stilled, hardness fading from her expression as she cocked her head, as if hearing something. She shoved away from the table with a brusque, “It’s Ben,” before striding out of the kitchen and into the bedroom area.
I was baffled at the direction she was heading and rose.
“Sit,” Kor ordered wearily. “She’s going to want him all to herself for a bit. Blessed Flame, at least Ben kept some of his sense and didn’t call me.”
He put his head in his hands and bunched his fingers in his hair.
“Oh,” I realized, feeling rather stupid. “He’s calling her.”
My heart sunk in disappointment, for more than just the fact that Ben wasn’t on his way yet.
To distract myself, I asked, “How does that work, exactly? The calling.”
Kor glanced up at me in surprise. “Ben didn’t show you? When you talked to Svyer?”
“The call was already going when I came in. I still don’t even know what he was using.”
Absently, Kor pulled a roundish, sapphire blue object out of thin air with a flick of his wrist and set it between us. It wasn’t precisely the same shape as the golden one Ben had had, having a bit more of a flattish edge on one side, and it was smaller. “Something like that. That’s my call scale. Or…one of them, anyway.”
I looked down at the smooth, convex tear-drop shape about the size of my hand. “That’s a scale? One of your scales?”
Kor smirked as he propped his chin on his fist. “I am drakón, after all.”
Somehow, I kept forgetting that fact. They were obviously different from me in size, coloring, and power, but somehow my mind kept skipping over the reality that at any moment, these drakón could turn into creatures with a size and lethality that could give the megalodon nightmares.
Especially Ben.
“But how…?”
“If you’re thinking we just tear one of them off whenever we have need of one—no, absolutely not.” He shuddered. “That would be painful and needless. Because we naturally shed scales, like skin. The trickier part is figuring out what to do with all of them. It’s a terrible risk to leave them lying around; if a consumed—or, Flame forbid, one of us with ill intent—got ahold of one of them, and had enough power and knowledge, there are nasty things they could do to or through that drakón.”
That reminded me of some things he and the others had said. “Like you said the consumed could do if they had my blood.”
“Like, but not as bad. On the list of bits of a person that have the most potential for magical use—good or ill—blood ranks the highest.” He gave me a look. “If I get into why right now, we’ll be here a few deken more.”
“That’s fine,” I said quickly. “Where do scales rank?”
“For a drakón, high, but still not as high as blood and claws.” Kor shuddered again. “We don’t shed claws like scales. They don’t even grow out like fingernails do. They’re more like teeth in that respect. Losing one is…not a good thing.”
“Do they grow back?” I asked tentatively.
Kor looked down, lips pressed into a thin line. “Not…easily.”
Figuring we had better leave it at that, I touched his scale. In the back of my mind, I marveled at its smoothness and richness of color, like beautifully polished and glazed pottery. “So you try to make sure no one gets your scales. Then what do you do with them?”
Kor waved dismissively. “Throw them in our hoard, usually.”
Misunderstanding my stare, Kor explained quickly, “‘Hoard’ is a casual term we use for our ether stores—that nowhere-place unique to each drakón where we keep our things. By now, I probably have a stack of my unaltered scales as big as my drakáform is.”
Dragon hoard—check, I thought in wry amusement. Full of piles of valuables, castoffs, and junk—check.
In Ben’s case (assuming he had a similar stash), the pile of scales would even be gold. In color, at least.
And to his enemies, perhaps just as valuable as the metal. I shuddered a bit at that thought.
“But clearly you use them for other things sometimes.” I tapped the scale. “You said this was your ‘call’ scale.”
“One of them,” Kor reminded me, holding up a finger. “One of the best uses we’ve discovered for our shed scales is for calling. First, we magically pair two scales from the same draká together. Second, we enchant them with the calling spell—which, conveniently, makes them useless for any other magical purpose. Scales, blood, and whatnot can only take one spell, then they’re done, so if you want to do another spell, you need more scales or blood.”
“That’s one protection against misuse, I guess,” I mused.
Kor nodded. “Especially since the third step is to give a person one scale and keep the other for yourself. When someone activates a scale that’s paired with one in your possession, you feel something inside letting you know.”
“What’s that like?” I asked, fascinated.
Kor pursed his lips in thought. “It’s…a bit like hearing their voice calling your name, except without words.”
“Oh!” I felt a bit relieved, my petty jealousy swept away. “That’s what Ben did just now. He had one of Yvera’s scales, and when he used his of the pair.…”
“Yvera ‘heard’ him calling her and went somewhere to speak with him on her scale of the pair,” Kor finished, nodding.
“You need a new set of scales for each person you want to be able to contact you?”
“Precisely,” Kor said with a wry smile. He tapped the scale. “As I said, this is just one of my call scales. Mine of the set that Ben shares, actually. Technically, though, I can either use my own scale of the set to call Ben, or I can use the scale Ben has given me of his own. So only one set of scales is necessary for the two of us to call each other. We wouldn’t even have to use our scales; as long as each of us had one of a paired set that came from a single drakón.…”
I grimaced. “That still would make for carrying around…a lot of scales.”
I imagined carrying around a cellphone for each person in my contacts. That…simply would not work.
As if echoing my thoughts, Kor said, “Yes, it sounds cumbersome, doesn’t it? The only reason it works is because we drakón can ‘carry’ whatever we like with us, and because in feeling the call, most of us can instinctively follow the feeling to pull out the scale we need.”
He paused, musing. “It’s like…standing in the middle of dozens of threads, all tied to you and going out of sight into the ether. Even if you can’t remember which tie goes where, when you feel the tug of one, you know—because of the tug—which one to tug back. If we need to do the tugging, it’s usually enough to just think of the person we wish to speak to in order to pull out their scale.”
The complexity puzzled me a bit, but clearly the system worked well enough for them, so I had to admire it. The fact that it could work across the galaxy was a feat humanity was nowhere close to matching; I imagined there were quite a few scientists who would put up with greater complexity and inconvenience than that to be able to do the same.
“So, Ben couldn’t have called…me, for example,” I said as casually as I could. “Since I don’t have one of his scales.”
Kor’s eyes met mine again, and they sparkled in a way that told me he suspected more than I wanted him to. “Indeed. Even if he wished to. Trust me, he’d much rather be speaking to you right now than hammering discretion into his rightwing’s head.”
I glanced down at the table, tracing the smooth stone with my finger. “Only because I’d be easier to deal with.”
“True, but that wouldn’t be the only reason,” Kor said enigmatically. Perhaps having mercy on me, his tone changed to dry. “As I said, it’s all for the better that Ben called Yvera. That way, she doesn’t feel miffed and can yell at Ben instead of me.”
He gave a long-suffering sigh. I noticed, though, that he seemed more relaxed than before. Perhaps I had distracted him just as well as he had distracted me.
“You’re a good teacher,” I said, before I could think better of it.
His startled blink made the risk of inflating his ego worth it. “Excuse me?”
I kept my tone level. “I mean, you’re brilliant, and that’s a simple fact. You know more than I’ll ever know about…anything related to the dramá and the Six Realms. And yet, as long as you’re focused on making sure I understand, you don’t make things complicated. You didn’t go over my head with the detail or jargon that I know is in yours. You broke it all down for me very well.”
I’d expected him to smirk, make some droll comment asking me to go on. I’d expected the usual: vanity, ego, flirtation.
Instead, his face became serious, and his eyes were sad as he looked away. I tried not to stare as I wondered if I had ever seen that combination on him. For a moment, one fleeting moment, he seemed like a different person.
“Kor, I don’t know what I said—”
“No harm done,” he said with a wave. But still he wouldn’t look back at me, and instead kept his gaze on some distant corner of the kitchen. “You just reminded me…I used to enjoy teaching. Not dealing with hatchlings, of course. Never had the patience for littles.”
He snorted, and I laughed.
He sobered and poured himself some of my tea, even though it must have been cool by now. “But thinking, intelligent adults, the kind who could appreciate the thrill of discovery at the edge of the unknown, as I did.… I was intending to become a professor, you know. When Ben asked me to be his leftwing.”
“I didn’t know,” I said quietly.
“Well, now you do,” Kor said brusquely, and drank what must have been half his cup in one go. Then held it up to eye level with a grimace. Then looked at me. “Don’t suppose you’d let me get into.…”
I smiled apologetically. “I don’t think it’s the time for wine, Kor.”
“It’s always the time for wine,” he muttered, but he threw back the rest of the tea and slammed the cup back on the table with a quiet gag. “Don’t know how Ben stands the stuff. It’s his mother’s influence, obviously, but still.…”
“Of course it is,” I said with a sigh.
Kor raised an eyebrow. “Ben’s spoken to you about his mother?”
“Just a little, here and there.”
“About what?” Kor demanded, leaning in.
Surprised into telling him, especially since I thought nothing of it, I said honestly, “About how she prepared him to be the Heir by teaching him to make his own bed. About cooking, singing. He sang one of the songs she taught him. He has a nice voice—”
At Kor’s stare, I felt heat rising to my cheeks. “What?”
“Ben never talks about his mother,” Kor said flatly. “Ever. Her death is one of the most defining aspects of his adulthood; really, it’s the moment he stopped being a child, even at fourteen. And he torched well won’t talk about it with anyone. It’s just festered like a disease inside him that I can’t rid him of, as much as it’s holding him back. And here, after not even three days of knowing you, he’s not only bringing her up, he’s…singing.”
He rose and started pacing. But unlike Yvera’s impatient movement, his pacing seemed excited, his eyes bright and expression intense.
“Kor?” I said uneasily.
“Sarah, you have no idea how happy you’ve made me today,” Kor said with fierce satisfaction. I was almost surprised he wasn’t rubbing his hands together with melodramatic glee.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “You said that to me once before. After you tricked me into touching the doorgem.”
He waved a hand. “Yes, yes, that’s related, but also different. That was about your potential, your suitability, independent of anything else. This is directly about Ben.”
“Directly?” I demanded. “So the other was indirect—”
“Sarah!” Yvera’s voice echoed out from the bedroom…area. Sounding none too pleased about having to say my name.
Making a mental note to come up with a name for my hold’s sleeping area (Dormitory? But that makes it sound like a school.), I pushed up from the table.
“Better go see what she wants,” Kor agreed, since he’d paused in his pacing to look warily in that direction as well. “Judging from her tone, I’d guess Ben wants to talk to you next.”
My heart jumped, giving me the bit of courage I needed to face Yvera. I tried to play casual, though, by giving a reluctant sigh. “I suppose.”
I paused at the exit from the kitchen and looked back.
“Kor?”
“Yes?” he said absently. He hadn’t resumed pacing, but his eyes were bright and distant at the same time—full of enigmatic plotting, no doubt.
“What did you want to teach? If you don’t mind me asking?”
He was startled out of his reverie into looking at me. That same sadness flitted through his eyes for a moment before he closed it off and shrugged, as if it hardly mattered now. Which made me certain that it did.
“Magical history, with an emphasis on the origin of the Covenants, believe it or not. Perhaps it was one of the reasons Ben chose me. He could have had no idea at the time, of course, but…the Tree is patient in how She plants Her seeds, not caring if it takes years before they come to fruition. It’s one of the things I admire—and distrust—most about Her.”
“Both?”
His eyes met mine directly and burned for a moment. “Both, with Her. Always both.”
He smirked, some of the Kor I knew coming back. “It may surprise you, but I have difficulty trusting in anything but my own brilliance.”
I rolled my eyes, and he laughed.
“SARAH LIND!”
I’m surprised she even remembers the last name, I thought dryly—and was contrarily touched. Yvera paid more attention than she let on.
“That’s your final warning,” Kor said, nodding his head toward her voice. “You won’t like what comes next, trust me.”
“I’m going! Just.…” I bit my lip, then took the plunge. I seemed to be doing that a lot more lately. “I don’t think you should give up the hope of teaching just yet. Who knows? If we survive the next ten days, you might just have the time.”
Then, before he could react, I darted out of the kitchen and went to face down a purple dragon to talk to a prince.
I was so intent on my quest, it didn’t occur to me to wonder how Kor had known his area of focus was of use to Ben now—when he wasn’t supposed to know about the broken Covenants at all.

    
  The dragon ordeal wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. All I had to do was walk up to Yvera’s room, where she stood in the doorway, still speaking with Ben. 
“Yes, yes,” she was saying impatiently. “Same to you. Keep some of the elites with you tonight. No, Ben, I’m serious about this. I’m going to call and send some of them over if you don’t swear to me now. And it won’t be the ones you like.”
My heart sunk at the sign that Ben wouldn’t be returning immediately, but I immediately scolded myself. I had no idea how exhausting interstellar travel was, especially the way he’d done it, being far from any of these sungates they kept fussing about.
It was a good thing that he was taking some time to rest before coming back. It was a good thing.
I was repeating that to myself when Yvera caught sight of me. She only glanced briefly and then looked back down at the scale she held in her hand. “The girl’s here. Time to swear.”
“Gah, fine.” I faintly heard Ben’s voice from this distance. “I’ll ask Ordran to stay over. Will that satisfy you?”
“Good choice,” Yvera said, and her lips pulled into something approaching a smile. “You haven’t caught up with him in a while.”
Oh, good. A male, I thought. Then tried very hard to pretend I hadn’t thought it.
“We still won’t, since I’ll probably be asleep by the time he arrives,” Ben said wearily. “Just hand me to Sarah, will you?”
“Fine,” Yvera snapped, her temper abruptly souring again as she shoved the scale at me. “I’ve got other calls to make now, anyway.”
Though she didn’t quite slam her door in my face, she closed it as quickly as was possible without making a sound.
“Well.…” I said awkwardly, looking down at the image of Ben sitting in my hands.
Ben sighed. His elbows were propped on whatever desk he was sitting at, making it convenient for him to run his hands over his face and hair just then. I tried not to ogle at how attractive that made his tussled, shoulder-length golden hair look. I focused on the exhaustion written as plain as day on his face.
“Ben,” I said gently as I walked to my room. “You should be getting that rest, not talking to me.”
He laughed tiredly. “I wanted to tell you myself that I wasn’t coming back tonight, but apparently you’ve gathered that already.”
“I have,” I said, and paused in my doorway. Though it pained me more than it had any right to, I said, “Message delivered, and I understand why. You need rest. So, end this call to get it.”
“I can’t, not yet,” Ben moaned, closing his golden eyes for a moment as he leaned back in his chair. “After you is Kor, and he’s sure to have his own questions.”
“Keep it short with him, then,” I said sternly. “He can wait until morning for details.”
Ben laughed again, shaking his head.
“What?”
“Nothing. It’s just, you sounded so much like Avva. He said the same thing.”
“Well, your father is obviously a wise person. You should listen to him.”
“I will, don’t worry. I’ll satisfy Kor with the essentials—which are passing along Avva’s orders for how he’s to proceed—and then I’ll end the call. Probably by simply falling asleep at my desk.”
“Is that your room? In your home?” I asked curiously, looking to the side of him.
His pale skin went red, and he plucked his scale off the wall to ruin the perspective before I could get a good look. “What? Oh. Yes. Er. It’s a bit messy now, so…nothing to see here.”
I burst out laughing. “You’re acting like it’s a crime scene.”
“A what?” he asked, his face scrunching in confusion.
“The place where a crime has taken place. You know, like a robbery or a murder.”
“Oh, I see.” Ben smiled wryly. “Well, I haven’t killed anyone…today.”
We both sobered at the poor joke. For the first time, I felt the chill realization that he must have, at some point. How could he have avoided it? It would have been someone bad, or some consumed monster, but his people were at war against the consumed for their very survival, and it was his job to protect them.
So, yes, Ben must have killed before.
That should have frightened me, even more than the fact that he could turn into a behemoth at will. Yet…it didn’t. Because this was still Ben.
“Anyway,” he said quickly, “you’re just going to have to take my word for it that there is no body lying on my floor, because there is no way I am showing anyone my bedroom in this state, much less you.”
My heart fluttered at that seemingly unconscious emphasis on me, but I didn’t follow up on it. Not tonight, when he was so tired. “I honestly wouldn’t judge, Ben.”
“Nope,” he said stubbornly, sticking out his jaw. He had such a good one; not even his short beard hid that.… 
I rolled my eyes to hide my real thoughts. “Your friend is going to see it anyway, isn’t he?”
Ben winced, looking behind his shoulder. “Oh, that’s right.…”
I wagged a finger at him. “Don’t you dare start cleaning before he arrives.”
He looked guiltily back at me. “How did you know.… Never mind.”
He just laughed, shaking his head. “Anyway, I didn’t mean to talk about my room, or Kor, or the dozens of things I have going on right now. This was supposed to be about you.”
“Me?” I asked in surprise.
“Yes, you,” Ben said, shaking his head. His expression softened. “How are you doing, Sarah? You just.… Well, you just talked to your Tree for the first time. And, on top of all the things She told you and asked you to do, you saw your world swallowed by shadow.”
I sat down at my desk abruptly as it all hit. I hid the sting in my eyes and the tremble in my fingers by fiddling around to hang Yvera’s scale in the brackets on the wall. When I finally had that set, I sat back, folding my hands to hopefully still the trembling.
I swallowed the hard lump in my throat and said quietly, “You saw yours do it too.”
His golden eyes were too piercing. “That’s how I know some of what you must feel.”
That mattered. Dang it, but that mattered. So much.
I put my head in my hands, the tears spilling over.
“Agh, Sarah,” Ben groaned. “See, this is exactly why I argued with Avva that I should come straight back.”
How I wanted those strong, warm arms of his around me right then. At least my heart warmed to hear he’d argued with his father, whom he seemed to deeply respect, for my sake. Even though he was wrong in this case.
“No, Ben,” I said, looking up and taking a deep breath. “I’m fine, really. The full shock of it only just hit, I think. Even now, it still feels too…unreal to really sink in. You know far better than I do what…all of this means. I just have the barest idea. For tonight…it can stay that way. Right?”
I hadn’t meant to end on a plea, but I did.
“Of course it can,” Ben said firmly. “For tonight, that’s enough.”
I let out a breath. “Then…then I’m fine, for tonight. Just exhausted, mostly. Which I know you can relate to as well.”
He chuckled. “That I can.”
“Besides, all the bad stuff we saw? It’s not going to happen. It simply won’t. That was just to warn us. We’re going to do this, Ben. We’re going to stop it from ever happening.”
He smiled slightly, but his eyes were pained. “You’re right. It won’t happen, to any of our worlds. I swear it.”
“Thank you,” I whispered.
I didn’t like the heaviness that lingered in his eyes, so I thought of something that might cheer him up. “Oh! I made tea—I mean, tsha.”
“You didn’t!” he said with a startled laugh.
I grinned. “I did. Aren’t you proud of me? It took me a bit to figure the teapot out—had to have Kor tell me you were supposed to put the leaves in, that the spout had a filter to keep the leaves from pouring into the cup. I’m used to tea coming in bags, you know? You heat the hot water—just the water—and put the hot water and the bag in the mug, and the…juices or whatever filter through the bag that way. It occurred to me I never got to try that tsha that you gave me in the clearing, so I haven’t had any until just now, but you know what? I liked it. It’s stronger than I’m used to. Kind of spicy, too, in a way I can’t quite put my finger on.… Aha! It’s…warm, aside from just the heat of the water. Like spicy sunshine in a plant. I liked it.”
That was the truth. Though I might have tried it with the determination to like it, there was no need to tell him that.
Ben didn’t seem to notice when I stopped babbling. He just looked at me, head tilted, a kind of dazed look in his eyes, an unconscious smile on his face.
Heat rose in my cheeks. “Uh, Earth to Ben?”
Just as I realized that phrase wouldn’t quite make sense to him (even with magic translation), he started, as if suddenly woken. “What? Oh, sorry!”
He leaned back with a groan, putting his hand to his forehead. “Clearly, I need sleep.”
“Then hang up—that means end the call—” I explained at his confusion. “—and call Kor to give him his orders so you can get it. That’s an order. From me.”
Boy, was I flexing my new something tonight.
Ben chuckled tiredly. “Yes, ma’am. If…you’re sure you’ll be alright for tonight.”
I smiled and met his gaze full on to show him I was telling the truth. “I will be. Like you, I don’t have energy for anything else except sleep. Unlike you, I have nothing to do but just that.”
“Lucky,” he said with a crooked smile. “I’ll let you get to it, then. Warm dreams, Sarah.”
I liked that. Especially since the word warm in his language, kahlay, had a nuance that conveyed more than just heat: light, safety, family.
I smiled. “Warm dreams, Ben.”
Ben reached toward his pair of the scales, then the image of him faded, leaving only the purple surface of Yvera’s scale.
Now that he couldn’t see or hear, I allowed my smile to fade.
“And come back soon,” I whispered, shivering.
I’d told him the truth: I would be fine. For tonight. But until his crushing warmth drove off the chill in my bones, my dreams would not be kahlay.






  
  Chapter two
Thinking

Koriben


Early the next morning (about midday for this part of the Athalin Jungle), I had a few dek of pacing on the mesa before Sarah got around to opening the gate, and that was fine by me. 
Alright—it wasn’t fine. It felt like I was walking on a bedrock of needles, with all my senses poised for the sign of my relief, but I needed those few dek to get myself under some semblance of control.
In that moment, I wanted to see no one more than Sarah in all the Six Realms. That was precisely the problem. Being the dimtorch I was, the truth had to hit me like a warhammer to the head last night, leaving me nearly as dazed.
I wasn’t just attracted to Sarah. I was a good halfway to being madly in love with her.
Mad was exactly what I’d be to let myself get any further carried away. I must have lost some of my senses to come this far.
There were as many reasons why I shouldn’t pursue any sort of relationship with Sarah as there were cavities in this mesa, beginning with the Realms-shattering revelation we received from her Tree last night, the urgency of the task we had been given, and the fate of all our worlds hanging in the balance. Now was not the time to be distracted with thoughts of asking her.… 
STOP! I inwardly shouted, shaking myself.
Besides, that was assuming she found me the least bit appealing in that way, and she’d made no sign I could discern. By pressing a suit on her now, I would be betraying her trust, her friendship. I was already asking almost everything from her. Would I ask this too?
On top of all those reasons was the oath I’d silently taken after Avvi’s death: I would not perpetuate the cycle that had led to my existence. So frayed was the power of the Covenants now that my parents had offered portions of their very lives to the Tree to give me mine. Avvi’s flameheart gave out six years ago, perhaps years before it otherwise would have, and now Avva was fading too. His only hope now rested with Sarah, little did she know it—because the Trees had promised that if the breach in the Covenants was mended, They would provide a cure through her.
After so many years of despair, when I’d found Sarah, I’d nearly collapsed from the jittery hope that I might not be the death of my father after all. My mother’s death alone had been more than I could bear.
No more, I’d sworn to myself six years ago. Not again.
That was the one thing the Tree could not ask of me, the one thing I would refuse Her, point-blank. She would have to find another Heir, because She would not get one from me. No matter how noble Her intentions, no matter the willingness of the sacrificed, I would not give Her another chance to take the life of someone I loved.
I would never become my father—for many reasons, most of them being my insurmountable shortcomings, but though this might be my greatest failing of all, this was the one I chose.
Yet now, a little voice in my mind whispered, But you didn’t know when you took that oath that there might be no need for it.
If the Covenants were restored to full strength…would sacrifice for future Heirs be necessary? If not.… 
My flameheart stirred with the first embers of that sort that I had felt in six years. Dangerous flickers, beginning to heat the bedrock of my soul and eat at the dusty kindling that had filtered down there to spread.
No! I shouted again, but I knew the refusal was weaker this time. I put my head in my hands, not even caring that I continued to pace blindly because my feet had memorized the path. I had to get a grip, now. Sarah could be opening the gate at any moment, and I needed to have myself firmly in hand by then or risk giving myself away from sheer discomfiture.
I made myself think. Not hope—think. Surely there were enough sobering implications of the Covenants’ restoration to bury the hope.
For one thing, one enormous thing: If Sarah took her rightful place to restore the Covenants, a relationship between us would not just be politically complicated—our Trees might forbid it.
When my cousin, Svyer, had told me that Sarah’s destined role would not block her from me, she assumed Sarah was to become the next Lady Moontouched, in which case, Svyer would have been right. Hellwinds, in that scenario, Sarah and I might have been hard pressed on all sides to marry. Golden Royals married Nobles, the heads of our clans, all the time. Avvi had been the Heir of hers.
That kind of match was encouraged by all: by the Warflight and the Temple because the heads of clans were the most powerful of their clans, as the Golden Monarch and Heir were of all, and by the politicians, particularly if the clan in question hadn’t had a consort chosen from their ranks in a while. By that calculus, I would have been nearly forced to propose to Sarah after all the dust had settled. Even though she had no clan yet to be up in arms about having their turn sharing the Crown, anyone smart enough to give up their own clan’s chance would agree that the most symbolically and magically important thing to bring the Moontouched back into the fold would be offering a Royal marriage to Sarah.
Even if—gah, Flame forbid—it was to Avva. That would make for the grandest gesture, after all. A Monarch had failed the Moontouched, and a Monarch should make amends. Even I could agree with the logic…even if I was adamantly against the method.
Fortunately, Avva had firmly entrenched himself as a sworn widower, and the common people were rather taken by his century-long devotion to his wife. Besides, our kind, particularly drakón, did not remarry often; something about our draká natures bound us too closely to our mates to let them go, even long after they were dead.
No, that burden of societal expectation would no doubt have fallen to me.… Hence Svyer’s well-meaning encouragement.
All that was moot, because the Tree of Flame and now the Tree of Ice had implied They did not intend Sarah to become a lady, but something more, and that meant she couldn’t be the Heir of Flame’s or even the King of Flame’s mere consort. The Trees weren’t just giving the Moontouched their own world, nor were They rebalancing the scales. They were changing the status quo altogether. How, I still wasn’t entirely sure, but I knew the Trees torched well wouldn’t let me mess it up just because of…whatever this was I was struggling with inside.
Once Sarah—if Sarah fully embraced her birthright, which I should pray to the Trees and Creators she would, then the Trees might prohibit not just a marriage between us but…anything. Beyond friendship, that was.
But, the tiny, crackling voice in the embers whispered, no matter how hard I tried to stamp it out, if she passes the mantle to another.… 
Sarah would still be Moontouched—one of the choice few, perhaps even the equivalent to a lady, if there would be such a thing for them. Then all the political, martial, and religious reasoning would apply to the two of us after all, but twofold again, if the highest Moontouched leader was unavailable.… 
No, I said one last time, lowering my hands to look at Yedrik, Ykran’s sun, in a desperate plea for both strength and sanity. But it was only a moan this time.
I could simply be…open to the idea of marrying Sarah. That’s all it could be for now, couldn’t it? Just an openness. For six years, I had expected to have to keep my oath to not marry at all—or at least to no one I could care about, which amounted to more misery than bachelorhood in my mind. I was just feeling jittery at the possibility of being presented with a palatable option.
Alright, that was pushing it too far. From now on, I had to be more honest with myself, because glossing over what I felt was perhaps the reason I’d fallen so far. I had to name it to fight it.
Fight with what? I growled, running a hand through my hair. This wasn’t like any fight I’d ever been through, trained for. I wasn’t more than halfway in, and already I’d run out of ways to smother the hope. Other than Sarah’s lack of interest, of course. But that could change, too. That was what courtship was about, wasn’t it? Encouraging interest? I could just go about it more subtly than simply asking her outright.… 
I winced. Even if I had experience with this sort of thing…I wasn’t subtle. As Kor repeatedly reminded me, I was only marginally better than Yvera, and that was a low bar.
Then what? What was my weapon?
I looked up at the sun…and found my answer. Not a way to stamp out the hope…but at least a way to bank the coals for later, to bury them so that hopefully they didn’t impede what was most important.
Time. We had ten days—twelve or thirteen, if we were lucky—before the dust settled and the political volpin descended, and the topic would be forced on both of us, whether or not we willed it. Assuming we even survived.
First things first: find the five gates scattered across the remaining realms, get Sarah to Earth and the Tree of Ice, get back to Ythra with her and whatever the Tree of Flame had promised would help Avva, save him, protect my Tree from the boldest and most devastating of the Devourer’s attacks since the Covenantal Age, protect Sarah, survive.
If Sarah’s very role did not bar a relationship, if after all that Sarah found me desirable…then I could talk to her.
But only then. Any sooner would only be distracting and selfish, as I’d already realized. It was only after we survived and found out what was left for me to give that I could offer her anything.
That seemed to satisfy the embers, which then allowed me to bury them with deep breaths, slowing steps, and steadying pulses from my flameheart. Their quieting came because my resolution to wait was tantamount to surrender…and I knew that.
But an Heir had to know when to be pragmatic about their battles, and this one, it seemed, had been doomed from nearly the start, and not just because of my treacherous feelings. No matter what way I thought about it, it seemed fate would deal the hand, and my only choice was to wait to see how the cards fell.
If fate decreed I marry Sarah, then I was.… 
No, honesty. In that moment, the hope flared dangerously under the bank of ash, and I had to name the emotion to silence it: desire, and more than just the physical. I wanted her more than I had wanted anything since Avva’s healing—and, torch it, this was only supposed to be halfway.
Even halfway, I knew. I was the Heir; I was trained to think too strategically to not know. It was just as Kor said from the very beginning, what I had dangerously blinded myself to for too long: he could have searched through all the Realms for me and not found one I would want more.
If fate decreed I could never.… 
My footsteps finally stilled. My flameheart dimmed dangerously, despite the sun beating down on me. I couldn’t feel it through the chill that went through my blood and, most painfully, through my chest.
You would think that if fate dealt me that hand, I would still be better off than where I was three days ago, thinking that if I didn’t find the Moontouched Heir, I could lose my father and would never be able to marry at all…but you would be wrong.
Especially if the Tree of Ice had a different consort in mind for Sarah.
That thought brought a mixture of bile to my throat and a suffocating rage to my chest that I had never before felt and which took precious second after second to tame.
Well, I thought, when I could at last put together a somewhat sensible thought. Then that is even more reason to wait.
The embers flared, and I couldn’t call them hope any longer. Hope didn’t have that kind of…edge.
Or, they whispered, even more reason to begin now.
This time, I silenced that whisper with a firm finality. I wasn’t the most submissive of Heirs since Avvi’s death, particularly in my thoughts, and her death had been the catalyst for the one vow I would keep in defiance of even a direct order from my Tree. But I still believed, loved, and trusted my Tree, and by extension, Her Sister. Even in my most agonizing moments, somehow I still knew deep down that She only did and asked for what was right, what was best for all.
In those times, I didn’t know why I still believed, but I did. Kor would call that naivety. Avva would call that wisdom.
Avvi would have called that faith.
Perhaps I believed…because she had. Even though she gave her life because of that belief. Perhaps…because she gave her life for it. Because if I gave it all up.… If I turned my back on my Tree, rescinded my oath as Heir, left my people to fend for themselves with no one to replace me.… 
Then what was it for?
No. I would not tolerate thoughts of undermining either my Tree or Sarah’s. If fate dealt me the second hand.… Well, I would have to rely on the Tree to give me the strength to bear it.

    
  I came to that place of stillness not a second too soon, because just then the white outlines of the moongate began rising from the ground, as if the two-dimensional tree were truly sprouting from the stone. Even as my flameheart flared with renewed anticipation and anxiety, I let out a breath of relief. I’d wondered in the back of my mind if I would have to wait here until night, and we didn’t have that kind of time to waste. Not to mention I might just run into our old “friend” the lish again. 
The lish.… Ah, torch it, that was going to make the Devourer’s assault hit harder. No doubt that thought had already occurred to Avva. Thank the Flame he was in charge of all of that. Though part of me was as anxious as my wings to be in the middle of the discreet whirl of preparations that had begun almost the moment my conference with Avva had ended last night, another part of me was grateful to be insulated from it. Despite the urgency, it would no doubt require an endless amount of tedious administrivia that I simply didn’t have the patience for now. The Tree of Ice had given us a formidable task, but it at least gave me something to do that felt like it directly mattered.
And gave me a lot more time with Sarah.… 
Focus, I told myself sternly as the doors solidified. Wait, remember. Now is not the time. Wait.
I took a deep, steadying breath, and hoped my face looked at least somewhat…settled.
The doors swung outward, revealing the same frozen curtain as before, but standing on the other side of it.… 
Sarah. Despite how the plane of ice distorted and fragmented my view of her, the sight of her slight figure, long brown hair, lighter brown skin, and soulful eyes was still unmistakable and enough to make my flameheart pound again.
“Ben!” she gasped. Despite how her voice sounded through the ice, almost as if I were under water and she up above, her delight was unmistakable.
Then she burst through the ice curtain and jumped at me, arms raised. As if we had rehearsed this (and perhaps I had, in my deepest dreams last night), I instantly raised my arms and caught her, then took her up on the standing offer she’d made me last night and crushed her to me with as much force as I dared.
Everything fell into place again, as if nothing about this morning had ever been wrong or painful or uncertain. Those feelings were already a distant memory with the even stronger one of having her in my arms.
“Well, that’s something new!” I said with as easy a laugh as I could manage, even though my flameheart blazed hotter than the sun at my back.
“What?” Sarah asked, lifting her head from my shoulder and leaning back to meet my eyes. I shifted one of my hands lower on her back to support her better.
I grinned at her. “I’ve never had someone so happy to see me they threw themselves at me.”
She blushed and squirmed a bit, but when I loosened my hold, thinking she wanted down, she tightened her own around my neck. I liked her just where she was, so I tightened my grip again in turn.
Still blushing, her long eyelashes veiling her warm brown eyes as they avoided mine, she said, “Well, you know, Kor and Yvera aren’t much company, and it’s a big, empty place.”
Ah, of course. I tried to keep my smile in place, hoping she didn’t see evidence of the pang of disappointment that shot through me. What else could I have expected? Friendship was what she wanted, what she needed, and so friendship was what I would give her. For as long as I could.
I can do this, I realized with sudden conviction, born from the strength I felt now that I was with her again that was completely independent from what I felt from the sun. Because it came from her.
For ten days, I can be whatever she needs.
For ten days.
Still, I had better set her down, before the proximity of our faces started tempting me more than I could handle. I did so, saying as lightly as I could, “It’s actually quite small for a hold, but I understand what you mean. It’s not meant to be as empty as it is, but it won’t stay that way, I promise.”
“Really?” Sarah asked in puzzlement.
“Really,” I said easily, putting an arm around her shoulders to guide her casually back through the ice. Just before we passed through, I darted surreptitious glances left and right to make sure no one had been in sight to see me, her, or the gate. She really shouldn’t have risked coming through to greet me, but I was still too full of the warmth of her greeting to worry her about that now.
Although…once we were through the ice, I turned back to look at the doors on the other side with a frown.
“What do you mean by that?” Sarah prompted.
“What?” I looked at her. “Oh, sorry. I mean, we’re bringing your family here, right?”
Uncertainty flickered across her face. “Er.… Are we? I know the Tree made this hold for me, and it’s not like I wouldn’t be happy to have them here too, to share this with me, but.…”
“Hold that thought,” I said, then pointed to the doors on the other side of the ice. “How are we supposed to close those? To make sure no one finds this gate?”
“Oh.” Sarah scrunched her face for a moment. “Wait. Didn’t the ones on that side close on their own before? When the lish was coming after us?”
I blinked. “Oh, yeah. I guess they must have. I closed them myself yesterday before I surged, but…maybe I didn’t have to.”
“Still, I get your point. Just in case.…” Then her jaw set, and she raised her hands. “Hang on, I think I can feel something there, something I can pull.”
That’s what it looked like she did: pull at the doors as if there were ropes attached to each one that she drew to herself, hand over hand. I watched in fascination, which turned quickly to
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