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D’Nalred tugged the wooden clasp on the bear pelt around his shoulders and struggled to refocus his tired eyes on pinpoints of light. Sweat and musk, much of it his own, made his nose run.

The old man was rambling again, remembering a life once lived in a place far from the Wastes, regurgitating the lives of others, some from his precious books, but not all. “Then, there’s your grandfather. I’ve told you about him. Haven’t I?”

D’Nalred chuckled and tucked away his treasured spyglass. “Many times Father, but only so much as to tell me he was a good man and wise.”

“Ah, he was. He was. I miss him. Wish he could see the man you are now, Nal.” Father turned and smiled, dark eyes rimmed by soft light from the Star’s Passageway overhead. “Soon you’ll be old enough to leave. I’ll take you to the Wall then and send you out into a better world, to Na-ir, or even to see the good king himself.”

D’Nalred sighed and glanced at their cart. They’d been to the border of the Wastes many times, mostly for things not found while hunting and trapping, like wool for clothes and blankets. On each trip, Father spoke prophetically: usually about Na-ir, the king, and leaving.

Nal liked horsing around with the bold boys at the Wall, but they weren’t as interesting as the wild countryside or the encouraging chants from spirited Wind as she caressed his neck. “I don’t want to go. I don’t care who the king is or what he is.”

Father jumped to his feet, his shadow making a dark gash in the light of the ancestors. “Don’t say that, Nal! You’ll need to make a life. The kingdom’s a better place for that.”

A breeze tickled D’Nalred’s chin. Wind whispered into his ears. Bold boy! Stay with me.

He snorted and started back to the cart. “Then you and mother should come, too. If the kingdom is all you say, I’d have you enjoying it with me.”

The old man slumped onto the stone. A drop of water caught ancient lights and shot like a shooting star into the dust. “You know that cannot be, son.”

The bear skin was too hot for summer nights. Nal threw it onto the cart and straightened, every bit the seasoned hunter his father was not. “Why? You tell me nothing but tales. Until I learn the truth, I’m going nowhere.”

Father trembled and bit his lip. “Sorry, Nal. We’ll discuss it another time.” He stood again and held out a weathered hand stained with ink. “Come. Let’s get back to your mother. She worries.”

D’Nalred ignored the offer and retrieved his hard-won pelt. It was, after all, a symbol of his status as a man and he wouldn’t lose it easily. “Yes. She worries.” Always.

They grabbed opposite ends of the cart, dragging their supplies up and over rocky outcroppings and past gnarled, wind-swept sycamores. The light of a lantern bounced over the scenery, but it was there out of reverence for the night only. D’Nalred could make his way through this countryside blindfolded.

As they neared the cabin, his mood cleared. He took in the lightly chilled air and let it fill his able lungs. Nal shivered but the tingle was pleasant. Mother will be excited to see the black wool, he thought. She’ll need a new wrap this winter. They had traded a large swatch of honeycomb for the soft bundle—honeycomb D’Nalred had procured himself. He was particularly proud of that find and of this purchase. With the basket in one arm, he leapt onto the porch and threw open the door, a wide grin over his scruffy face. “Mother! The men have returned and we’ve found you a treasure!”

She was near the clay oven, grey wool dress dangling over her feet. Her head was slack and grey-brown ringlets covered her face. A long cord rose from the curls and climbed into the cottage ceiling where it clung to a sturdy beam.

D’Nalred dropped the basket and stared. The bear skin pressed down, drowning him in shock. “Mother?”

Father shuffled inside, overburdened with books and packages. “The captain had some fine turnips, love, and...” He bumped into Nal and stiffened, gaze finally settling on his silent wife. “Eurgi? Eurgi, no! Give me your dagger, son. We must cut her down!”

They worked carefully, using a nearby chair to steady Mother’s body as they sawed. Nal’s hands slipped several times, brushing against the blade as often as they touched the cord. Red drops spattered on raw, bluish skin.

When she was free, Father pulled her close and whimpered. “Oh, Eurgi. My love, my love. This is my fault. Forgive me. Forgive me.”

D’Nalred threw the dagger across the room and fell into the floor by the oven. He couldn’t look into the lifeless eyes. They held too much horror and too many secrets—things she should’ve shared with her son before she’d sent her own light to the Star’s Passageway.
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Nojhi clutched the message in his chilled hands and rested against a sturdy white oak. He was eager to feel her words on his lips, but he paused to gather in the forest and breathe in its sharp, pinene balm. This was his forest by right of birth, just as the message was his treasure by right of passion. He was a prince of all he held—the chieftainess’s son and more besides. 

A stirring halted his reverence of the rose stamped into the purple-black wax. Out on the wooded path to the east, Sinnie Hedar tiptoed along. Her mess of dark hair caught the rising sun and smoldered at the edges. She saw him easily. His long, curled hair didn’t need the caress of Mother Sun to burn—he was too much like his mother. He pocketed the letter before she made it to the white oak.

“Morning, Mister Ganwin!” Sinnie curtsied and rocked on her heels, hands clasped behind her back.

Nojhi returned the greeting as was proper, a slight nod and a tip of his fashionable tweed cap. It wouldn’t do to disrespect his future subjects and, honestly, he liked Sinnie. She was a sweet girl. “Morning, Miss Hedar. May the Mother of Light bring you warmth and blessings.”

The chandler’s daughter lit up like a bonfire at the harvest festival. “Thank you for saying so, sir.”

Son of a fly, he thought. She’s enamored with me now. The poor girl had a reputation. Most of the village boys liked the attention—at first—but her constant companionship became something less than desirable after a while. There was even a little song floating around.

If you ever need an easy love, 

Sinnie Hedar’s the one to play, 

but if you dally with her long, 

she won't let you run away.

Nojhi made the mistake of blushing. His own love was the sort to cling, like a thorny vine on a trellis. She left him breathless, satisfied, bloodied. He met Sinnie’s eyes. She was smiling brightly, amused by his long silence. Her sweet nature distracted him and she took the opportunity with lips cool but pleasant. The confounded tree blocked his escape.

Sinnie pulled away, desire in her slightly turned mouth. “Forgive my forwardness, Nojhi. I couldn’t help it. I’ve admired you so long. You see, you’re so much like your sweet father...”

Heat sizzled her kiss from his skin. My father! A man of no discernable passions. Nojhi fought the urge to shout. It wasn’t the girl’s fault. Any female would find a kind man attractive in a world where most fathers, brothers, and uncles were world-worn and gruff.

Sinnie was still espousing his virtues, stumbling a bit over her delicate tongue. “That day you rescued Tallow from that angry sow in the market and... and... Oh! You must see how much I feel for you.”

He held up his hand, slowly, carefully, though the unintended rage in him shook his fingers a bit. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken my civility for interest. But you’re a fine lady and I’m proud to call you a friend. My light is attached to another. I hope you understand.”

Sinnie was a lithe thing but her body deflated like a soap bubble on a wash tub. “I see.” She wrapped her arms around her middle and turned her head to the west, to the river. “I apologize. I’ll leave you to your responsibilities, sir.”

The fire in him instantly chilled. “Wait! Sinnie!”

She stopped but didn’t turn. Sunlight illumined her white linen skirts, forcing her long limbs into two stark shadows. They seemed to tremble, like a child hiding under the sheets from monsters in the night.

Nojhi sprinted to her side. “Sinnie, please don’t cry. I meant it. You’re wonderful. The man who deserves you will be the happiest person in Artnaus when he finds you.”

She giggled strangely and shook. “Thank you. I wish you the same perfect happiness. Good day, sir.”

Nojhi watched her sway like a daisy caught in the wind as she made her way through the forest. She’ll be all right. When she was gone, he reached into his pocket. Now I can see what my love has sent me.

A twig cracked to the northeast. “Noj! Hey Noj! Over here.”

Nojhi pulled his hand out of his pocket and turned, forcing a smile as a tall, dark-haired man on an even darker horse trotted his way. What are the odds? he grumbled.
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Marl surveyed the forests of Na-ir and hummed a folk tune an old village crone had once taught him. These were his forests because he held a map of them in his heart. He’d spent many cycles of the sun under these boughs of pine, oak, willow, and juniper. He knew every stone and every stone knew him, intimately. Now he was king, these forests knew him as lord and master, too. Everyone did. But in Na-ir, he didn’t have to be so imposing and the woods didn’t make as many demands on his time or his body.

He had allowed himself to be still in this place for so long that a young girl flit past him without so much as a glance. Marl snickered. He recognized the little thing in cream linen. I helped your mother birth you, girl, he thought fondly. Back when I was nothing more than a healer. No. That wasn’t right. He’d always been something more than what he wanted to be. He’d been crafted since before his birth, meant as a tool to meet the needs of the spirits of water, earth, and wind. They were the reason why he was a king. They were the reason why his life now felt so troubled.

Eager to shed his mind’s mantle, he urged on dark Storm and followed the chandler’s daughter at a safe distance, careful to always stay behind the cover of the larger trees. She was talking to a young man next to a white oak—a redhaired young man.

Marl snickered again. Ah, my poor nephew has nowhere to hide. The ladies can see that signal beacon for miles. The couple shared an innocent kiss. Marl stroked Storm’s mane. Don’t worry, old friend, we’ll give the little birds a chance to flit about and then we’ll be on our way.

Storm nickered. I’ll be glad of a little rest, oh king of fire and men. You’re never still.

Leaves and dust whipped around them. Marl stiffened, afraid of another command from the woman-like creature he called Nerwi. The indignant spirit rose into the air and raced through the canopy, hissing. You’re right, friend. I lead a demanding life. Who has time for rest?

The horse twitched under his rider’s buttocks, shooting a lovely tingle to nearby organs. Your brother, I hear. Let’s find him so we can end this quest.

Marl laughed and looked back at the young ones. Sinnie was marching away and Nojhi’s shoulders were settling. Perhaps they’ve had a spat. Marl gentled Storm forward. “Noj! Hey Noj! Over here.” The boy turned, pure fire in his scowl. Marl swallowed. Noj had Para’s temper and Natsir’s strength, but he was usually a reasonable sort. “Morning!” The king waved. “How have you been, nephew?”

The red-stubbled jaw loosened and the lean body bent slightly in the middle. “Well, uncle. How goes it with my king?”

“No formalities! But I’m glad you inquired. I’m soon to be a father again.” Marl sat straighter in the saddle, more to hide his anxiety than display his pride. The last thing he needed was another soul to be responsible for.

“I’ve heard. Isn’t the child due any day now?”

Marl bit his lower lip and shrugged. “Demands of kingship. Hope the lad will wait until I return to Firehaven.”

“Hmmm. I suppose.” Noj accepted Marl’s hand and pulled onto Storm with the dexterity of a man used to riding. “You know. I could come back with you this time. The babe will need a guard.”

“No.”

“Why not?” The young man’s feet jabbed viciously into the king’s calves.

Marl refused to even hiss. “Because your mother will miss you.”

“She barely notices me! I’ve six sisters, uncle. Remember?”

Marl shook off his nephew’s boots and nudged Storm forward. “I remember. That’s why your mother needs you.”

The boots made their way back to the middle of the horse, but this time they didn’t commit assault. “So, because my parents went at it like rabbits, I’m to spend the rest of my days playing nursemaid? You can’t be serious. I’m named after a great warrior, a man of cunning, strength, and command. I want to honor grandfather’s memory, not squander it in idleness. Make me a member of your guard, Marl. Please!”

The king shivered. Memories of his father left him chilled, lonely. “You’re not named after a warrior.”

“What?”

“You’re NOT named after a warrior. His name was Hamnojhina Ganwin. The man he became is whom you’re named after.”

Noj rolled his sapphire eyes. “Right. Nojhi Ganwin the First was still a good man. They are one and the same.”

The king turned abruptly and the wise horse stopped. “No! No, they aren’t! Nojhi Ganwin the First was a drunken, bumbling, incompetent farmer who relied on the goodness of others to survive. Yes, he loved deeply. But he lived in the shadow of his folly and cast that shadow over everyone he treasured. I won’t have you repeating his mistakes.” Noj opened his mouth and closed it again. Marl wiped the tears from his eyes and noticed the moisture gathered in the bright blues beside him. “Sorry, lad. I don’t mean to admonish you. It’s not your fault you bear the man’s name. You’re a greater man than General Hamnojhina or Nojhi the First ever were. I see something better for you than a soldier.” Noj’s slender body slackened, pressing against Marl’s arm. “Besides, what need have I for a guard? I’m Marl, the king of fire and light. Remember?” 

He produced a small blue flame in his left hand and waved it playfully at his nephew. The boy blew at it, but the flame only extinguished into billows of white smoke on the king’s command. Tattoos on each wrist, one a mouse and one a raven, didn’t seem to mind the momentary suffocation. 

“The guards I do have are there to keep Uncle Darmoc busy and to make Simara feel safer when I’m gone. They’re good, able men and women, but all of them are useless to me.”

“Ah, but at least they’re busy with something they enjoy.” The lad pouted again. “Let’s just go home. Father and Mother will be excited to see you.”

“Good, because I’m excited to see them.”

Old Storm didn’t need to be directed. He trotted on with the two silent men on his back. Perhaps it’s not the young one being irrational, the horse noted. The king of fire forgets he has a heart hidden under all of that smoke.
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Indigo, white, and crimson flowers popped, bright and pure, from the walls and base boards of the chieftainess’s home, wrapping through the place like a cozy quilt. Stars winked past wisps of clouds on the high ceiling. Everything was swathed in a warm, blue light from the hearth where a large pot simmered. It smelled heavenly.

Trying to ignore the grumbling of his belly, the king marveled at his brother’s gift for bringing life from stains, distracted by the way it seemed to mend the wounds once stricken upon this place. He jumped out of the fantastical when a small girl no more than four suns bounded off the top of the massive cupboard and dashed after a plump grey mouse. Her red hair reached up like the flames of a bonfire in this strange wooden meadow.

“Hey! Nexiv, I’ve told you to stop jumping off that! Behave, you little rodent!” Nojhi shook his head. “They act like animals. Is it any wonder no one likes to visit? Mother won’t even host the elders’ council here anymore.”

Twins barely older than the first child shot out from under the ancient oak table and made after their little sister. A roan fox and a tan rabbit followed with less enthusiasm. Two sparrows materialized from the hearth mantle and settled into the sill of the open window.

Marl laughed, thinking fondly of his wife’s raven friend, Ob. “It could be worse.” He looked to the corner of the room where a fourth girl stood before a small easel. Her thin fingers curled around a brush. Unlike the rest of the house, she radiated calm and poise. “Morning, sweet Sitra. How are you, love?”

His oldest niece dropped the brush onto a small plate and glided through the room to embrace him. “Uncle Marl! I’m well. Come and see my newest painting.” She dragged him to the easel and fidgeted as he took in the scene. She’d captured the meadow near Na-ir, the real meadow, perfectly. Every stroke spoke of a million wildflowers and shady pines. A little black sheep stood guard over it all.

Looks like Trouble, Marl remembered, reaching out to touch the creature that had captivated his first wife, the shepherdess. Miss you, Hereu. You would’ve loved this world now, but you were too special for it.

“Careful, uncle. It’s still wet.” Sitra twirled her crimson curls and rocked back on her heels. She was growing into a woman to match her mother; beautiful, yes, but also fierce, loyal, and wise. “What do you think? Be truthful. I want to improve.”

Marl winced, trying to shake off memories of passion lost. He quickly formed his face into a smile. “Love it, Sitra. The hill could use more definition, some shadow, perhaps, but I think it’s just fine. I want to walk right through it.” Forever. She blushed, briefly masking her light freckles. “You have your father’s gift. Ah, but where is your father?”

“Over here!” A sheet on the chair by the hearth started to move.

Nojhi marched to it, lifting it up. “Whatever are you doing there, Father?”

Sitra giggled. “The girls wanted to play ghost giant with him, but they forgot when Nexiv’s mouse friend bit Enilef’s fox.”

Natsir beamed up at his brother and oldest children, slow and sweet as a sleepy golden bear. “Don’t mind. It’s a good excuse to rest for a bit.” He accepted a hand up. Marl flinched as his brother’s knees creaked. The man had put on a little weight, but he still had a body that looked more commanding than he was—as Nojhi the First had been.

“How can you rest with all of this racket, brother?”

Natsir shrugged and winced briefly as his broad shoulders rolled back into place. “Children are children and animals are animals. I’m used to it.”

Marl sent a sampling of his healing light through his brother’s shoulder. It was a gift he had given many times before and one he would continue to give until the end of his days. “You shouldn’t let the girls run you ragged. They need some discipline.”

The great bear raised an eyebrow. “They’re perfectly disciplined.” As if to embarrass their father further, five redheads bounded into the dining room, shrieking like blackbirds. Natsir smiled at Marl’s befuddled scowl and pulled his reinvigorated spine up straighter. “Girls! Nexiv, Enilef, Thgil, Adlyh, and Ifes! To attention please!”

The room fell silent, too silent, as the children gathered into a neat line in front of the master of the house. “Yes, Papa,” they chirped in unison.

The old man winked. “See. I have full control over my little red-headed brigade.” He nodded to the girls. “Say hello to your uncle the king. He’s come for a visit.”

Their blue eyes flashed with mischief. “Hello, Uncle Marl!” They pounced, pummeling him to the floor, kissing and snuggling violently.

“Hey now!” came a melodic command. “Get off. Behave, my poppies.”

Marl groaned as the scamps fled. He was still dizzy when his sister-in-law pulled him up from the floor. “Thanks, Para. I think your brood was going to tear me to pieces.”

Para laughed and placed a hand on her belly. “No, just bruise you with kisses. It’s good to see you, brother.” She slipped a hand around his waist and gave him a gentle squeeze. “I see you eying my bump. You can just keep your comments to yourself,” she scolded.

Marl looked to his brother, afraid of the chieftainess’s fiery stare. Any good healer knew it wasn’t safe for a woman to bear so much. “Stars, Nat! How many Ganwins do you think there need to be? Are you trying to create an army? Seriously! Save some for the rest of us.”

Natsir grinned rakishly at his wife. He had already said all he was going to say on the matter many times before. Para and Natsir wanted a world full of innocence and children, a world the three of them hadn’t known in their youths, and nothing short of godly command was going to stop them.

Para rolled her blue eyes. “Come. Let’s get you settled in. I want to hear about Firehaven. Tell me how Simara’s doing, and sweet Aia.” She pushed Marl along to the hall but turned back to Sitra. “Could you and your brother gather some fennel and squash for dinner later? Oh, and please help the girls get washed up for luncheon now.”

“Yes, Mama. Of course.”

Marl looked around the dining room and scowled. “Noj was just here.”

Natsir snickered. “He ran upstairs. Looking for privacy.”

“Probably reading another message from his be- love- ed.” Sitra scrunched up her nose, cleaning her brush off with a cloth and setting it on the easel.

Para sighed. “Do you know whom this mysterious girl is, daughter?”

Sitra giggled. “Nope, but she must be someone special. He makes the stupidest faces when he’s thinking about her.”

“I’m crazed with curiosity, though I know I should just let him be.” The chieftainess hummed and rocked on her heels, soothing herself as well as her unborn. “I wonder if it could be one of Cyan’s daughters.”

“Mama! Aren’t they our cousins?”

Marl kept his lips tightly pursed. He knew what it was like to be a young man in love. Things ached in ways that couldn’t be satiated except through prayerful thought and scandalous contact. The secret was half of the fun.
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Nojhi traced the name under the bed, brushing his fingers lightly. Lufnis. Who had he been? Some ancient Telmah ancestor, perhaps. It was a puzzle that tapped at his brain, but he knew finding the answers would lessen the thrill of possibilities. Nojhi was only consulting the carving now because his imaginary friend always gave him good advice.

The letter had contained all he’d hoped for. She still ardently loved him. Missed him. Ached for his touch again and to look on him. It had been too long since their last encounter. Nojhi clutched his dizzy head and tried to still his own desires. Those desires wouldn’t be stilled. They had played at niceties for so long, but he knew her intimately—every sigh, every prickled dark hair on her arm when they touched. Her name was carved in his soul. Perhaps it was time to write more, to give her exactly the pleasures he was imagining now.

He scrambled from the floor and settled into his desk, deliberately slowing his eager hand as he put ink to parchment. His heart took up the energy, pulsating with unceasing thunder. He signed it with their secret names and dashed a handful of sand onto the amorous words.

A knock resounded as the excess ink was absorbed. “No-jhi! No-jhi!” Nexiv knocked her tiny hand once more for emphasis. “We’re going to the river after luncheon. Wanna come?”

Nojhi shook off the sand and carefully folded the parchment. “Sure, sister. I’ll be down.” He nearly burned himself with the black wax as he set his fox seal in the center of the fold.

Nexiv was gone by the time he’d crept down the stairs to the dining room. Mother was tending to a vegetable stew on their supernatural blue fire. The good king had given his most faithful subjects this wonder to power their homes and lives when the capitol of Firehaven was new. Nojhi had known it all his life, like an old friend, and he’d no fear of it because the heat was easy to command, especially for one who shared the king’s remarkable bloodline.

He shuffled in between his father and uncle and tossed the message into the center of the blaze. As expected, the parchment square disappeared, leaving no ash behind. It’s in your flawless hands now, love.

“What was that?” Marl turned and pointed to the hearth.

Nojhi fumbled for a response. “Stew, uncle?”

“No. What did you toss into the fire? I swear something just vanished.”

The boy shrugged and tried to give the king a wicked grin. “How should I know. It’s your fire, uncle. You know its nuances. I’m just glad it keeps us warm and fed.”

Marl raised a black eyebrow as he accepted a bowl from Mother, but he left the matter there and took up a place by the wall.

Nojhi shivered. It’s a good thing he didn’t catch on. He’d have a hissy fit if he knew what we’re doing. He took his bowl and scurried to a corner of the table by the window. The broth was mellow, but it had a little spice to it as it went down. White pepper, his favorite.

As with all blissful moments in his young life, his peace was interrupted by girlish chatter. The twins, Enilef and Thgil, were across the table with their heads together, speaking so rapidly at once that it sounded like a foreign tongue. He took another swallow and held it, savoring the warmth and the brief silence behind his ears.

Marl leaned into his nephew and snickered. “Sounds like an interesting discussion.”

Nojhi groaned. “That’s not a discussion. They’re both just talking to themselves loud enough it sounds like a conversation.” He took another mouthful and bit down on a chunk of bitter turnip. “You get used to it,” he lied. A flash of ivory near Mother’s foot caught his eye and he nearly choked. A response! So soon? Is she angry I went too far?

Mother sloshed a drop of broth onto the folded secret. Nojhi winced. Diving for it now would attract too much attention. He slurped and waited, eying each person in the room to assess his chances.

A knock sounded. The girls faded into silence, ears twitching like does in the tall grass. Father started to rise, but his worn knees buckled. Mother kissed the top of the old man’s balding head and headed for the hallway. They all listened for the creak of the great door.

“Greetings, lady! I seek the Chieftain K’Parre. I’ve a message from the queen. Is your husband home?”

The girls snickered when Marl and Father twitched. Mother’s response was calm but measured. “My husband is home, but if you seek Chieftainess K’Parre, you’ve found her.”

“I don’t understand. I must give the message to the leader of the Telmah in Na-ir...”

“Who I am? The message, please? I would know if my friend is well.”

The man must have been too stunned to comply. Seconds later, Mother pushed him into the dining room, freckled face twisted with annoyance. The poor lad trembled, shaking dust onto the floorboards as he was stared down.

Nojhi took the opportunity to snatch the parchment from the hearth. Only Sitra glanced his way. He smiled defiantly at her. She was clever but rarely tried to start trouble.

“I seek the Chieftain of the Telmah,” the messenger stuttered and stepped forward to present the sealed packet to Father.

The old man grinned, wide and knowing, and pointed to Mother. “She’s right there.”

The simple fellow turned to meet her exacting stare. “Truly?”

“Truly,” she snapped, yanking the message from his fingers. “How old are you, lad? Everyone from here to Hysif speaks of the redheaded warrior chieftainess of Na-ir. Sometimes my name is mentioned in curses, sometimes crude songs, but I am rather well-known.”

“It’s true. This bold woman saved my scrawny backside at the Fall of Selcovi. Killed a man three times her size.” Marl stepped into the spat and gave the terrified messenger a pat on the shoulder. The lad’s eyes bulged as he recognized his sovereign. “What does it say, Para? Is Simara well?”

Mother rolled her eyes and passed the king the letter. “She’s fine. She just wanted to announce your coming. You know how closely she guards propriety and tradition.” What did you do to piss her off? The chieftainess’s thought rolled like thunder through her family’s minds.

Nothing! Marl laughed nervously. “She takes her position seriously, my poor love.” He turned back to the messenger. “How long have you been traveling?”

“Five days, my king. Stopping to sleep or eat in small increments. How did you get here before me? The trip is near a week for a merchant and I’m the fastest runner in Firehaven?”

“Ah. Well, you see. I need to neither sleep nor eat and my horse has adapted well to long rides. My little queen sent you on a fool’s errant. I apologize.” Marl guided the messenger to the table and Father gave up his chair. “Let’s get you fed, washed, and rested. Tomorrow you can ride back to Firehaven in my company. I promise we’ll take our time.”

It will be good for you to slow down, brother, but make sure you get back to Simara with haste. She needs you. Mother slapped a bowl of stew in front of the messenger, apparently still angry the world couldn’t let go of its old philosophies of power. “Eat up. No man will ever go asleep hungry while I’m mistress of this village.”

The girls shuffled in closer to the messenger while he sipped the hot broth, mouths twisted up with mischief. The tension between them was thick as clotted cream but not so sweet.

A loud honking sent the girls scattering. The table bounced from underneath and the stew found its way into the messenger’s lap. Marl smiled and waved the liquid out of the window before the man could even hiss. It startled the sparrows, but it didn’t astonish the messenger. Every citizen of the capitol lived there just so they could enjoy the magical properties of their king.

Mother pushed Father’s belly and scowled. “You did that on purpose!”

Father took her hand and kissed it, sweet as honeysuckle. “Yes, love. My stomach percolates on command. Would you like to hear my next trick?”

Mother doubled over, nearly knocking the table again. It was a wonderful, bell-like sound, but one Nojhi had heard too often. He leaned into his uncle as a bit of turnip climbed back up his throat. “I need to leave,” he whispered. “To do more than this. Please.”

Marl sighed. I’ll think on it.
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It was a real fire, not the blue spirit light that graced many a home in Artnaus. It was warm and dangerous and that made it magical. Sparks flurried off the anvil with each strike of his forge-tanned fist, like stars winking in and out of a thunderhead in summer rains. Tilran was supposed to be running errands for Mama and Para, but they knew she couldn’t leave town without visiting her friend first. She knew everything about him—the way he detested turnips but loved the smell of molten iron, the ache he felt now his mother traveled the Stars’ Passageway. He knew how much she longed to know her father, to hold onto a past she’d never had the privilege to see. He was her connection to that when no other would entertain her desires.

She settled into a stool, noting the sulfur-and-grass-laced breeze blowing in from the village square. “Morning, sir. Blessings of the Mother to you!”

Pas stopped his torturous remaking of metal and smiled. The blacksmith had a bright countenance for a big man so covered in soot and sweat. He was an easy person, like her oldest brother, warm and kind for one so strong. “Morning, lass. Hope the light of the Cloaked Father gave you good dreams.”

“He did.” 

“What story do you have today?” Pas winced as he cracked his sore fingers.

Tilran shifted her waist to cross her legs, stabilizing herself in the stool. “Nothing much. Heard rumor my brother Marl is visiting, though I haven’t seen him yet.”

Pas pranced forward. “Marl? Ah, it’ll be good to see him again.”

“You were friends, weren’t you?”

The blacksmith’s ash-covered eyebrow rose. “We still are, unless I’ve done something to offend him.” He chuckled and rolled his right sleeve up to his bicep. “I ever tell you about this scar?” Tilran stood and carefully examined the gash wrapping around the blacksmith’s arm, just below the elbow. He didn’t flinch as she traced the pink bumps with her finger. She shook her head and waited for him to continue. “Your brother did this for me.”

“He cut your arm?”

Pas laughed. “No, no. He saved me. An accident when I was an apprentice—newly sharpened ax fell from the wall. Marl was the healer’s apprentice then. He used his light to stitch me back together. But old Etutsa and your mother were worried the people would hate Marl for his magic, so they left a scar around the arm just to make it look like nothing too bad had happened. They didn’t know I could hear them.” He winked and flashed his teeth up to the gums.

Tilran swallowed as he repositioned the sleeve. “Why would they try to hide something like that? My brother is brilliant. Were people truly afraid?”

Pas nodded and returned to his forge. “Some still are, but the world was different when we were young, full of superstition and ignorance. I’m grateful for Marl and all the good he’s brought. We owe him a debt for his sacrifice.”

Tilran wrinkled her nose. Marl was a king in a grand castle on top of a waterfall-blessed cliff. He was wealthy, handsome, vigorous, and adored. “Sacrifice?”

Pas weighed his hammer. “Yes. The poor fellow carries a great burden.”

Tilran laughed. “Not to hear my sister-in-law. Poor Simara shoulders a lot of the work at Firehaven. Did you know she’s with child?” Pas only hummed in answer, suddenly very distracted by the ax head he was shaping. “Marl’s last letter said it was a boy. I wonder how he can tell.” Tilran stopped. The tall man looked suddenly frail, as if blood had been drained from him. “Are you well?”

Pas shivered. “Well? Uh, yes. Fine. Go on. There’s to be a new prince?”

“Yes.” Tilran settled back into the stool and glowered. Pas had never ignored her before. “I’m sure Marl will make a good father. Aia’s turned out quite intelligent and bold. But men are always different around sons, I suppose. Nat let’s Nojhi do whatever he likes. It’s infuriating how spoiled my nephew is. Mama says I dislike his behavior only because we’re so close in age...” 

Pas clamored over his anvil, eyes darting about the forge. 

“Are you listening?” Tilran cleared her throat. There was something she’d been meaning to ask. “It’s a wonder you never married, Pas. Barring the magics and all, you’re every bit the good man my brother is—more so because you work hard. You deserve someone to help you shoulder the responsibilities and build a life.”

The blacksmith stopped and stood erect. His mouth fell open to match the width of his dark eyes. “Are... are you making a proposition, lass?”

“What? No! I was only wondering...” Tilran squeaked. 

Pas stepped forward. The flames behind him seemed to intensify with his glare. He looked at his hands as if they had come apart from his wrists and tossed the hammer to the dusty floor. “Right, then? I’ve let this go too far.” He bent forward and snatched her up at the waist, throwing her wriggling body over his hardened shoulder.

“Mister Piler! What are you doing? Please put me down!” Tilran caught the stares of several villagers and whimpered as blood rush to her cheeks. 

He moved fast. She heard his powerful knock as they made it to a large, oak door. She also heard her mother’s gasp just before she was deposited on the porch. Pas looked at Tilran, tears washing some of the black from his cheeks. He turned to Mother and bowed. “I believe this lass belongs to you.”

Messa grinned, blue eyes winking from her long black hair streaked with white. “Yes. I claim this sweet girl. Is there a problem, Pas?”

The blacksmith fidgeted under her magical stare. “Problem? No. No problem. Forgive me, Mistress Gan... Uh, Mistress Sinbel. I... I...” He looked at Tilran again and sighed. “I just have a lot of work. I think it’s better if I don’t have visitors. Good day, ladies.”

Mother pulled Tilran into an embrace. “Good day, Pas,” she called as the blacksmith darted across the square. She kissed the top of Tilran’s head and laughed. “Oh, my lovely. Don’t cry. What did you say to make him so upset?”

Tilran bawled, loud as an angry cat. “I don’t know. We, we were just talking about Marl and the baby and then I asked him why he never married...”

Mother put a finger over Tilran’s trembling lips and smiled. “Stop there, sweetheart. I think I know what’s happened. Let’s dust the soot from you and have a chat.”

Sitra set a pot of tea on the room table and poured them all a cup. Tilran sniffled into the warm raspberry leaf steam and tried not to wail again. Her chest hurt and she could feel her heart beat in her ears, shooting painfully through her neck. “I thought Mister Piler was my friend, Mama, a gentleman.”

Messa Ganwin-Sinbel set down her cup and sighed in that way only a Priestess of Light could. She radiated peace, but her children and grandchildren knew there was a fire smoldering behind those deceptively chilled eyes. “My little love, I’ve never known a boy so sweet or a man so thoughtful as Mister Piler. But he has a light darkened by much sadness and pain. Did he tell you about his father?”

Tilran wiped her nose and leaned in closer. It was rare for mother to tell her secrets from the past, even rarer to hear them about other villagers. “I only know he died.”

Sitra poured herself another cup of tea and hummed thoughtfully. “He drowned. Mama says the man named Piler was a drunk. He got lost one night before Mister Pas was born and fell into the river.”

“That’s horrible!”

Mother sighed again, this time with a little smoke building in her blue eyes. “Yes, it’s horrible and not something you girls should spread. Piler was the last Levart man, at least until our Nojhi was born.”

“What’s a Levart, Mama?”

The priestess folded her hands, preparing for a lecture. “They were a tribe, known for their warrior chieftainesses and their horses. Mostly redheads.”

Tilran gasped. “Like Para. Is your mother a Levart then, Sitra?”

The girl nodded, smiling shyly. “Yes, Aunt Tilran. She’s as Levart as they come. Mister Vercinget and Mama were born from the last two full-blooded Levart women—Laedi, my grandmother, and Inoga, Mister Piler’s half-sister.”

Tilran grimaced and took another sip of her tea. This is all too confusing. “So why were those three Levart the last and how did they end up here?”

Sitra fidgeted with a leaf she’d found on her dress, rolling it between her fingers as if it were clay. “Grandfather Etutsa told me there was a battle on Levart lands, back when the king was a terrible tyrant. The Levart were all slaughtered on Bahnalgur Field, all but three. They came to Na-ir for protection.”

“So sad. I’m glad Marl is king now and nothing like that will ever happen again.” Tilran ignored her mother’s intense stare. “But why would this bother Pas? He never knew his father.”

A teacup clacked on the table, sending shivers through the girls. “As you’ve never known yours,” Messa scolded, a dark eyebrow raised.

Tilran averted her eyes. “Right. That was callous of me.”

“Yes. It was. You know the pain of missing someone you’ve never met. Now, add the pain of losing your mother, or being maligned by your older brothers from her previous marriages, and losing your wife and babe in childbirth. Then, you might, just might, understand how much pain can exist in one man.”

“Wife?” Tilran squeaked.

Mother sighed and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Her name was Lyrig. She was small and sweet and a perfect match for Pas. Namnor the blacksmith’s daughter, so she already knew something of the life.” Messa paused, blinking. “Child was blue, stillborn. Cyan did everything he could to save Lyrig, but Marl and I were in Firehaven, too far away to help. Girl bled to death.”

Tilran’s gut clenched. There were so many ways her sex could die. “So, when I asked him if he’d been married, when I brought up children, it just opened that wound again.”

Mother kissed her hand softly. “His behavior was irrational, but his grief isn’t. Give him time to settle. I’m sure your friendship will resume. He speaks so highly of you and I know he enjoys your company.” 

Tilran drained her tea and stood, tapping her fingers against the table. “Thank you, Mama. I’m sorry I upset him. Suppose I should face the town and get on with it. I still need to get the wax for Para.”

Sitra placed a hand on her shoulder, it was covered in red paint, mercifully dry. “I can run the errand for you, Aunt Tilran. It’s no bother.”

“No. I promised I’d see it done. Besides, I haven’t seen Sinnie in a while. I wonder what she’s up to.”

The noise outside the chandler’s shop was nothing in comparison to inside. Mistress Hedar was in a rare temper today and her daughter Sinnie was bearing the brunt of it. “What are we going to tell your father? Foolish girl! After everything we’ve done... You’d throw it away for... for... a merchant?”

Gracious Mother in the sky! This day is cursed. The shop door swung open before she could sneak away.

“Miss Ganwin!” Sinnie hastily wiped her face and scurried behind the stall. “I’ve the package for our chieftainess right here. Let me fetch it.”

Against her better judgement, Tilran placed Para’s coin on the counter and decided to lend an empathetic ear. There were few girls their age. They needed to support each other. “Are you well, Sinnie?”

The reply was sharp. “Very. Can I get you anything else, Miss Ganwin?”

“I can tell something’s wrong, Sinnie. Is there anything I can do for you?”

The chandler’s daughter shook. Tears sprinkled her collarbone as she blinked. Tilran placed the wax bundle in her basket and set it on the counter. She leaned into the shop and took Sinnie’s hand, squeezing gently as she’d seen her mother do to comfort others. The girl softened into a moaning puddle and buried her face into Tilran’s arm. “Please don’t tell anyone. I know you heard my mother yelling. She’s just upset.”

“She’s not the only one. Sinnie, what’s happened?”

The chandler’s daughter looked up and sniffled, dark eyes pleading. “My bleeding stopped,” she whispered, shivering as if she’d spoken a spell. “I... I let that charming boy from Hysif talk me into a stroll during the festival this past moon. You know the one.”

Tilran nodded. The merchant had done great business with his spices from the Eastern Islands and had stayed longer than usual. His son was a rakish sort any girl would see as a liar—any girl but sheltered, naïve, lovestruck Sinnie. She kissed her friend’s hand. “Oh, sweet girl. I hope your father thrashes him!”

“No! Keep your voice down.” Sinnie looked around in a panic. “It doesn’t matter anyway. Dacwen left last night. They’re on their way back to Hysif.”

Tilran set her jaw. “My brother is the king. We can hunt the cur down.”

Sinnie’s skin paled. “I’d rather not ever see him again. Mama says sometimes the child doesn’t take. It happens in my family.”

The king’s sister nodded. She’d heard too many stories not to see the truth of this. There was nothing to be done but wait. “Is there anything I can do for you now, my friend?”

Sinnie wiped her eyes. “You’re always so kind, Tilran, calm and sweet like your mother. No. I’ll be fine in time, whatever comes of this. Thank you.”

“Are you sure? I’m meeting my brothers and nieces at the river for a swim. Do you want to come? The day is warm and the water is cool and calm.”

Sinnie stiffened again and looked around the shop. “Will Nojhi be there?”

“I’d assume so.”

“I better not. My mother probably won’t let me. Please don’t tell anyone. Have a wonderful time and pay my respects to King Marl.”

Tilran caressed her friend’s cheek. “I will, Sinnie. Take care of yourself.”
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The king finally found his sister under a willow at the bend in the river. She was covered in shadow, but her hair and face shone like starlight. He settled in beside her and smoothed the crystal water from her chin. “Why is my little star crying on our father’s grave?”

Tilran met his eyes with soulful emeralds. “I’m useless, brother. What purpose could I have?”

Marl pulled her closer. “Useless! How could starlight be useless?”

She sniffled and pushed out her lower lip. “Stop making fun of my name. I can’t do the things you and Nat and Mama can do. The Great Lights never blessed me. I can’t even fight or lead men like Para, or Father. I’m useless and small, of no help to anyone.”

His hand moved over her spine, warm and kind. “I’m not making fun of you, or your name. Tilran, you are like starlight. You’re understanding and infinite. A guiding point to wanderers; a beacon for the lost. You listen in the darkness when no one else can.” 

A giggle bubbled from her. “You make me sound like a child’s magic tale.”

He smiled, feeling her mirth tickle the inside of his light. “You’re the sister of a king. That makes you a princess. But even without powers from the Great Lights, you’re perfect. You bring so much joy with your existence, sister. You’re a force in your own right and I wouldn't be surprised to see you standing tall and sure, the mother of your own tribe someday. Men would follow you, child. They can see the fire burning within you.”

Starlight snorted. It was charming. “Really, brother? One person cannot start a culture.”

Marl stood and shrugged, brushing against the vines of their shelter. “Erutan did, and from his seed and from his life sprang you and I.” He held out a hand and she took it, coming to a stand as graceful as a bird taking flight. “Come. Let’s go survey our subjects.”

The girls shrieked and called, red-winged blackbirds in joyous riot. Marl laughed as Nexiv climbed onto Natsir’s broad shoulders and gave a war call before diving into the current. The wild foxes of the Levart lived on in these battle cries.

Tilran pulled up to his side on tiptoe and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll sit with Nojhi where it’s quieter.” She pointed to an oak sapling across the opposite bank. He was blushing, another bit of parchment between his fingers.

Marl wondered how fast the boy’s heart was beating. “Don’t rile our nephew up too much, sweet one.”

Tilran winked. “Promise. I’ll see you at the cottage for dinner.” She sprinted off, the weight of whatever had troubled her lessened.

I like knowing I can ease other’s burdens, especially hers. There have to be some benefits to being the magic king. Tilran doesn’t know how fortunate she is! Marl settled into the beach and tossed off his shoes. It had been too long since he’d felt the sand of Na-ir between his toes. He stretched out like an old black cat he’d once known and dipped his feet into the cold waters.

“You always were a layabout,” said a snickering shadow.

The king didn’t have to crane his head much to gather in the whole sight of his old friend, but his neck stiffened when he saw the wrinkles firmly lining the mischievous green eyes. “Cyan! It’s good to see you. How’s the life of the little village healer?”

Cyan Vercinget groaned and settled in beside Marl. “Jokes about my height, already? I thought you were too important for such things.”

Marl snorted. “Not here. Not in Na-ir. I can be childish and free here.”

“Wish I could say the same. Got a wife and three daughters to care for.”

Marl glared. “And I’ve a whole kingdom!”

Cyan narrowed his eyes. “Point taken. What are you doing here?”

“What do you mean? I’m here to check in on my family... and my friends.” Marl smacked Cyan’s thigh and stuck out his tongue.

The healer shook his yellow head. “It’s always good to see your stupid face, but that’s not what I mean. You should be with Simara. She needs you.”

Marl sat up and brushed some gravel from his ankle. “So I’ve been told. She’s been strange lately, Cyan. I can’t seem to please her anymore.”

“She’s heavy with your rowdy brat! She doesn’t have to be pleased.” Cyan looked up at Marl’s contorted face and sputtered into laughter. “She threw you out. Didn’t she? The queen kicked the king out of his castle!”

Marl clapped a large hand over his friend’s mouth and hissed. Crooked teeth raked against his palm and he yelped on instinct. The indentation and the scraped skin healed instantly. “Don’t say that aloud. I’ve a reputation to keep.” 

The healer chuckled and brushed a lock of yellow hair from the tip of his nose. “As long as it’s not the reputation we had as boys, then I guess it’s worth keeping. Don’t let Simara’s mood get you down. She’s in a dark, terrifying place and she doesn’t mean to push you away. You’re the one thing she needs.”

Marl sighed. “I know. I’m heading back to Firehaven early tomorrow.”

“Good. Good. You’ll both get through this in time.”

“I suppose you speak from experience.” Marl pointed across the bank to three girls, all golden and tiny like their father, but with bright faces to match their mother. They were babbling and laughing with Nojhi and Tilran.

Cyan smiled. “I do! Three babes have changed my outlook, considerably.”

The eldest girl turned and waved. “Afternoon, your highness.” The poppet curtsied and then turned her loving countenance on her father. “Papa, can we swim with the Ganwins?”

Cyan’s eyes lingered on Nojhi and his face colored. “No, Voleb, I’m sorry. We promised your mother we’d find the mushrooms I need before nightfall and then come straight home. Perhaps some other time.” He turned to Marl. “Nerid will be glad to hear you’re well. When things have settled a bit with you and Simara, bring your whole family back to visit. All right?”

Marl gave the healer’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Sure thing. You know you don’t have to worry about my nephew wooing your girls. He’s got his heart set on someone else.”

Cyan’s jaw locked. “Perhaps. He has a reputation for teasing and flirting, though, and my babes are too pretty and too innocent to be used so.”

Marl chuckled. “The curse of beautiful daughters. Sorry none of them inherited your crooked teeth.”

“Oh, Yevil has my crooked teeth; she just wears them better.” There were more groans as the healer stood. “Goodbye, old friend. Go home and hold your wife and babes.” He turned to the bank and waved. “Let’s go, sweet ones. We have to make the lake and back before supper!”

Mother’s rosemary bread wasn’t as delicious as he remembered. Seventeen suns with a personal cook had changed his palette some. The company, however, he never grew tired of. “I saw sulky Cyan today. When did he age into such a grump?”

The old man next to him chuckled. Etutsa pushed out his white-scruffed chin and passed Tilran a bit of the flat bread. “He’s a healer! You know how we are. The moment he became the only thing standing between the life and death of this village, he became a worried, worried man.”

Messa shook her head, the black in her hair turning purple in the blue hearth light. “Nonsense. Cyan takes pride in his work, as the two of you did when you healed this community. It gives him purpose. I’m sure he’s just tired.”

Natsir swallowed a bit of roast squash and reached for another slice. “It’s more than that. He’s been mumbling about Rej lately but he won’t talk about it when I try to help.”

Marl rattled the table. “Rej? Why should Rej trouble him. That cur is...”

“Who’s Rej?” 

The adults stared at Tilran.

Marl bit his lip. “No one, sister. Just a terrible person we no longer see.”

The girl slumped in her seat and poked a sliver of beet on her plate. “Oh, I see. Another thing about the past I’m to know nothing about.”

Poor Tilran. Are we really doing her any good by protecting her from the horrors? 

Marl opened his mouth to speak but Etutsa stood suddenly, knocking the table. “If you’re finished with this delightful meal, I’ve got a surprise for Messa. My love, will you come out to the porch?”

Messa smiled and took her second husband’s arm. She gave her disgruntled sons a warning glance. “Of course, love. I’m excited!”

“It’s a chair,” Tilran whispered to Marl. “It’s not like she doesn’t know. He’s been hacking away at it for weeks.”

They followed the older couple into the light of dusk and gathered around a large, malformed rocking chair. Etutsa’s nervous hands turned the wooden mass slightly so his wife could see it better. “Hope it suits you, Messa. I was thinking you’d like a nicer place to sit than the step when you wanted to sew outdoors.”

“How thoughtful!” She moved to take a seat.

Natsir placed a hand on her shoulder. “I wouldn’t sit on that, Mother. You might fall and do yourself harm.”

Etutsa glowered, a sway betraying how much wine he’d already consumed. “It’s perfectly stable, young buck. I sat in it myself just this morning.”

“I’ll be fine, Nat.” Messa settled into the chair and used a delicate foot to hold the ill-curved bottom steady. She started to rock. “It clacks a bit on the boards, but I think it’ll do. Thank you, Tutsa.” She leaned up, nearly falling sideways, and gave the old man a kiss. 

Marl snickered. “Sounds like a horse trotting. I’m with Nat. Be careful.”

Etutsa groaned. “I tried! I measured a hundred times! Perhaps one of you can help me mend the wayward side. It's the thought that counts. Isn’t it?”

The dark king shook his head and laughed. “Yes, of course. But first, you have to think.”

Mother frowned and pulled Etutsa down for another kiss. Her blue eyes radiated mischief in the waning light. “It's wonderful, Tutsa. Love-making will certainly be more interesting.”

“Mother!” Tilran gagged over the porch.

“And... we're leaving.” Marl pulled on Natsir’s sleeve. “Goodbye, Mother, Etutsa, little sister. See you in Firehaven.”

“Bye, sweethearts,” Messa called over the sound of her cackling second husband. “Say hello to the grandchildren for me.”

“Let’s visit Cyan before we turn in,” Marl commanded as they passed the first pine grove. “I’m not going to sleep well knowing he’s upset.”

Natsir scrunched up his broad nose. “Sleep? The chosen of the spirits has time for sleep?”

Cyan was on the front step of his little cottage on the hill. Marl took a moment to survey the meadow below, if only to make the shepherdess Hereu live again. This was her meadow. Her soul surely rests here. 

The healer waved as he caught the glow of his sovereign’s blue eyes in the shadows. “Hallo, Ganwins. What brings you to the Vercinget house.”

Marl didn’t want any more formalities. He settled down on the step next to his friend and sighed. “Why didn’t you say anything... about Rej?” 

Cyan jumped and glanced sidelong at Natsir. “I didn’t want to spoil things. I don’t want my girls to know what that cur did to their mother. They can remain innocent and think of such things only with the men they love. That pain will be far from them.”

The girls inside were happy, chittering like birds in a fountain. A tear streaked down Cyan’s cheek. It was an unnatural sight. The Cyan Vercinget Marl remembered was a brave, impetuous child, full of vigor. This old man on the porch hardly resembled that youth.

Marl shivered. So much heartache in one little village. He wrapped an arm around his friend. “But you’ll shoulder the pain and worry all by yourself?”

Stubbornness hadn’t left the little fellow. He shrugged off the affection. “I have to. I must protect them. Rej is still out there, Marl. Banishment won’t stop an evil like him.”

“Cyan, he’s confined and, by all accounts, behaving himself. Alard has a sharp eye and many men. He’d know if something was amiss.”

The healer snarled, pressing his fists into the porch boards. “I don’t care! As long as that bloody rapist is still alive, I’ll sleep with one eye opened and a knife close to my bed. He can’t have her. He can’t have them. I’d die first!”

“Calm down,” Marl told his friend as well as himself. “That cur won’t set foot outside the Wastes. If he does, we’ll gut him together. I promise.”

“Good.” Cyan marched inside, slamming the door. The chatter stopped.
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Storm didn’t needed guidance on the path home, but Marl held the reins tightly while they passed by the watery, ruined city of Selcovi. “You’re friends with Kost. Aren’t you?”

The ruddy messenger wiggled in the saddle. “I am. Your stablemaster’s a good fellow. How’d you know, highness?”

The king talked through a clenched jaw. “Because you haven’t stopped humming that ridiculous song of his.”

“Ah, the one that goes like this? My king is tall and dark, a man of fire and light. My king is over kind, he puts the world to right.”

“Yes! That one. Please stop. Kost has a childish, high opinion of who I am, and I’d rather not be reminded how much is expected of me.”

The messenger turned, dark eyes wide. “But the song is true, highness. You’re good, strong, fair, and wise. Artnaus has prospered under your rule.”

Marl groaned. “You’re too young to know whether I’ve changed anything.”

The boy slumped and turned back around. “I’m young, but I listen to my elders, sir. My mother and all the others in Firehaven, they know what it was like before. They speak of Ril and Rayr and this accursed place that used to be their capitol and they’re overcome with sadness. So many stories.” He pointed to the glistening lake of the city that once was and frowned.

It gave Marl a new appreciation for the lad. “What’s your name again?”

“Tsaf Ganwin, sire.”

“Ganwin! Really? What are the odds?”

The messenger shrugged. “High. My grandfather was a woodcarver, but my father had other ventures. Woodcarving’s a typical livelihood, sire. It’s a common name.”

Common—like I used to be. “True. Sorry, Tsaf. You have a point. People share their experiences, and they stand by what they remember. But expectations are heavy things.” This confession seemed to sober the lad. He kept silent as they rounded the edge of the great caldera.

The waters that had flooded the city within had subsided a bit in the last few suns, but the two sacred Mlaerian trees were still the only things visible above the surface, tops protruding like wool floating in a bucket. The smaller Moon Tree seemed to orbit around the wake of the massive Sun Tree, reflecting in the ripples of a whirling breeze.

Blessings to you, old friends, Marl told the ancient cypresses. How do you fair in this lonely, forgotten place?

We’re not alone, they answered as one. Our roots and the birds tell us all. We will see men again when this city is nothing but a bit of ink on a swatch of one of our fallen brethren. Until then, we will wait. As we always do.

Waiting is a luxury you cannot afford. Marl flinched as a breeze rose from the lake, churning debris and dust onto the birch-lined road. As she was wont to do, the wind spirit took on the shape of a woman. Her eyes smoldered a strange black, holes infinite as her life. The green moss and leaves that made up her dress and the beige clay that formed her skin did nothing to disguise the horror of her existence... or his. You’ve a son, King Marl of Artnaus. Congratulations.

Marl tried to smile. You don’t seem happy, Nerwi.

She scowled, surprisingly humanlike, and flicked a twig against his thigh with the twist of her wrist. Neither do you, she hissed. It’s just one more distraction from your true purpose, fire spirit.

You forget you made me king. I’m still a man, and I can only do so much. I must care for my people, for my loved ones.

She circled the horse, tickling any exposed areas of skin on both men like a cattail gone to seed, but with more malice. You’re a spirit encased in flesh. It’s only a matter of time before you’re mine forever. Until then, there are things that must be done. The black rock is an aggravation you continue to ignore.

The king rolled his blue eyes and brushed a bit of clay from his wrist. No one is using it, Nerwi. No one since Onaryc has tried and very few know even of that.

The spirit pursed her lips. Sometimes it felt like he had two wives—or two mothers. Someone is using it! We can feel it. You know how it
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