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  Prologue


“Each day we are becoming a creature of splendid glory or one of unthinkable horror.” C.S. Lewis


The never-ending snow fell around Tai B'nli as he pressed his way uphill alone. 
 Tai had been walling Nani off from his mind since they split up, hoping that she would stay out of his thoughts and focused on her own task. He needed her to remain calm.
He shifted his weight, moving forward and drifting between the frozen trees like a ghost. The snow fell thick, and his tracks disappeared faster than he could make them.
It covered the tracks of the pair he was following just as quickly, and the former Hunter had to keep eyes on them or he would lose them. Or wander too close and tip them off.
Tai swallowed and glanced down the mountainside. Just the sight of Nani and their little group traveling so exposed twisted his stomach into a tight knot.
Blood and ashes, he thought to himself. Why, oh why, had he ever eaten that honey? Why hadn't he just thought to wipe the blood off his palm before getting it on her? Had he avoided either, he would be able to think clearly now...
“Liar,” he muttered to himself.  He couldn’t blame Honey and Blood.  
He shook the thoughts out of his head and the snow from his eyes, then peered across the mountains. On the next ridge, somewhat hidden by the snowy trees, moved a pack of Jagter that would be invisible to those in the valley. 
Tai took a slow breath, fighting the urge to do something. Then he checked the Mari Kai he was tracking, on his own ridge.
At least he thought they were Mari Kai.  Both were bundled up to keep warm, so there were no visible zoi.  Neither of them had Handled either, but it was the way they stayed within arms-reach of one another that made him think so.
Tai frowned, watching his quarry.  They were an odd pair. The woman moved with purpose, and whenever she turned back to face the Jagter across the ridge, a blood red dress spun out from under thick, snow-white robes. Once he even saw her adjust the silver circlet in her hair.
The man was dressed warmly but simply, and not once had his expression changed. He moved more like a chained dog than a man. 
Stranger still, the man and woman never spoke to one another.
His Hunter's instincts warned Tai that the woman was about to turn.  He tucked himself behind a tree and hunched down to change his silhouette, just as she looked over her shoulder.
Tai held his breath so that the steam from his lungs would not give him away. He did not breathe again until the woman turned back to her climb, apparently satisfied with their position.
Tai crept forward again. The very fact that that woman was out here in this icy, unforgiving tundra, with only one glassy-eyed man for an escort, was what made Tai certain that he was closing in on one of the Tarn.
And the Tarn wanted Nani dead.
The warnings screamed in his head, and Tai scolded himself, Stop thinking like that... He took a deep breath and turned his mind back to his work, trying to figure out what the Tarn was up to.
The woman in red was keeping pace with Nani's group, and the Jagter were taking their position from her.  Tai bit his lip.
Why doesn't she attack? he thought to himself. Why let Nani draw closer to the safety of the Dai Lahna?
If the Tarn wanted Nani, she was running out of time.
Tai started to let the mental wall down, to urge his lini to press on faster, but Honey and Blood rattled in the back of his mind, threatening to escape and overwhelm him again. Beads of sweat broke out across his frozen forehead, and Tai left the mental wall in place.
His quarry were now directly above Nani's group, and Tai held his breathe as those ahead of him veered around a bend in the mountain and out of sight. He pushed ahead quickly, and when Tai came around the corner his heart leapt with hope.
There stood Dai Lahna Kafar.
It rose up, chiseled from the mountain side with such skill that it seemed to have grown out of it, towering into a sky so blue it was almost black. An icy web ringed the border of the land; inside it the world was silent and chalky, drained of life. Even the snow seemed dead.
The ice border sparkled in the sunlight, bringing a smile to his face. He watched Nani and the others double their pace, heading for the border, but even as Nani drew nearer to safety, Tai could feel the Honey and Blood Covenant rattle the back of his thoughts.
Nani and the others stopped.  The ground between them and the border was slick with ice; a straight shot to safety, but the group stopped some fifty feet away from the border.
Confused, Tai’s eyes snapped to the Tarn, and he watched as the woman in red gazed down the mountain, waiting. Even from this distance, Tai could see the greed in her face, her eyes hungry and impatient.
Tai felt Nani calling to him, dimly, from the outermost-edge of his tangled thoughts, but he shrank back.  Tai had no doubt that if Nani knew he was this close to one of the Tarn, she would circle back and try to protect him.
“Come on, come on,” he muttered, balling his fists, “Get over the border...”
In that moment a small, cruel laugh floated back to him on the wind.
Tai looked ahead, and the thought clicked into place. The Tarn wanted Nani to reach the border of Dai Lahna Kafar.
Suddenly Tai understood. The icy web was not part of the Dai Lahna.
It was a trap.
Just as Tai opened his mouth to shout out a warning, a pulse of energy burst from the Tarn, shaking the side of the mountain. There was a crack and a rumble, and then the snow dislodged from her feet.
From his height, Tai watched Nani and the Trusted rush towards the ice web, to get to one side of the avalanche.
The woman in red laughed again and launched herself down the ruined mountainside. The dog-man followed, matching her pace without any change in the glassy-eyed expression he wore.
Tai threw himself down the slope as well, losing his feet and sliding across the wreckage.  Fear surged through his mind as he watched Kenya and Nani rushing towards the massive web looming up over them.
And then Tai suddenly remembered where he had seen the web before.
Tai slammed into the broken trunk of a tree, watching as Nani slid across the ice, shouting for Kenya to stop.
Tai threw himself onto the ice, but his mind went numb as Nani grabbed Kenya, trying to save her. His little lini shifted her weight and twisted, pulling Kenya hard.
The girls spun. Kenya shot off backwards, away from the web, but the motion threw Nani towards the border of Dai Lahna Kafar.
Nani slid over the frozen ground, her green eyes locking with Tai's for one brief moment, and then she slid deep into the ice web.
Nani's green eyes slid shut and a scream rose up out of Tai's throat.
He was too late.
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  Chapter one
Honey and Ink


Nani frowned at the heavy jar in Kenya's arms. 
“This had better work,” Nani said.
“Of course, it will work,” Kenya said. She crossed the bathroom and sat the jar down, avoiding Nani's eyes.
Nani frowned again. Despite her words, Kenya did not sound very hopeful.
“Well, it's not coming off on its own,” Alexi said. “I mean, it's weeks since your leg healed. And we've tried everything we could think of. If Patrin's message said to try honey, then we better give it a go.”
“Er, what exactly did Patrin say?” Nani asked.
Kenya busied herself pulling out a stack of towels, keeping her back to Nani and Alexi.
“Well, the message came to Aidan,” she said. “We've already asked every Bayru in the castle, and none of them knew anything about Krin putting suckers on people. It was Aidan's idea to see if Patrin had ever seen it before.”
Kenya cracked the lid of the jar and its sweet, heavy scent filled Nani's tower bathroom. She turned to face the other two girls, the open jar in her arms.
“And Patrin said soaking this thing in honey will get it off my leg?”
“Yup,” Kenya said, waving for Nani to move over to the tub. “He said it should peel right off.”
Nani sighed and perched herself on the edge of the empty tub, which was really more of a small pool. She hiked her skirts up to reveal the chunk of blue flesh suctioned to her leg. All three girls made a face.
“Suckers on the Krin are fine,” Alexi said with a grimace. “On your leg, the thing gives me the creeps.”
“Ha! Think how I feel!” Nani muttered.
Alexi plopped down beside Nani. She reached out a finger and swiped at the open honey jar. The golden drop welled up on her finger, and Alexi studied it for a moment.
“The gardener tells me our hives have all gone dormant to protect themselves from the cold,” Alexi said quietly. “Good thing we don't need much, or you'd be stuck with that thing on your leg forever!”
Alexi licked her finger, and Kenya laughed weakly.
“No kidding,” Nani said. “Well, I guess we should get this over with. I'll make a liuial around my leg. It will hold the honey in if I sit still.”
Nani began handling threads of Air and Water, creating the liuial. She left an opening for Kenya to pour the honey in, and the bubble bulged and jiggled with the heavy liquid, but it held. Nani sealed the opening, and Kenya sat the jar aside.
“Guess I'm stuck here for... How long did he say?” Nani asked.
“Couple hours, maybe three at the most,” Kenya answered.

      [image: ]Nani shoved the finished Tidewater game back towards Alexi.
“Thanks for keeping me company,” she said. “Even if you do trounce me at this game.”
Alexi grinned.
“Want to play, Kenya?” she asked with a sly look.
“Nah, girl,” Kenya said with a shake of her head. “I've been cramming to read all those books about Kafar that Kalin sent us. My brain needs a rest.”
Alexi laughed and folded the game up into its little satchel.
“Funny thing,” she said. “All my books are about what Kafar was like before the Breaking. Has he given either of you any that talk about what it's like now?”
“No,” Nani said. “Mine are all about weather, and maps, and dwarfs, and vernate.”
“Mine too,” Kenya said. “And you know, I thought for sure there would be a chamber full of that vernate stuff down in the Vault. But there's none.”
“Well, why would you bother to store it if you had a whole province stuffed with it?” Alexi said with a shrug.
“Oh, I don't know,” Kenya answered, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Maybe in case you had a worldwide deep freeze and needed the longest lasting fire fuel you could get.”
Nani's eyes flicked to Kenya. Kenya rarely got sarcastic with Alexi. Something was definitely bothering her. Nani decided to change the subject.
“Er, is Li looking forward to her birthday tomorrow?” Nani asked.
“I think so,” Kenya said. “But she's been kinda grumpy since you sealed the Pillar of Air into her. Says she isn't sleeping well.”
All three girls automatically glanced over to make sure the door was shut, so they would not be overheard. It was, but Alexi still spoke in hushed tones.
“She keeps falling out of bed,” she said. “That's where most of her bruises are from.”
“What?” Nani said, alarmed. “I thought those were from all the tentanan she's been doing.”
“No,” Alexi shook her head. “She's getting quite good at the fighting, really. Kalin's impressed.”
“She really went at her training with a vengeance,” Kenya said.
“Yeah, well, I think she was hoping it would help her sleep better,” Alexi said.
“If she's falling out of bed, maybe we should get her a thicker rug, you know?” Kenya suggested.
“I don't think it'll help,” Alexi said with a shake of her red head. “Li tried piling cushions up around herself, so she wouldn't roll off. Still kept waking up on the floor. So now she's just sleeping on the floor--”
“What?” Kenya and Nani said in unison.
“You heard me. But she still keeps waking up bruised... On the other side of the room.”
“What?” Nani said again. “Why hasn't she told me?”
“You have enough to be worrying about,” shrugged Alexi. “You're supposed to be figuring how to seal the Emptiness without wiping out half the planet, remember?”
Nani sighed and glanced at Kenya.
“What is Li dreaming about?” she asked.
“She keeps dreaming that she's flying,” Alexi said. “And then she wakes up on the floor.”
“Could be worse if you ask me,” Kenya said.
Nani frowned down at the liuial on her leg. Alexi's reflection shone golden on the honey bubble, and Nani swallowed.
The Pillar of Light had changed her friend. Alexi could see impossibly far, she could hear the stars singing, and sometimes her eyes flashed with a fire that Nani could no longer pretend was a figment of her imagination.
“Alexi,” Nani said, her voice firm. “I want you to tell Li to make sure her windows are locked when she sleeps.”
“What?” asked Alexi.
“Just tell her, okay?” Nani said, turning her eyes back to the honey bubble. “The fifth floor is a long way to fall.”

      [image: ]A little while later there was a knock on the door and Li poked her head in to the bathroom.
“Can I come in?” she asked.
They waved her in, and Li peered at the bubble of honey wrapped around Nani's leg. “How's it looking?”
Nani shrugged.
“I have no idea.”
“Well, I'm going to check it,” Kenya said. She pushed her fingers through the liuial to inspect the sucker.
“I think it's working!” Kenya announced. “It feels different!”
Nani exhaled with relief, but Kenya darted for the sink, her back to the other girls again.
“Er, Kenya... Is something the matter?” Nani asked.
“Oh, just washing this honey mess off my hands,” Kenya answered, turning on the tap.
Nani looked at Alexi and Li, but the girls just shrugged and made faces. They all knew that the liuial would not leave any honey on Kenya's fingers when she pulled them free, but no one knew what was bothering her.
Li cleared her throat.
“Well, I saw that Elsi woman today, from the Kettle in Talaris,” she said.
The girls turned wide eyes on Li. The Mariners had advised Nani to ignore Madame Elsi until she developed a little patience, and the Bayru were doing a very good job of keeping the woman from “accidentally” running into either of the B'nli.
“You did?” asked Alexi. “Where?”
“I'm afraid I made the mistake of showing myself in the Great Hall during breakfast,” Li said with a shake of her head. “I really had not meant to, but I was walking past when I heard an argument getting out of hand--”
“Ah,” Kenya frowned. “Definitely Elsi.”
“She's driving Fenwether nuts, I'm afraid,” Li said, rolling her eyes. “The Bayru usually ignore her, but yesterday Elsi went too far. They caught her down at Harbor Town, trying to lay claim to a new shop for herself.”
“You're joking,” Alexi said.
“Nope,” Li said. “Foolish thing to do, if you ask me. Nearly half of Harbor Town is full already, and the other properties will be soon. The Keepers have notified all the legal inheritors. How Elsi thinks she can just stroll in and take what she likes is beyond me.”
“Sounds like hiding up here isn't doing any good,” Kenya said. She gave Nani a look of pity. “I'm afraid you're going to have to figure out what to do with her sooner rather than later.”
“Lovely,” Nani muttered. She poked at the honey-filled liuial on her thigh. It jiggled as she tried to find a more comfortable perch on the edge of the empty bath tub. “Anyone got any bright ideas?”
The other girls suddenly found the tile work very interesting. Nani sighed.
“So...” Alexi said, breaking the awkward pause. “You want me there when you seal the Emptiness?”
Nani nodded.
“Well, I got a really good look at the last Pillar when it was folding itself up into Li. And I could see when the Pillar was done and it started turning the regular air around us back into Air or Wind or whatever it is in... well, you.” Nani pointed at Li.
She paused, trying to gather her thoughts.
“And it was the same at the Drrondaak, with the Light,” Nani added. “At first the Light was being pulled into Alexi. After that, when I couldn't break the link, that's when things got out of control.
“So how is Alexi going to help with the Emptiness?” Kenya asked. She came back over and dropped a pile of fluffy white towels next to Nani.
“Well, see, I think I need to cut it off,” Nani said. “Tai said we could just try handling Light and putting a thin layer of it between our hands, but I don't know. It seems like a good way to get really, really burnt again. I just need something between me and the Pillar. And since we know we're going after the Emptiness, I think the best shot is to have Alexi there to get her hand between me and... and whoever's next.”
Li frowned. 
“Yeah, I think I'd keep Tai's idea as a back-up plan,” she said. “It might work better than someone having to hurt either of you. Heck, you could even get Alexi to hold your other hand, just for protection. If you still think Alexi grabbing your hand is enough to contain the Emptiness.”
Alexi jumped in.
“I do! I've seen the jin that the Bayru use,” she said. “It's a single thread of Light with a speck of Emptiness running through it. The Emptiness is powerful, but the Light balances it out. It should be enough.”
“Besides,” Nani added. “You guys are doing the containing. I'm just some kind of funnel...”
Nani's voice cut off and she sucked in a quick breath.
“What? What is it?” Li asked.
“I think it worked!” Nani said, excitement and relief flooding her as she looked down at the honey bubble. “Let me just get this liuial off...”
“Wait!” Kenya cried, wringing her hands.
But it was too late. Nani Handled, severing the liuial and it evaporated. Honey and an enormous quantity of purple ink splattered out and oozed down her leg. The blue sucker plopped down into the mess, splashing ink everywhere.
Nani looked at her leg, and her relief disappeared instantly. The knife wound was gone, but there was vivid purple circle around the area where the sucker had been attached.
“UGH!” Nani yelped, grabbing at the towels and trying to wipe the mark off.
“About that...” Kenya said, her face wrinkled in dismay. “Patrin says it might... Might be permanent...”
“Permanent?” Nani shrieked. “You mean I'm going to have a big purple circle on my leg forever?”
Kenya made a sheepish attempt at a laugh. Li and Alexi stared at her with their jaws dropped open.
“Just, well, maybe,” Kenya stammered. “There's a chance your Connection might clean it up after a while,” she said. “Patrin said he's only ever seen it once, on his grand-father...”
“And how long did he have it?” Nani squeaked. She scrubbed harder, but it made no difference.
“Three decades,” Kenya said. “He lived an abnormally long time for a member of the Current Patrol.”
Nani dropped the ruined towel at her feet. She took a deep breath and looked around. Ink and honey were splattered all over the white marble, their clothes, and the towels. She closed her eyes and sighed heavily.
Then she sat up straight. At least she could have a little fun with it.
“Kenya?”
“Uh... Yes?”
“Does Aidan know about this?” Nani waved at her new, purple beauty mark.
Kenya nodded.
“Well, then, I want you to take that jar to Aidan and have him tell Tai that it worked,” Nani said, still waving at her leg. “And then I want you to march off and refuse to say anything about this.”
Kenya gave her a confused look. Kalin had wanted them to keep the Connection a secret, but the others weren't dumb, and they knew Nani and Tai could share memories.
“Um,” Kenya ventured, “Won't he already know what happened?”
“He's been busy, and I've blurred the whole memory anyway. I usually do when I'm in the bathroom,” Nani said with a shake of her head.
She turned the water on and started scrubbing the honey off her leg. Then she pointed at the girls. “We are going to act like it worked perfectly, no mention of any purple tattoos! I'm curious to see if Aidan levels with him, or if he clams up like you did, Kenya! And Kenya! You are telling Fenwether how all the towels got ruined!”






  
  Chapter two
Old Kafar


That afternoon, when Nani pushed open the door to Acumination, she and the girls found the stone room much smaller than usual. 
A map of the land mass that shared the Provinces of Falia and Kafar hung on a side wall. A second wall was lined with a blazing hearth, while the third had doors marking his and hers restrooms. The room was warmer than Nani had been in months.
Nani frowned at the bathroom doors for a moment, but then her eyes fell on the heavy square table in the center of the room. Three chairs lined every side, and the table was piled high with a strange substance. Nani picked up a piece. It shimmered like silver, but felt extremely heavy. Bits flaked off of it at the slightest touch.
Kalin stood at the map, his back to them all. The door creaked again as the boys entered. Tai's eyes swept the room and landed on Nani.
Very funny, he thought towards her. You could have warned me.
And missed the chance to have matching purple tattoos? I don’t think so!
He shook his head, obviously annoyed, just as Kalin turned to face them.
“Come in, come in,” he said, waving at the seats around the table. “Take a seat. We've only a few moments before Elija will be joining us.”
“Who?” Aidan asked, pulling out a chair each for Li and Kenya.
“Elija. One of our spies in Kafar,” Kalin said. “He is the one that reported on the mountain in the heart of Kafar, where the snow never falls. I don't need to tell you how strange that is. I asked him to come help us prepare for our journey there. Now, tell me what you've learned of Kafar.”
The group shifted, looking at one another for a moment. Finally, Aidan pushed his glasses up his nose and cleared his throat.
“Well,” he began. “I for one have no idea what Kafar is like now. But from what I gather, before the Breaking it was the smallest province. Lots of mountains and a people that are three or four feet tall. None of them are Mari Kai, and the people in Falia call them dwarfs.”
“And Kafar's biggest resource is vernate, right?” she said, shrugging out of her sweater. “The stuff that burns for hours and hours and puts off a lot of heat for a very little amount of fuel. I imagine this is it?”
Kalin nodded and pointed to the silver ore on the table.
“This is an illusion, of course, but you get the idea,” he said. “The heat you are enjoying would be produced by a small handful of vernate. Anything else?”
The group looked at one another and shrugged their shoulders.
“That's pretty much it,” Chan said. “A cold land filled with hard-working folk does not come by much trouble.”
Nani wrinkled her nose as something Richard once taught her floated up out of her broken memories.
“No one can put up with the cold like the Kafarn,” Nani said. “And humans can't find vernate like them either. We ruin it when we try.”
“Good, good,” Kalin said with a smile, obviously pleased that they had been doing their homework. His face grew serious again, and the Guardian waved a hand at the air, as if he were erasing a blackboard.
There was a ripple in the room. The vernate piled on the table vanished, and the roaring blaze in the hearth weakened. Most disturbing, the map on the wall warped and twisted, its lines changing drastically. The Province of Kafar was now a single peninsula, far to the north.
“Much has changed over the last thousand years,” Kalin said, pointing to the map. “It seems the Tarn have done little but grapple for power since the Breaking. They have fought to gain control of the people, they have fought amongst themselves, and they have shifted boundaries. The only borders that have remained constant are those of Bayrudaal, where the armies of the Tarn were useless.”
Nani stared at the map. Falia had control over nearly the entire continent.
“Why stop there?” she asked, pointing to the land bridge separating the two provinces. “The peninsula is where the vernate is most plentiful.”
The six Trusted frowned.
“Is that true?” Li asked Kalin, and the old man nodded.
“Nani's right,” Li muttered. “That makes no sense.”
Kalin pressed his lips together, but before he could explain, Alexi brought up another question.
“How many Tarn are we talking about on this continent, anyway?” Alexi asked. “I mean, besides the ones that are strong enough to travel by cloud...”
“Well, that is part of what I hope to learn from Elija,” Kalin said. “Whenever I manage to catch a glimpse of the Tarn, I do not recognize any of them... But Nathinial has recently shared some very distressing information with me, and--”
There was a sharp knock at the door, and Kalin stopped mid-sentence.
“That will be Elija,” he said quickly. “Nathinial's piece of the puzzle will have to wait.”

      [image: ]A blond man in his early thirties entered the room. He bobbed his head and gave kitar, but then his green eyes widened with curiosity and he looked about the room.
Kalin swept over to shake his hand and make introductions.
Nani smiled in welcome as Kalin rattled off names, and Elija smiled right back, giving kitar again.
It was obvious Elija was not a Mariner. He held himself straight and tall like all Bayru, but he was far too relaxed to be military.
Nani glanced at Tai. And here I was assuming all the spies would be military personnel, she thought.
Tai shrugged at her, and then rose to his feet to shake hands with Elija, who seemed more curious about the room they were in than the living legends he stood among.
Nani could hear Tai chuckling in her head.
“Is something the matter?” Tai asked Elija, unable to resist.
Elija's
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